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Part One: Lost
A branch snagged my shirt. It flicked over my forearm as I pulled free, leaving a sizzle of pain where it scraped the top layer of skin off.

It was only five in the afternoon, but it was becoming hard to see as twilight descended over Harob Forest. I stumbled and clambered as quickly as I could, weighed down by the knowledge that the search would be called off at sunset. 

Bushwalking was Jon’s hobby - something he’d do on the weekends I visited my mother. I didn’t have the balance or coordination to adapt to the forest as easily as he did.

I was searching an area that had been scorched by a bushfire nearly five years previously, and most of the trees still wore a coat of black. I imagined flames licking at the branches, burning bark and boiling sap. Two people had died in the fire, unable to reach their cars before the flames overtook them. Their bones hadn’t been found until weeks after the smoke had cleared.

I was surprised so many of the trees had survived. The black trunks were the only reminder of the blazing destruction; high above me thick leaves flourished and blocked out most of the waning light. They were beautiful in a strange, twisted way.

A fallen tree blocked my path. Moss and lichen were speeding its decay and its surface crumbled under my hands as I pulled myself over. As I dropped my feet down the other side the moss gave way, and I slid to the ground with a shriek. 

“Carol, you all right?” a woman called from somewhere to my right. 

“Yep, fine. Don’t mind me,” I called back. Truthfully, I was an exhausted, aching, sweaty mess, but I had no right to complain. Not when so many people had volunteered their time to help search for my husband.

As I pushed myself onto my feet my hand brushed over something cold and metallic. I paused, scooping a layer of leaves out of the way, and picked up the object.

Jon’s locket.

Adrenaline shot through me, mixing with irrational panic and desperate, hungry hope. “Jon!” I screamed as I stumbled forward. “JON!”

Tears pricked my eyes and my voice cracked, but I kept calling. The whispering of the trees was the only reply I received.

*     *     *
The park ranger’s office was small and old, but I didn’t care. After spending ten hours walking through Harob Forest, sinking into his faded blue couch felt better than I could have ever imagined.

The senior ranger, Ted, couldn’t have been older than fifty, but the deep creases around his eyes and forehead made him look like he was pushing a hundred. A grizzle of unkempt salt-and-pepper stubble covered the entire lower part of his face, but his voice was smooth and cultured. Sympathetic. Hopeful, but not obnoxiously optimistic.

“We’ll start the search again at first light,” he said as he set a mug of tea on the table in front of me. It had a crack running from its top to the base, but by some miracle wasn’t leaking. “We’ll focus around the area you found the locket. We won’t have as many people as today, though.”

I picked up the mug. The tea was too hot to drink, but I needed something to keep my hands occupied. “What do you mean?”

Ted sighed as he settled into the chair opposite, and his thick eyebrows creased the folds of skin around his eyes. “Carol, tomorrow will be the fourth day of searching. The police don’t have the manpower to keep up this pace, and the volunteers are starting to leave. You…” he hesitated to choose his words, “you do realise the odds are very strongly against finding Jon alive.”

I knew. Jon had gone for a day hike last Friday. I’d spent the weekend with my mother, so I hadn’t even known he was missing until I’d returned Sunday afternoon. It was now Tuesday. 

Five days spent in a forest with minimal equipment, no mobile phone and no thermal clothing. The nights could get down to four degrees. I broke out into a sweat whenever I thought about it.

“What’re his chances?” I asked. 

Ted inhaled through his nose and held it for a long time. “Very, very slim. The police say they’ll continue the search tomorrow, with reduced numbers. If they don’t find him then, they’re likely to call it off. You understand?”

I frowned at the mug as I ran my nail up and down the crack, feeling the subtle groove. “Is there anything I can say to convince them to keep searching?” 

Ted shook his head. “There’s only so much they can do, Carol. We’ll still have nearly twenty people out looking tomorrow, plus four sniffer dogs, and that’s a decent number, but you need to prepare yourself for the worst.”

We sat in silence for a long time while Ted shifted in his chair, searching for a comfortable position. When he spoke again, it was on a completely different subject. “How’s your son?”

I sighed. “Confused, mostly. He doesn’t understand why this is happening. Mum’s looking after him at the moment. She’s been taking him to parks and playgroups to keep him distracted.”

“You spoken to them today?”

“No, not since last night.”

“I bet he misses you.”

