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Chapter 1
It played from reeds like splintered flutes,
A crawling hymn with no refrain—
Devil music from the blackest waters,
Humming hunger into the vein.
—Mouth of the Hollow by Josiah Greer
Alice Monroe had never cared for long bus rides when she was younger. They left her restless, the air always too close, the motion unsettling enough to keep her hovering in that tired place just shy of sleep. Loneliness clung to them too, a kind of hollow quiet that deepened with each mile.
But this trip was different. It was something she had to do, and she had decided, if only to make the hours bearable, to be open to whatever it brought.
Now she sat by the window, cheek against the cold glass, watching the landscape smear past in slanted, colorless streaks. The air inside smelled faintly of diesel, mingling with the dry scent of the heater’s breath.
Her coat still carried the city with it, a trace of old paper, shampoo, and secondhand smoke, and it made her feel like a ghost, not quite here yet and not entirely gone from where she had been.
Across the aisle, a group of young people sprawled in their seats, their patchwork denim and tangled hair announcing their ideals before they even spoke. None of them could have been over twenty-one, and they carried that effortless beauty that seemed to come standard at that age, no matter how they lived.
Alice didn’t hate her body, not really, but she couldn’t ignore how time had softened her in ways she hadn’t entirely welcomed. A quiet ache for the years when her reflection and her life had felt simpler.
One boy strummed a battered guitar, his voice lazy as he hummed something she didn’t recognize. The earthy tang of marijuana drifted over. A girl in a flowing dress, her wrists clinking with too many bracelets, caught Alice’s eye. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glassy and bright. A wreath of wilted flowers drooped over her golden hair.
“Where ya headed?” she asked, her grin wide and open.
“Maple Ridge,” Alice replied.
“Groovy. We’re going to Durango. Gonna live off the land. Get back to what’s real.”
Alice nodded, unsure what else to say. The girl’s enthusiasm was intoxicating, and for a moment Alice felt a sharp twinge of envy. They had the kind of freedom she had once imagined for herself but had never truly touched.
Then she noticed the way the girl’s body leaned unconsciously toward the boy with the guitar, as if orbiting him, and reminded herself that it wasn’t real freedom.
“You ever been to Maple Ridge?” Alice asked. “It’s my first time there.”
“Nah. But the whole state’s supposed to be amazing. Wildflowers. Big skies. You’ll dig it.” The girl stretched her legs into the aisle, jangling her bracelets. “We’re all so tired of cities. The whole machine of it all.”
Alice turned back to the window. The further they traveled, the thinner everything became. Highway gave way to dusty switchbacks, then gravel, then a road so narrow it felt like the tires were skimming the edge of the world.
A man two rows up whispered to himself in short bursts, but no one looked alarmed. This was the last leg of nowhere.
The bus leaned into a sudden curve. Outside, the scrubland was giving way to spruce and pine. She thought of old myths, the kind where the road to the witch’s house was always narrow, always forested, and always filled with something waiting to make you forget why you came.
The bus driver didn’t speak. A radio crackled somewhere above his head, playing something faint and folksy that might have been Bob Dylan, the harmonica and guitar barely audible over the engine's rumble.
Alice propped her chin in her hand and watched a crow follow their route from overhead, its dark wings slicing through the afternoon sky in lazy, deliberate circles.
She felt like she’d been hollowed out by quiet things, slights and disappointments that no one else noticed but which never quite stopped stinging. If the mountains could take that ache from her, she wasn’t going to ask for more.
The bus let her off at what barely passed for a depot: a gravel lot with one rusted bench and a payphone bolted to the side of a shuttered feed store. No one else got off. The engine coughed, sighed, and then rumbled back to life as it disappeared around the bend, leaving her in a quiet that felt too sudden.
A station wagon waited by the fence, dull red and missing its hubcaps. Evelyn Carver stood beside it, hands tucked into a tan wool coat with fur trim that had seen better years. Her gray hair was pulled back in a tight, purposeful bun. She didn’t wave, but her expression was kind. Practical kindness.
“You must be Alice,” she said. She lifted the suitcase without waiting to be asked. “Hope you’re not expecting much. This town is as plain as it gets. Most folks who come up here don’t stay long.”
Alice followed her to the car. “That’s the idea.”
Evelyn gave a half-smile and nodded once, as if that answer made perfect sense.
The road to the cabin wound through stands of pine and oak that grew denser with each mile. They passed patches of overgrown field where stone foundations and rusted fence posts hinted at abandoned farms. Weeds and saplings had reclaimed the land. At one point they passed a weather-beaten road sign that leaned at a precarious angle, its green paint faded and pocked with bullet holes. The forest pressed closer, branches scraping against the car’s windows.
Evelyn tapped the wheel gently. A scratchy old country song played on the radio.
“That’s Maple Ridge Lake coming up,” Evelyn said, not looking away from the road. “Gets cold early here. Sometimes the lake freezes over by Halloween.”
Alice leaned forward. The water shimmered dark and wide beyond the trees, its surface too still. Something about the way it sat in the land made her stomach clench.
Evelyn added, almost offhandedly, “The marsh near the cabin’s worse. Devil’s Hollow, folks call it. No good reason why, but I’d steer clear. Don’t go wandering through it, especially not without shoes. That mud has a mind of its own.”
Alice wasn’t sure if she was joking. She didn’t ask.
The car climbed one last ridge and turned down a gravel path. The cabin came into view slowly, tucked beneath two enormous pines, its roof bowed slightly in the middle. Smoke curled from the chimney. The windows glowed faintly in the gray light.
Something in Alice’s chest loosened as they pulled up, like her body recognized the shape of this solitude before her mind could.
Evelyn cut the engine and looked across the lake. “Teresa’s probably out back,” she said, her voice lower now. “She likes the marsh when it’s quiet. She’s harmless. Just… different.”
Alice looked where she pointed but saw only trees and reeds and water, all still as if holding its breath. Evelyn opened the trunk and hauled the suitcase up the front steps. The door creaked open, swallowing them both in warmth and woodsmoke.
Inside, the cabin smelled of pine resin and old paper. The floors creaked politely underfoot. The main room was simple: a woodstove with a steaming iron kettle, a frayed braided rug, and a rocking chair angled toward a wide, lake-facing window.
Alice set her bag down by the couch. The cushions sagged a little. The whole space felt lived-in without feeling invaded.
“I stocked the pantry with basics,” Evelyn said, moving through the kitchenette. “Coffee, beans, oatmeal. Wood’s out back. You’ll want to split it smaller, though.”
Alice nodded, her eyes drawn to the lake again. The water was visible through a stand of spruce, dark and matte. A layer of reeds bordered the far edge, reaching toward the marsh, the line between one and the other hard to define. Nothing moved out there.
Evelyn caught her looking. “That’s Teresa’s spot,” she said softly. “She’s always near the water this time of day.”
Alice leaned closer to the glass.
A figure stood at the marsh’s edge, still as a fencepost. Long, dark hair hung down her back. She wore something pale, nearly the same color as the mist clinging to the trees. She didn’t turn or acknowledge the house, just stood there, facing the place where the marsh met the lake.
“She’s quiet, but she’s kind,” Evelyn said. “And smart. Just has her own rhythms.”
Alice nodded again, slower this time. Evelyn moved to the stove, stirred the kettle once, then wiped her hands on a dish towel.
“I’ll be back tomorrow,” she said, glancing at a clock above the mantel. “You’ve got the number if anything breaks. It’s old, but it holds heat and doesn’t leak. More than I can say for most places up here.”
When the sound of tires on gravel faded into the trees, the silence settled over everything with a weight that felt deliberate. Alice stayed where she was, watching the still figure by the water's edge, not sure if she was hoping the girl would turn around or waiting for the courage to stop looking.
After a while, Alice stepped away from the window and went through the motions of settling in. She lit a lamp beside the sofa. She checked the faucets for water. In the cupboard she found two mugs, both mismatched and chipped at the rim. There was something comforting in their imperfection, like they belonged to someone who didn’t mind holding on to small, broken things.
She had just finished stacking her books on the windowsill when she heard footsteps on the porch. Then a knock, light and too slow to be impatient.
When Alice opened the door, the girl was standing there. Close up, she looked younger than she’d guessed and older than she expected. Her face was delicate, with cheekbones that caught the pale light and eyes that didn’t blink enough. She wore no coat, just a loose flannel shirt over a thin white top. Her collarbones were sharp beneath the fabric. Her hair was long and wet.
“I’m Teresa,” she said, her voice almost too soft to hear. She held out a hand. Alice took it. The skin was cold, like porcelain left in a basement. The fingers pulled back quickly, as if the touch had startled her too.
“Hi. I’m Alice.”
Teresa nodded, then looked past her, back toward the lake.
“It’s beautiful here,” Alice offered.
“It can be,” Teresa said. “Sometimes it’s strange. But mostly it’s quiet.” She turned her face toward the reeds. “You’ll see.”
The words weren’t ominous, but they carried a strange weight. Teresa looked back, met her eyes only briefly, and stepped off the porch. She walked toward the marsh with an easy, silent gait, disappearing into the trees.
Alice stayed in the doorway, her hand still cold from the handshake, watching the dark space between branches where Teresa had gone.
After she left, the cabin felt larger. Alice lit the stove properly, feeding it with a smaller log. The room warmed quickly and the windows began to sweat. She sat in the rocking chair, listening to the wood settle and the stove hiss.
She picked up a book from a shelf. A dog-eared copy of Women Who Run with the Wolves, underlined in blue ink. She didn’t read it, just held it and stared out the window where the trees blended into shadows and the lake had turned the color of old slate.
The marsh was hard to see, but she imagined Teresa standing there still, unmoved. The radio in the corner came on by accident when she leaned against the table. It played something slow and crackling, a Rolling Stones song half-lost to static. She left it on.
Later, she undressed slowly and slipped under the quilt without turning off the lamp. The warmth of the cabin didn’t reach the sheets. They smelled faintly of cedar and something mineral.
She closed her eyes and waited for sleep, but it came in pieces. Somewhere in the thick half of dreaming, she felt the marsh. Cool water pressed against her ankles. The reeds brushed her thighs like fingers. Teresa was there, kneeling in front of her, her hair trailing through the water like thread caught on driftwood.
Then she woke, breath shallow, mouth dry. The cabin was still. The radio had gone quiet. Outside the window, the lake held the moonlight in its teeth.
And all she could hear in her mind was that soft, strange voice saying, you’ll see.
Chapter 2
A thirst like ground glass in her throat woke her. Alice sat up, the quilt pooling in her lap. The lamp was still on, casting a soft yellow circle on the wooden floor. For a moment, the dream was more real than the room. The feel of cold water on her skin, the whisper of reeds against her legs. She could almost smell the damp, earthy scent of the marsh.
She swung her feet to the floorboards, which were cold enough to make her gasp. The thirst was a physical, demanding thing. She went to the small kitchen, her shadow stretching long and distorted behind her. She filled one of the chipped mugs from the tap and drank it down in three long swallows. The water was metallic and cold, but it didn’t help. She filled the mug again. And again.
Her stomach felt sloshed and heavy, but the thirst remained, a dry fire in the back of her mouth. She stood at the window over the sink, looking out at the pre-dawn gray. The lake was a sheet of dark metal. The reeds at the edge of Devil’s Hollow were perfectly still, like lines drawn in charcoal. The dream hadn’t been frightening, not exactly. It had been strangely peaceful. That was what unsettled her now. The memory of Teresa’s face, calm and placid beneath the dark water.
The sun rose, painting the sky in pale shades of orange and pink, but the light didn't seem to touch the marsh. It remained a place of shadow and stillness. Alice dressed, pulling on a thick sweater against the morning chill, and stepped outside. The wooden porch steps were slick with dew. She walked toward the water, the wet grass soaking the cuffs of her jeans.
Teresa was there.
She wasn't standing motionless this time. She was kneeling at the very edge of the marsh, one hand trailing in the murky water, swirling it in slow, deliberate circles. She didn't look up as Alice approached. Her dark hair was damp, clinging to her neck and the back of her flannel shirt.
“Good morning,” Alice said, her voice sounding too loud in the quiet.
Teresa finally looked up. Her eyes were a strange, indeterminate color, not quite brown, not quite green. They seemed to catch the flat light of the sky.
“Is it?” Teresa asked. She pulled her hand from the water. It was coated in a fine, black silt. She didn't wipe it off.
“I guess so,” Alice said, feeling foolish. “I had a strange dream last night.”
Teresa smiled, a faint, fleeting thing that didn’t reach her eyes. “It wasn’t a dream.”
Alice felt a cold prickle on her arms, unrelated to the morning temperature. “What do you mean?”
“The water remembers,” Teresa said simply. She looked at Alice, a slow appraisal from head to toe. “You look different today. Less tired.”
“I’m not,” Alice said automatically. “I was up half the night, thirsty.”
“It’s the first thing that changes,” Teresa said, her gaze drifting back to the water. “The thirst.”