I wanted to say “He misses his daddy more,” but bit my tongue. It wasn’t the park ranger’s fault Jon was lost. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Just dumb, horrible luck.

*     *     *
I stood beside my car, facing the forest, as the police officer talked at me, explaining in clear and simple words why they couldn’t justify continuing the search. 

It was day six, and I knew I wasn’t getting my husband back. I’d known from the moment I stepped into the house Sunday afternoon and couldn’t find him. The hardest part was not finding his body: there would be no funeral and no closure, just the empty knowledge that he lay somewhere in the woods, being reclaimed by nature.

“I promise, Mrs Garrett, if there were any chance we might still find him, of course we would keep looking.”

“Yes, I know.”

“We’ve consulted multiple experts. They all agree that the window of opportunity has long passed.”

I gazed at the woods as tired tears stung my eyes. The blackened, burnt trunks seemed to stretch impossibly high.

“Most agree that it’s likely he would have passed away during the first or second night, before you knew he was missing.” The officer paused to wet his lips. “We don’t think he would have suffered.”

I couldn’t bear talking about it. I slipped past the officer to get to the front door of my car and fumbled for the keys in my pocket. 

The officer cleared his throat. “Mrs Garrett, maybe you should let someone else drive you home tonight. Do you have a family member to call?”

“No.” Keys found and car unlocked, I slid into the seat and closed the door before he could offer to drive me himself. 

*     *     *
I sat on the edge of my bed as I turned Jon’s locket over in my hands. It was a plain silver pendant that stuck when you tried to open it thanks to years of wear. I’d given it to Jon on our first anniversary - inside was a small, folded-up photo of us at our wedding, hugging and laughing at the camera. Jon had said it brought him good luck.

I wondered if he’d dropped it before or after he’d become lost.

The house was quiet. Mum had offered to stay with me for a few days, and was watching Ryan. I was grateful for the chance to think about our future.

Ryan was only eighteen months. He would forget about Jon. The lullabies sung by a deep voice, the trips to the park and the pancakes shaped like smiley faces would all fade from his young memory much, much sooner than they would fade from mine. I was grateful for that.

As for me…

In one weekend I’d lost my confidante, my provider, and the lynchpin I’d centered my world around. I could never have my old life back. But maybe, with a little hard work, I could build a new one.

I dropped the locket back into the drawer and pressed the palms of my hands against my eyelids. 






 
   



  
 

Part Two: Returned
Two weeks later

 

Life was settling into a steady routine, but our house was still crusted in memories of Jon. I couldn’t bring myself to move his clothes out of the closet, or touch the papers on his table. 

At least Ryan had stopped asking for his daddy at bedtime.

It was just after lunch; Ryan napped while I washed the dishes. I was starting to come to terms with my new future. I would need to get a job soon - our savings wouldn’t hold out forever, but I could afford to take a few more weeks for myself and Ryan before starting the job hunt in earnest.

I put a clean mug upside down on the draining tray as the doorbell rang. 

It was probably another neighbour or friend come to give their condolences and hand over a frozen meal. I was grateful, but at the same time, it was an aching reminder of Jon. When I ate the gifted casseroles and bakes and soups I couldn’t stop myself thinking about my lost husband freezing to death, trapped in a maze of blackened trees -

I opened the door. 

Jon stood on the other side.

I’m not sure if I screamed. I clutched the dish cloth to my face, as though I wasn’t supposed to look at him.

It had to be a joke. Some cruel, malicious prank. I lowered the cloth, and Jon still stood there. 

“My god, it really is you,” I whispered.

I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and squeezing with everything I had in me. I was shaking, wheezing in shallow breaths, half crying and half laughing.

“Careful, Carol,” he said. “You’ll get mud on your clothes.”

I drew back. The words were mild, but his tone was unexpected. Flat. Emotionless. Cold.

Very different to how my Jon spoke.

I paused to look at him properly. He was still wearing the clothes he’d been in when he’d left the house on Friday three weeks previously: a red and white flannel top with a singlet underneath, dark brown cargo pants, and his hiking boots. 

Only now he was filthy with mud. His shoes, clothes and face was smeared in it, and his hair was caked from the red-brown sediment. His arms were coated to just above his elbow, as though he had been digging a hole with his bare hands. 