She stood up, her movements fluid and silent. Mud clung to the knees of her jeans. She smelled of wet earth and something else, something faintly sweet, like crushed leaves.
“What changes?” Alice asked, but Teresa was already turning away.
“You came here to be quiet,” Teresa said over her shoulder. “It will teach you how.”
She walked along the edge of the reeds, her footing steady despite the treacherous mud beneath. Her steps made no noise on the wet ground, and just as she had the night before, she slipped into the forest as if it had simply swallowed her whole.
Alice stood there for a long time, the strange conversation echoing in her head. The water remembers. What did that even mean? She felt an odd pull toward the spot where Teresa had been kneeling. A sense of curiosity that was stronger than her caution.
She walked the perimeter of the marsh, where the solid ground gave way to mud and tangled roots. The reeds grew thick and tall here, their feathery tops rustling softly. Evelyn’s warning echoed in her mind. That mud has a mind of its own. Still, she found herself tracing Teresa’s path.
Her boot caught on something just beneath the surface of the mud. It was hard, unyielding. Bending down, she dug at the spot with her fingers. The mud was cold and slick, like clay. Her nails scraped against stone. She worked it free and pulled it out.
It was a river stone, worn smooth and dark, almost black. It was flat and oval, a perfect fit for her palm. Carved into its surface was a perfect, curling spiral. The line was deep and sure, not a natural marking. It looked ancient. As she held it, a faint, strange warmth spread from the stone into her skin. A vibration, a low, steady hum that seemed to resonate deep in her bones.
She closed her fingers around it, the sensation both comforting and deeply wrong. She had the sudden, inexplicable urge to put it in her pocket. To keep it. It felt like hers.
A car engine rumbled up the gravel drive, and Alice straightened up, startled. It was Evelyn’s red station wagon. She quickly shoved the stone into the front pocket of her jeans. It felt heavy and solid against her leg.
Evelyn got out of the car, carrying a small paper bag. She saw Alice standing by the reeds and her practical, kind expression tightened almost imperceptibly.
“Everything all right?” Evelyn asked, her eyes scanning the edge of the marsh.
“Yes, fine,” Alice said, trying to sound casual. “Just getting some fresh air.”
“It’s a nice view,” Evelyn said, though her tone suggested otherwise. She held up the bag. “Brought you a few things from town. Some decent bread, some apples. The store here doesn’t get much.”
“Thank you, Evelyn. You didn’t have to do that.”
“It’s no trouble.” Evelyn walked closer, stopping a few feet from the muddy ground. Her gaze was fixed on the reeds. “I see you’ve been exploring.”
“Not really. Just walking.”
Evelyn nodded slowly. She looked at Alice, her eyes sharp and searching. “A word of advice. It’s fine to look. The lake is pretty enough. But don’t take anything from this place.”
Alice’s hand instinctively went to her pocket, resting over the hard shape of the stone. “What do you mean?”
“I mean souvenirs,” Evelyn said, her voice low and serious. “A pretty feather, a twisted branch, a smooth rock. Leave it alone. This land… Devil’s Hollow… it doesn’t like giving things up. It always wants something back in return.”
A cold knot formed in Alice’s stomach. She thought of the warmth of the stone, the low hum that had vibrated through her hand. It felt like a secret she was already keeping.
“I won’t,” Alice lied. The word came out easier than she expected.
Evelyn watched her for a moment longer, as if trying to read the truth on her face. Then she gave a curt nod and turned back toward the cabin.
“Well, I’ll leave these on the porch for you. Let me know if the stove gives you any trouble.”
Alice watched her go. She waited until the station wagon had pulled away, its engine noise fading back into the silence of the trees. Then, slowly, she pulled the stone from her pocket.
It was still warm. The spiral seemed darker now, almost etched in shadow. As she stared at it, she could have sworn the carved line pulsed once, like a slow, sleeping heartbeat.
Chapter 3
Alice shoved the stone deep into her pocket and walked back to the cabin, the lie she told Evelyn sitting cold and heavy in her gut. Inside, the space that had felt like a refuge now seemed small and confining. The silence pressed in. Every creak of the floorboards sounded like a footstep. She needed to get out. She needed to see other faces, hear other voices, and pretend for a few hours that she was somewhere normal.
The walk into town was longer than she’d expected, nearly two miles along the winding asphalt road. The trees on either side were tall and dense, their branches interlocking overhead to form a dark canopy. There were no other cars, no other people. The only sound was the crunch of her own footsteps on the gravel shoulder.
Maple Ridge wasn’t much of a town. It was a single street with a post office, a shuttered feed store, and a small market with a gas pump out front. Across the street was a diner, The Ridge Cafe, with a flickering neon sign in the window that simply said “EAT.”
Alice pushed the door open. A little bell chimed. The diner was warm and smelled of coffee and frying bacon. A handful of men in work shirts sat at the counter, nursing mugs of coffee. In a booth by the window, a woman with a mountain of blonde hair piled on her head was refilling salt shakers. She looked up as Alice entered, her expression open and curious.
“Just one?” the woman asked, sliding a menu from behind the counter.
“Yes, thank you.” Alice slid into a booth with cracked red vinyl seats. The Formica tabletop was wiped clean but sticky in spots.
The waitress came over, a coffee pot in her hand. “Coffee?”
“Please.”
She filled a thick ceramic mug. “You’re new here. Staying out at Evelyn Carver’s place, right?”
Alice was surprised. “How did you know?”
“Not much happens in Maple Ridge that folks don’t know about,” the woman said with a friendly grin. She stuck out a hand. “I’m Deb. I own this place.”
“Alice.” They shook. Deb’s hand was warm and dry.
“Pleasure to meet you, Alice. So, how are you finding the quiet life?”
“It’s… quiet,” Alice said, managing a small smile. “Evelyn has been very kind.”
Deb’s smile faltered for just a second. “Yeah, Evelyn’s a good woman. Been through a lot, though. Hasn’t been the same since she lost her daughter.”
The name hung in the air. Alice felt a sudden chill. “Her daughter?”
“Marla,” Deb said, her voice dropping. She leaned against the booth, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “It was a few years back now. She just… vanished. Walked out of that same cabin one afternoon and never came back. No note, nothing.”
Alice thought of Evelyn’s tight, practical kindness. The sadness she kept hidden just behind her eyes. “That’s awful.”
“Tell me about it,” Deb said, shaking her head. “Evelyn searched for months. The whole town did. But it’s like she just stepped off the face of the earth.” She glanced around the diner, then leaned in closer. “People have stories, of course. Especially about that place.”
“What kind of stories?” Alice asked, her hand subconsciously touching the stone in her pocket.
“Oh, you know. Old wives’ tales. My grandma used to say that stretch of marshland, Devil’s Hollow, is hungry. She said it swallows things.” Deb gave a short, nervous laugh. “Silly, I know.”
“Swallows what?”
“Anything it takes a fancy to,” Deb said. Her eyes flickered toward the window, as if she could see the lake from here. “Mostly girls, it seems. Marla wasn’t the first. There have been others, going way back. They don’t all disappear. Some of them just… change. Forget themselves. Start spending all their time out there by the water until there’s not much of them left.”
Alice thought of Teresa, standing motionless by the reeds. She has her own rhythms.
“They say if you take something from the hollow, you leave a little piece of yourself behind,” Deb continued, her voice barely a whisper now. “A trade. And it keeps calling you back until it has all of you.”
The coffee in Alice’s mug had gone cold. The bacon smell from the kitchen suddenly seemed greasy and cloying.
“That’s just talk, though,” Deb said, straightening up and forcing a bright smile. “Can’t listen to every ghost story you hear in a small town. Now, what can I get for you? The pancakes are pretty good.”
Alice ordered, but she barely tasted the food. Deb’s words circled in her head. Hungry. Swallows things. Forget themselves. She paid her bill, left a generous tip, and walked back out into the afternoon sun. The two-mile walk back to the cabin felt different now. The woods seemed darker, the silence more watchful.
That night, she built a small fire in the woodstove, more for the company of the light than for the warmth. She sat in the rocking chair, the spiral stone resting on the small table beside her. It seemed to absorb the flickering firelight, the carved line a perfect, unending black.
She tried to read, but the words wouldn’t stick. Her mind kept drifting back to Deb’s stories. To Marla. To Teresa. She was tired, an exhaustion that went bone-deep, but she was afraid to sleep. Afraid of what dreams might come.
Around midnight, she heard the first sound.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
It came from beneath the floorboards. Slow. Deliberate. The sound of a fist knocking on wood from below.
Alice froze, her heart hammering against her ribs. The cabin was old. It was just the house settling. Wood contracting in the cool night. That’s all it was.
She waited, holding her breath. The silence returned, thick and absolute. She was about to relax when it came again, from the same spot, directly beneath her feet.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
It was like the sound of something asking to be let in.
She stood up, backing away from the rocking chair until her back hit the cold wall of the kitchenette. Her eyes were fixed on the floorboards, half-expecting them to splinter and break. The knocking stopped. The silence that followed was worse, filled with a terrible anticipation.
She stood there for what felt like an hour, every muscle tensed, listening. Nothing. The fire in the stove had burned down to glowing embers. Finally, the sheer weight of her exhaustion won out. She stumbled to the bed and collapsed under the quilt, pulling it up to her chin like a child hiding from monsters.
Sleep came, but it was not a rest. It was a descent.
She was underwater, deep in the cold, black heart of the lake. There was no struggle, no need for breath. She was just there, floating in the silent dark. Below her, silt and rotting leaves formed a soft bed. Above her, the moonlight was a pale, distant smear on the surface.
And Teresa was there with her.
She was suspended in the water a few feet away, her body still and peaceful. Her eyes were wide open, staring blankly into the darkness. They were not seeing.
Her long, dark hair drifted around her head, waving slowly in the unseen current, indistinguishable from the weeds and reeds that grew up from the lakebed around them.
Chapter 4
Alice woke with a gasp, the dream clinging to her like a wet shroud. She was tangled in her sheets, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The room was gray with the first light of dawn. She sat up, shivering, though the cabin wasn't cold. The knocking from the night before, the underwater stillness of the dream—it all felt too real, leaving a residue of dread that she couldn't shake.
She didn't want to stay inside. The cabin felt compromised, watched. She pulled on her boots and a jacket, driven by an impulse she didn't understand. She had to go back to the marsh. The thought was irrational, a moth flying toward a flame, but it was stronger than her fear. She left the cabin without a backward glance, the spiral stone a familiar weight in her pocket.
This time, she didn't stop at the edge. Pushing past the tall, whispering reeds, she stepped into Devil's Hollow. The ground immediately softened under her feet, the mud sucking at her boots with a greedy sound. Each step was a struggle. The world of the cabin, of the town, fell away behind the curtain of reeds. Here, the only sounds were the rustle of the leaves and the squelch of her own progress.
She went deeper than before, following a barely-there path of firmer ground between patches of stagnant, brown water. The smell was stronger here, a thick, cloying mix of rot and damp earth. Underneath it was another scent, sharp and metallic, like old pennies or blood. It coated the back of her throat.
The water beside the path murmured. A low, constant whisper, like speech heard through a thick wall. The sounds were almost words, syllables that rose and fell in a steady cadence, but they dissolved before she could grasp their meaning. It was the sound of the marsh talking to itself.
She pushed a low-hanging branch out of her way and saw it.
Sticking out of the black mud was a piece of bone. It was yellowed with age, maybe a foot long, and bleached almost white at the exposed end. It was the shape of a handle, thick and solid, tapering to a dull point. She hesitated for only a moment before reaching down and pulling it free. The mud released it with a wet, sighing sound.
It was heavier than it looked. One side was smooth, worn down by countless hands. The other was carved with a series of small, deep notches, like a record of days or moons. Or something else. It felt ancient and purposeful. She ran her thumb over the notches, counting them without thinking. There were nineteen.
A twig snapped behind her.
Alice spun around, her heart leaping into her throat. The bone felt suddenly like a weapon in her hand.
Teresa stood there, not ten feet away. She was splattered with mud up to her thighs, her thin white shirt clinging to her skin, soaked through. Her dark hair was plastered to her forehead and cheeks. She looked as if she had just crawled out of the earth.
She wasn't looking at Alice. She was looking at the bone in her hand. Her expression was unreadable, her strange eyes flat and empty.
"You found it," Teresa said. Her voice was quiet, but it cut through the murmuring of the water.
"What is it?" Alice asked, her own voice trembling slightly.
Teresa took a step closer. The mud made a soft, sucking sound around her bare feet. "It's a promise."
"A promise to what?"
Teresa's gaze finally lifted to meet Alice's. For a moment, Alice saw an flicker of something in their depths—pain, or maybe a profound weariness.
"I don't always come back," Teresa whispered. Her voice was raw, broken. "Not all of me."
Before Alice could ask what she meant, Teresa turned and pushed back through the reeds, moving with that uncanny silence of hers. She was gone as quickly as she had appeared.