I raised my eyes. His face was gaunt, strangely sagging and expressionless under the smattering of stubble. A raw-looking gash ran from his temple, over his eye and down his cheek, ending just above his lips. I couldn’t see a single trace of affection or warmth in his face. He was watching at me with a frightening intensity, the way a predator looks at its prey. I felt chilled.

“Who cares about a little mud?” I managed to squeeze through dry lips. “Hug me.”

I leaned back into his arms and embraced him. This time I was aware of how cold he felt.

Slowly, hesitantly, he raised his arms to return the hug. As they wrapped around me his fingers squeezed my sides hard enough to bruise.

“I’m going to have a shower,” he whispered into my ear. His breath felt cold on the side of my neck. “Don’t wake Ryan.”

He released me from his vice-like grip and walked upstairs while I stood in the doorway, arms wrapped protectively around my torso, breathing heavily and trying to make sense of my emotions.

*     *     *
Ryan sat in front of the TV while I rushed to prepare an early dinner for Jon.

I felt like I was in a dream.

My husband, back, after being missing for three weeks.

Surely he couldn’t have survived in the woods for that long - but if he’d made it out and had been hitchhiking, why was he still wearing dirt-caked clothes, and why hadn’t he contacted us before now? 

I felt drained. I rested my forehead against the cool cupboard for some relief.

“Tired?”

I swung around to see Jon standing in the kitchen doorway, watching me. He was wearing fresh clothes and had shaved. The cut above his eye was the only reminder of his ordeal, and even that looked better than it had when he’d arrived.

“Daddy!” Ryan shrieked, jumping up from the TV. He waddled as fast as his stubby legs could move him and embraced his father’s leg. I expected Jon to laugh and pick him up, as he used to, but he only looked at the child with dulled, curious eyes. “Hello, Ryan.”

I felt uncomfortable, but hid it. I laughed, picked up Ryan and carried him to the table. “Let’s get Daddy some food first, buddy.”

“Daddy!”

“Yes, that’s him.”

Once I had Ryan secured in his high chair I hurried to collect plates and bring the pasta and meatballs to the main table. “Sorry, I didn’t have much to work with.”

“This will be fine for today.”

The tone was so cold, so distant. My hands shook as I scooped him a large bowl of pasta, added the lion’s share of meatballs and coated it in sauce. 

“How are you feeling?” I asked. “I mean, are you hurt at all?”

“Just a scratch over my eye.” Jon speared one of the meatballs on his fork as I set his plate on the table.

“How… how did you get out of the forest? I mean, how did you… uh… survive?”

His eyes fixed on me, but they were hostile. “I just did.”

The mood was uncomfortable. Even Ryan seemed to feel it; he sucked on a piece of pasta without making any of his usual noises.

“We searched for you,” I said in a desperate attempt to shift the bad mood. “We had the police and sniffer dogs and volunteers. And a helicopter. Did you hear it?”

“No. You couldn’t have searched very hard.”

I felt like I’d been slapped. I tried to smile for Ryan’s benefit. “We looked for five days. Everyone said it was time - that there was no chance you could still be alive-”

Jon raised his hands, and his lips finally curled upwards. I’d been seeking the warmth of his smile, but this was a twisted, bitter smirk, and it made my stomach lurch. “Clearly, they lied.”

This was wrong. Everything was so, so terribly wrong. Jon was home, but the kind, optimistic, cheerful man I loved was still missing. What had he gone through to make him like this?

“We should take you to the hospital,” I said at last. “Get the doctor to check you over.”

“No,” Jon said. “No doctors. And don’t contact the media, either. I don’t want my home swarmed with reporters.”

I ducked my head and pushed some pasta around my plate. “I’m worried about you, Jon. You were out there for so long. I’d really feel better if you could see someone-”

“I said no.” 

His voice was cold, borderline angry, but I didn’t want to give up. “We - we don’t even have to go out - I could ask your doctor to make a house call -”

I was cut off as Jon’s glass shattered. A dreadful silence fell over us as he slowly unclenched his fist, letting shards of glass and a dribble of blood fall onto the tablecloth. His face was blank, devoid of any sign of pain or anger as he leaned forward.

“I am perfectly fine, Carol. I do not need to see a doctor. Drop the subject.”

Ryan started whimpering as Jon rose from the table. He picked up his plate and I saw that, although he’d eaten all of the meatballs, he’d left the sauce and pasta. 