Alice stood alone in the heart of the marsh, the carved bone clutched in her hand, Teresa's chilling words echoing in the space she left behind. The whispers from the water seemed to grow louder, insistent, pulling at her. She felt a sudden, overwhelming wave of dizziness. The world tilted, the reeds blurring into a single green wall around her. She closed her eyes, just for a second.
When she opened them, she was in bed.
The late afternoon sun was slanting through the window, casting long shadows across the room. Her boots were on the floor by the door, caked in drying black mud. Her jacket was thrown over the back of a chair. She was wearing the same clothes she'd had on in the marsh, but they were dry.
She sat up, a disoriented panic rising in her chest. She had no memory of walking back. No memory of taking off her boots, of lying down. The last thing she remembered was the dizziness, the feeling of the marsh closing in.
She looked at her hands. They were clean. Too clean. But then she saw it. A dark line of black, peeking out from beneath the nail of her index finger. She scraped at it with her other hand.
It was mud. Dried, caked mud from Devil's Hollow.
Chapter 5
For two days, the rain fell. It was a cold, steady drizzle that turned the world outside the cabin window into a gray smear. The sound was a constant drumming on the roof, a soft, relentless percussion that got under Alice’s skin. The lost time, the black mud under her fingernail—it was a gap in her memory that her mind kept trying to fill, replaying the image of Teresa, soaked and broken, over and over. She kept the carved bone hidden in her suitcase, wrapped in a t-shirt, but she could still feel its presence, like a cold spot in the room.
On the third day, the rain softened to a mist, and the pull became unbearable. She told herself she was just going for a walk, just stretching her legs. But her boots found the familiar path to Devil’s Hollow as if they had a will of their own.
The marsh was transformed. The ground was a soupy mess, and the stagnant pools of water had risen, overflowing their banks. The rain had washed the world clean, exposing things that had been hidden. A patch of metallic glint, half-buried in the mud near a cluster of reeds, caught her eye.
She knelt, the wet ground soaking through the knee of her jeans. She dug at the object with her bare hands, the cold mud squishing between her fingers. It was a small, heart-shaped locket on a delicate silver chain. It was tarnished and dented, but it was intact.
Her fingers were clumsy with cold as she worked at the clasp. It resisted, sealed with grit and time, then finally popped open with a tiny click.
Inside, behind a clouded piece of plastic, was a photograph. A young woman’s face, smiling. Or she had been smiling. Water had seeped in long ago, bleeding the colors and blurring the features. The girl’s eyes were faded, her mouth a watery smudge. It looked like a face seen through a deep, dark pool of water. A face half-drowned.
Alice felt a pang of sorrow for this forgotten girl, this lost smile. Without thinking, she slipped the chain over her head. The metal was icy against her skin.
“You shouldn’t have done that.”
The voice was right behind her. Alice jumped, whirling around. Teresa stood at the edge of the reeds, a silent, watching figure. The mist seemed to cling to her, making the edges of her form soft and indistinct. Today she was clean, her hair brushed, but her eyes held the same flat, empty quality.
“You startled me,” Alice said, her hand closing instinctively around the locket.
Teresa’s gaze was fixed on the locket, not on Alice’s face. Her expression was blank, but a faint tremor ran through her jaw.
“It remembers her,” she whispered. The words were barely audible over the dripping of water from the trees.
“Who?” Alice asked. “Who does it remember?”
But Teresa didn’t answer. She just stared at the locket, as if seeing not a piece of tarnished silver, but a ghost. Then she turned and walked away, melting back into the gray mist.
Alice went back to the cabin, the locket a cold weight against her chest. She sat in the rocking chair, staring out at the rain-swept lake. She took the locket off and held it in her palm, trying to wipe the mud from its surface with her thumb. She tried to make out the girl’s face more clearly, but the water damage was too deep. The harder she looked, the more the features seemed to dissolve.
The creak of the front door made her look up. Evelyn stood in the doorway, shaking water from a worn plastic raincoat. She was carrying another paper bag of groceries.
“Figured you might be running low,” Evelyn started to say, then she stopped. Her eyes locked on the locket in Alice’s hand.
All the color drained from Evelyn’s face. The bag of groceries slipped from her fingers, thudding onto the floorboards. An apple rolled out, coming to a stop by the leg of the table.
“Where,” Evelyn said, her voice a strangled, terrible sound, “did you get that?”
Alice felt a surge of pure dread. She knew. She knew before Evelyn even said the name.
“I… I found it,” Alice stammered, standing up. “By the marsh.”
Evelyn’s practical mask shattered. Her face crumpled, not with sadness, but with a sudden, blazing fury. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides.
“I told you,” she hissed, taking a step forward. Her eyes were filled with a grief so raw it was terrifying. “I told you not to take things from that place.”
“Evelyn, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know—”
“You stupid girl,” Evelyn choked out, tears finally breaking free and streaming down her cheeks. She pointed a trembling finger at the locket. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? That was Marla’s.”
The name landed like a stone in the silent room. Marla. The girl who vanished. The girl in the half-drowned photograph.
Evelyn collapsed into a kitchen chair, her body wracked with sobs. It was a raw, ugly sound, torn from the deepest part of her. The sound of a wound that had been ripped open.
Alice stood frozen, the locket feeling like it was burning a hole in her palm. She had done more than just find an object. She had dug up a ghost.
That night, sleep was a black, suffocating pit. She dreamed she was standing at the edge of Devil’s Hollow again. The air was still and cold. Marla was there, standing waist-deep in the murky water, her back to Alice. She was wearing a simple white dress, the hem dark and heavy with water.
Slowly, she turned.
Her face was pale and indistinct, the features blurred as if still submerged. Her skin was cracked, like a shattered porcelain doll, and from the cracks, a faint, sickly light emanated. The cracks formed a perfect, glowing spiral that split her face in two.
Chapter 6
Alice woke up choking. Something was caught in her throat, dry and fibrous. She sat bolt upright, clawing at her neck, her breath coming in ragged, panicked rasps. She coughed, a harsh, tearing sound that echoed in the quiet cabin, and something landed on the quilt in front of her.
It was a small, tightly woven clump of dark green fibers. She picked it up. It was a piece of a reed, tough and pliable, damp to the touch.
She scrambled out of bed and ran to the small bathroom mirror. Her face was pale, her eyes wide with fear. She opened her mouth, but there was nothing there. Just the raw, scraped feeling in her throat. She ran her fingers through her hair, and they caught on something. She pulled, and a long, slender strand of marsh reed, impossibly tangled in her hair near the scalp, came free.
She had slept indoors. The doors and windows had been locked. There was no rational way for it to have gotten there.
The thirst was back, worse than ever. It was a desperate, agonizing dryness that felt like it was cracking her from the inside out. Her lips were split and peeling, and her tongue felt thick and heavy in her mouth. She went to the sink and drank glass after glass of the cold, metallic water, but it was like pouring it into a hole. It did nothing to quench the fire in her throat. The thirst wasn't for water. It was for something else. Something cold and dark and deep.
She looked at herself in the mirror again. Teresa’s words came back to her. You look different today. It was true. There were faint, spidery lines at the corners of her eyes that hadn't been there before, and her skin had a pale, almost translucent quality. She looked… diluted. Watered down.
She had to see Teresa. The need was as urgent and primal as the thirst. She didn't know why, only that Teresa was the only one who might have an answer. Or maybe she was the answer.
She found her in the usual spot, at the edge of Devil’s Hollow, staring out at the water. The sky was overcast, the light flat and gray, making the marsh look like an old, faded photograph.
“Teresa,” Alice said, her voice a dry croak.
Teresa turned slowly. Her expression was calm, as if she’d been expecting her. She looked at Alice’s chapped lips, at the frantic energy in her eyes.
“It’s worse, isn’t it?” Teresa said. It wasn’t a question.
“What’s happening to me?” Alice pleaded. She held up the piece of reed she’d pulled from her hair. “I found this in my bed. In my hair.”
Teresa’s eyes flickered to the reed, then back to Alice’s face. She didn’t seem surprised. “It’s marking you. Claiming you.”
“What is?”
“The hollow,” Teresa said, her gaze drifting back to the murky water. “You have its things. It wants to give you something in return.”
She took a step closer to Alice. Her hand came up, her fingers ghosting over Alice’s neck, just below her ear. The touch was cold, like river stones.
“What’s this?” Teresa whispered.
Alice reached up, her own fingers finding a small, raised bump on her skin that she hadn’t noticed before. It was tender to the touch. She ran her finger over it. It was a spiral. A tiny, perfect spiral, etched into her skin like a brand.
A wave of nausea and terror washed over Alice. She stumbled back, away from Teresa, away from the water.
“It knows you now,” Teresa said softly. Her eyes were filled with a strange, sad light. “It can find you wherever you are.”
Alice stared at her, at this strange, beautiful, terrifying girl who seemed to be made of water and secrets. The fear was a roaring in her ears, but underneath it was something else. A pull. The same pull that had led her back to the marsh again and again. It wasn’t just the marsh that was calling to her. It was Teresa.
All of her fear, all of her confusion and loneliness, coalesced into a single, desperate impulse. She stepped forward, closing the space between them. She put her hands on Teresa’s shoulders, and before she could think, before she could stop herself, she leaned in and kissed her.
For a moment, Teresa’s lips were soft, yielding. But then the sensation changed. The softness gave way to something cold and gritty. The taste in Alice’s mouth wasn't human. It was the taste of wet earth, of mud and silt and decay.
It was like kissing the marsh itself.
The intimacy was all-consuming. Alice felt like she was being filled with cold, dark water. She was drowning, not in the lake, but in the kiss, in the empty spaces behind Teresa’s eyes.
Chapter 7
Alice tore herself away, sputtering, the taste of mud thick and foul in her mouth. She stumbled backward, tripping over a root and falling hard onto the damp ground. Teresa just stood there, her expression unchanged, her lips wet with something that looked like black silt.
Alice scrambled to her feet and ran. She didn't look back. She ran through the trees, branches whipping at her face, her lungs burning. She didn't stop until she reached the cabin, slamming the door behind her and leaning against it, her body shaking uncontrollably.
She spent the rest of the day in a state of numb terror. She scrubbed at her mouth, but she couldn't get rid of the taste. Every shadow in the corner of the room looked like a figure, every creak of the house sounded like a footstep on the porch. The spiral on her neck throbbed with a faint, dull ache. She was marked. She was claimed.
Late in the afternoon, there was a knock on the door. Not the soft, hesitant knock of Teresa, but a firm, solid rap. Alice froze, her heart seizing in her chest.
"Alice? It's Evelyn. Open the door."
Her voice was strained, but it was blessedly normal. Alice fumbled with the lock and pulled the door open. Evelyn stood there, her face etched with worry. She looked past Alice, into the dim cabin.
"I need to talk to you," Evelyn said, her voice low. "Not here."
They sat in Evelyn's red station wagon, the engine off, the windows fogged with their breath. The silence was heavy, broken only by the distant caw of a crow.
"I shouldn't have yelled at you," Evelyn said finally, staring straight ahead through the windshield. "It wasn't your fault. You didn't know."
"I'm so sorry, Evelyn," Alice whispered.
Evelyn shook her head, a sharp, dismissive gesture. "Sorry doesn't fix it. You need to understand what you've gotten yourself into. You need to understand about Marla."
She took a deep, shuddering breath. "My daughter… she was a lot like you. Smart, a little lost. She came up here after she finished college, trying to figure out what to do with her life. She loved this place. The quiet. The woods." She paused. "And the marsh."
"She started spending all her time there. At first, it was just walking, sketching. Then… she started finding things. Little things. A bird's skull. A piece of colored glass worn smooth by the water. She kept them. She said they were gifts."
Evelyn's voice was flat, hollowed out by the memory. "She started changing. She got quiet. Distant. She had that same thirsty look in her eyes that you have now. She told me the marsh was talking to her. Making her promises."
"Promises of what?" Alice asked, her own throat tight.
"Whatever she wanted to hear," Evelyn said bitterly. "Peace. Belonging. An escape from all the noise. She thought she was special. She thought she could make a deal. She thought she could bargain."
Evelyn turned to look at Alice then, her eyes hard and filled with a terrible certainty. "The marsh doesn't bargain, Alice. It doesn't give gifts. It takes. It hollows you out, piece by piece, until there's nothing left but an empty space for it to fill."
The words landed with the weight of absolute truth. Alice thought of Teresa's empty eyes, of the taste of silt in her mouth.
"The day she disappeared," Evelyn continued, her voice dropping to a whisper, "she went out there with the locket. She was going to give it back. She thought that would break the connection. But you don't break a deal by returning the payment. You break it by refusing to pay."
Evelyn held up her left hand. She pushed back the sleeve of her worn wool coat. On the inside of her wrist was a thin, white scar. It was faded with age, but unmistakable. It was a spiral.
"What is that?" Alice breathed.
"Proof," Evelyn said. "After Marla was gone, I almost lost my mind. I went to it. I offered myself in her place. I begged it to take me and let her go." She touched the scar with the fingers of her other hand. "It started to. I felt it… pulling at me. Trying to get inside. But I fought it. I pulled away. I ran. I chose to live with the grief instead of letting it swallow me whole."
The scar was a testament to a battle Alice couldn't imagine.
"That's what you have to do," Evelyn said, her voice pleading now, raw with desperation. She grabbed Alice’s arm, her grip surprisingly strong. "You have to leave. Now. Tonight. Get in your car and drive and don't ever look back. It's already started with you. It's marked you. But maybe it's not too late. Maybe you can still pull away before it finishes choosing you."
Evelyn’s words were a lifeline, a chance. But as Alice looked out at the dark treeline, at the path that led back to the cabin and the waiting marsh, she felt a profound, sinking despair. The pull was too strong. The loneliness she'd arrived with felt like a distant memory, replaced by this new, terrible belonging. Leaving felt like tearing off a limb.
"I can't," Alice whispered, the words tasting like ash. "I don't think I can."
Evelyn’s face fell. The last bit of hope seemed to drain from her eyes, leaving them dull and resigned. She let go of Alice’s arm.
"Then God help you," she said softly.
That night, Alice lay in the dark, her eyes wide open, listening to the silence. The thirst was a constant, burning presence in her throat. She could feel the tiny spiral on her neck, a focal point of heat against her cool skin.
Sometime in the deep, quiet hours before dawn, she felt a new sensation. It started in her fingertips and toes, a faint, tingling itch.
She lay perfectly still, her breath catching in her chest. The feeling grew, spreading up her arms and legs. It was a slow, deliberate movement. Something was writhing beneath her skin, a subtle, squirming pressure.
It felt like tiny, invisible threads weaving their way through her, mapping her veins, exploring the hollow spaces inside her. It felt like roots.
Chapter 8
The feeling was gone by morning, but the memory of it, the phantom sensation of being invaded from within, was branded on Alice’s mind. She didn't sleep. She sat in the rocking chair, watching the sun rise, the spiral stone, the carved bone, and Marla's locket laid out on the table in front of her. They were a set. A collection. Receipts for a debt she hadn't understood she was accumulating.
Evelyn’s warning was a dull echo against the insistent pull of the marsh. Leaving was no longer an option. It was too late. The roots were in her. She had to see it through. She had to face Teresa.
She found her not by the water’s edge, but sitting on the damp porch steps of the cabin, as if she had been waiting. She looked up as Alice approached, her face pale and still in the morning light. She didn't look like a monster. She looked like a sad, lonely girl.
Alice stopped in front of her, the wooden steps between them. She didn't have the energy for fear anymore. All that was left was a hollow, aching need for an answer.
"What are you?" Alice asked. Her voice was steady, stripped of emotion.
Teresa looked down at her own hands, resting loosely in her lap. "I'm the one who stayed."
"What does that mean?"
"It means I didn't pull away," Teresa said, her voice soft and distant. "I gave it what it wanted." She finally looked up, her strange, unreadable eyes meeting Alice's. "I am what you will be."
The words were a death sentence, delivered with a quiet, final sorrow. In that moment, something in the air shifted. The light seemed to bend around Teresa. Her form wavered, like a reflection on disturbed water.
For a split second, her face changed. The skin drew tight over her cheekbones, the flesh melting away to reveal the sharp, yellowed lines of a skull. Her eyes became dark, empty sockets. Her body flickered, becoming skeletal, thin limbs draped in rotting flannel, before snapping back to her uncanny, youthful beauty.
Then she flickered again. This time, she was a girl—a different girl—younger, her face bloated and blue, her hair tangled with weeds and mud. The image of a body pulled from a deep, cold place. Drowned.
Then she was just Teresa again, sitting on the step, watching Alice with a profound, ancient sadness.
Alice’s hand flew to her neck, her fingers closing around the cold, heart-shaped locket. She squeezed it tight, the metal digging into her palm. "You're one of them," she whispered. "One of the girls who vanished."
Teresa just nodded, a slow, tired movement.
Alice looked down at the locket in her hand. She thought of Marla, of the smiling girl half-erased by water. As she stared at the tarnished silver, a strange clarity bloomed in her mind. She wasn't just holding a piece of jewelry. She was holding a memory. A life.
She concentrated on the locket, pouring all of her focus, all of her remaining self, into it. The cool metal grew warm in her hand.
For a single, impossible moment, the clouded plastic over the photograph cleared. The water damage vanished. The face behind it became sharp and distinct. It was Marla Carver, just as she must have been. Young, vibrant, a spark of defiance in her eyes. And those eyes, clear and brown and full of a terrible, urgent warning, were looking directly at Alice.
A sound pulled her attention away from the locket. It was a low, wet, tearing sound, coming from the direction of the marsh.
She looked up. Teresa was standing now, her back to Alice, looking toward the water.
The surface of Devil's Hollow was moving. The dark, stagnant water was pulling away from the center, folding back on itself like a great, fleshy lid. It was the color of a fresh bruise, slick and dark.
The marsh was opening its mouth.
It was revealing a path, a slick, muddy walkway leading down into the dark, churning water at its center. The whispers that had always murmured just beneath the surface were louder now, clearer. They weren't just sounds anymore. They were words. Promises. They spoke of an end to loneliness, of a deep and final quiet, of a belonging so absolute it would erase her.
It was everything she had come here to find.
Teresa turned her head slightly, not looking at Alice, but at the path. "It's waiting for you," she said, her voice flat, an echo of the marsh itself.
Alice looked from Teresa’s hollow eyes to the impossible, gaping maw of the water. She still held the locket, Marla's clear, warning gaze burning into her palm. Evelyn’s desperate plea echoed in her ears. Pull away.
But the roots inside her twitched, pulling her forward. The thirst was a roaring fire. The whispers were a siren song.
She took a step. And another. Her feet left the solid ground of the lawn and sank into the soft, welcoming mud at the edge of the path.
Chapter 9
The mud was cold and hungry. It sucked at Alice’s boots, trying to pull her down with each step. The path into the heart of the marsh was slick and black, a wound in the water. The whispers were louder now, weaving around her, promising an end to the ache she’d carried for years. Quiet. Peace. Belong.
A flicker of defiance, sharp and bright as a shard of glass, cut through the fog in her mind. It was the memory of Marla’s eyes in the locket. They were furious. They were a warning.
You don't break a deal by returning the payment, Evelyn had said. But it was all she had left.
Alice stopped. The churning water on either side of the path lapped at the muddy banks. With a shaking hand, she reached into her pocket and pulled out the spiral stone and the notched bone. She already held the locket. These were the marsh’s anchors in her, the price of her slow surrender. She would give them back.
She drew her arm back to throw them into the deepest part of the water.
The stone in her palm grew instantly, impossibly hot. It was a searing, white-hot pain that burned through her skin. She cried out, trying to drop it, but her fingers wouldn't obey. They clamped down, the flesh of her palm blistering against the carved spiral.
At the same time, the bone handle twisted in her other hand. It felt like a living thing, writhing in her grip. The sharp edges of the nineteen notches dug into her skin, breaking the surface, drawing thin lines of blood.
The locket’s chain, which she still held, tightened around her wrist. It coiled like a silver snake, cold and constricting, cutting off the circulation to her burning hand.
The marsh was not letting go of its things.
The pain forced her to her knees. She was trapped, held fast by the marsh’s trinkets. Her head bowed, she stared into the dark, swirling water just inches from her face.
A patch of white floated just beneath the surface. It rose slowly, breaking the water without a ripple. It was a face. A woman’s face, pale and swollen, the skin the color of old parchment. Her eyes were dark, gaping holes. They weren't empty sockets; they were hollowed out, as if something had been scooped from them.
As Alice watched in horror, the woman’s mouth drifted open. It was not empty. It was packed tight with a thick, dark bundle of reeds, spilling out from between her blue lips.
Another face surfaced beside the first. And another. A girl, no older than sixteen, her hair fanning out like a dark halo. An older woman with graying hair tangled around her throat. All of them with the same hollowed eyes, the same silent, reed-filled mouths. They were the girls Deb had talked about. The ones who vanished. The ones the marsh had swallowed.
A movement on the path behind her made Alice look up.
It was Teresa. She was walking slowly, her gait unnaturally smooth, her feet making no sound on the mud. The sad, knowing light in her eyes was gone. They were flat, glassy, reflecting the gray sky with perfect, dead clarity. She was no longer a person. She was a puppet, and the strings were held by the water.
She walked past Alice without a glance. She didn't pause at the water’s edge. She stepped directly into it, sinking up to her waist in the black ooze. She turned, her movements slow and serene, and took her place among the other floating faces.
She stared blankly at Alice, her mouth parting slightly, as if waiting for its turn to be filled.
The path beneath Alice’s knees began to dissolve. The mud softened, turning to liquid, and she sank, the cold water closing around her legs. The whispers were inside her head now, a roaring chorus that drowned out her own thoughts.
She felt a sharp, stabbing pain in her chest, like a needle of ice piercing her lung. It was growing from within. The roots that had threaded their way through her veins were sprouting.
She opened her mouth to scream.
The sound was a choked, wet gasp. Something was pushing up her throat, thick and fibrous. A green tendril, the tip of a marsh reed, emerged from between her lips.
She fell forward into the mud, coughing, her body convulsing. She was trying to expel the growth that was filling her, choking her. A tangle of green vines, slick with blood and spit, forced its way out of her mouth. She was drowning on dry land, her lungs becoming a garden for the hollow.
Chapter 10
The engine of the red station wagon idled for a moment before cutting out, leaving a silence that felt deeper than before. Evelyn Carver got out of the car, her movements stiff. A bad feeling, cold and familiar, had been sitting in her stomach since she’d left Alice the day before. It had finally grown too heavy to ignore.
Smoke curled from the cabin’s chimney, a thin gray finger pointing at the overcast sky. At least there was a fire. That was something.
She pushed the door open without knocking. “Alice?”
The cabin was warm. A low fire crackled in the woodstove, casting a flickering orange light across the room. In the rocking chair, its back to the door, sat a figure.
“Alice, are you all right?” Evelyn asked, stepping inside.
The figure didn't turn. A soft, tuneless humming, little more than a breathy vibration, came from the chair. It was a melody of only one or two notes, repeated endlessly.
Evelyn walked around the chair. It wasn’t Alice.
It was Teresa. She was wearing one of Alice’s sweaters. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap, her feet still. She rocked back and forth with a slow, steady rhythm, her eyes fixed on the flames. The humming never stopped.
“Teresa?” Evelyn said, her voice sharp. “Where’s Alice?”
Teresa slowly turned her head. The movement was smooth, mechanical. Her eyes were placid, empty pools. They looked at Evelyn without recognition, without any hint of the sad, knowing girl who had been there before. Whatever had been Teresa was gone. This was just the shell. Just the hollowed-out thing the marsh had left behind.
Evelyn’s gaze swept the small room. Alice’s suitcase was still by the couch, half-unpacked. A book lay face-down on the table. But her boots were gone from beside the door. Her heavy coat was missing from its hook.
The bad feeling in Evelyn’s gut became a cold, sharp certainty. “No,” she whispered. “Oh, no.”
She ran from the cabin, leaving the door gaping open behind her. She didn’t stop until her feet hit the soft, damp ground at the edge of the lake. She stared at the marsh, at the silent, watchful reeds. The water was still and dark, a sheet of black glass reflecting the gray sky. It was placid, as if nothing had ever disturbed its surface.
“Alice!” Evelyn screamed. Her voice was raw, torn from her throat. It flew out over the water and was swallowed by the immense quiet of the trees. “ALICE!”
She stood there, her hands clenched into fists, her body trembling with a rage that had no target. It was a grief too old and too deep for tears. She had lost another one. The marsh had taken another one.
She screamed again, a long, wordless howl of fury and despair. She screamed at the silent water, at the indifferent trees, at the land itself. She screamed until her throat was raw and her voice was a ragged croak.
The marsh offered no answer. Her cries vanished into the landscape, leaving no trace. The only response was a single, slow ripple that began in the center of the dark water, spreading outward in a perfect, silent circle until it lapped gently at the muddy shore and was gone.
Deep beneath that placid surface, where the light could not reach, there was no struggle. There was only a profound and final stillness. A face, pale and serene, was suspended in the cold, black water, strands of dark hair drifting like silk. The eyes were closed, the expression peaceful. It was a mask that had been settled over a terrible emptiness.
Reeds, fine as thread, were already beginning to weave themselves into the hair, to trace the quiet lines of the face. And on the silt of the marsh bed, nestled beside a pale hand, a dark stone gleamed. Its carved spiral caught a faint, phantom light, watching the darkness like a single, unblinking eye.
The great, dark body of the lake seemed to breathe, a slow, deep intake of water and shadow. Along the shore, the reeds bent in unison, rustling in a wind that no one could feel, whispering a name once, before swallowing it forever.
END
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