He rounded the table and dropped the plate into the sink. I flinched at the sound of ceramic slamming into steel, and Ryan’s whimpers developed into a whine.

Jon leaned over the back of my chair to whisper into my ear: “Please, find a way to keep your child quiet. I have a headache.”

He left the room without another word, and I hurried to get Ryan out of his seat. “Shh, shh,” I murmured, cradling Ryan and stroking the back of his head. “It’s okay, baby. I’m sure daddy will feel better tomorrow, after he’s had a nice long sleep. It’s okay.”

*     *     *
I changed into my pyjamas while Jon was still downstairs. I’d never had a problem with him seeing me naked before, but I felt vulnerable and needed space.

It was like a stranger had come back in my husband’s place. Was he delusional? Had he eaten something that could alter his mind and change his personality? Was that possible? He seemed lucid in every other way.

I went into our bathroom to brush my teeth. The window looked into the back yard, and I caught a glimpse of Jon standing under one of the trees.

What was he doing? I leaned against the window, trying to see him properly. He stood perfectly still, staring at the ground - like he’d seen something that demanded his full attention - but from what I could tell, the earth was bare.

His head snapped around to look up at me, and his lips peeled back to expose his teeth.

I jerked back from the window, breathing hard from the shock. He’d looked… hungry. Predatory. Wild.

I had to be imagining it.

I looked out the window again. Jon was back to his original pose: staring at the ground.

“Get a grip, Carol,” I whispered to myself. “It’s fine. He’ll be fine.”

I looked around for something to keep my hands and mind occupied. Jon had left his clothes in a pile on the ground. That was a dilemma - try to wash them, or just throw them out? I picked up the flannel top to examine it. 

The mud was still wet. When had it last rained? I counted back in my mind - three, no, four days. No matter how humid the forest was, muddy clothes wouldn’t stay damp for four days. 

And yet, the dirt was very clearly from Harob forest. I could see small twigs and tiny curled leaves and even a dead insect stuck in it. Just the smell of it - earthy and heavy, rich from decaying plant matter but also slightly metallic - was enough to bring back memories of stumbling through the woods, pressing through the black burnt trees, screaming Jon’s name.

Still, if the dirt was still soft, I might be able to salvage the clothes. I shook the shirt out over the bathtub to dislodge the largest clumps of mud, then peeled back the lapel to check inside.

Blood. 

A big, brown bloodstain dribbled from the collar of the shirt down to the waist. I pressed a shaking finger against it to check - yes, it was definitely old. Older than the mud.

Had he been hurt? The only injury I’d seen was the scratch over his eye, and that wasn’t large or deep enough to cause this much bleeding.

“I’m ready for bed, Carol.”

I jumped at Jon’s voice. He stood just a few steps behind me, those dark, empty eyes watching me.

“You frightened me,” I whispered.

His eyes darted from my face to the shirt in my hand and back in a second. “We should throw those clothes out.”

I was shaking now. “There’s blood on this shirt. Were you hurt?”

He quirked a strange smile and pointed to the scratch over his eye. “Just this.”

“But there’s so much blood. More than-” I paused and took several large gulps of air. My voice was thin. “You’re so different. What happened to you out there, Jon?”

He didn’t reply, but he took a step forward. 

I felt trapped; backed into the corner of the bathroom with no way out.

“Throw the clothes out, Carol.”

Jon’s voice was soft, barely above a whisper, but it threatened unimaginable consequences if I refused him.

I ducked down to pick up the rest of the clothes and hurried past him, into the bedroom. I was half afraid he would stop me, but he didn’t.

Once in the bedroom I kept moving, racing down the stairs and out the back door, crossing our small yard in half a dozen steps. I hitched up the lid of the bin and threw the clothes in, desperate to be rid of them nearly as much as I wanted to be rid of the man in my bathroom. 

It was like someone had created a physically perfect replica of my husband. He looked the same, his clothes were the same and his voice was the same - but he was so, so different to the man who had left me on that Friday morning to go hiking.

It wasn’t safe for Ryan. I had to get him away from Jon until I could understand what was happening. I could take him to my mother’s house - it was only a half hour drive, and she wouldn’t mind us staying with her for a few days. Yes, that was a good plan.

I entered the house through the back door and paused. I could hear the clicking clock in the living room, the sounds of the plumbing in the background, and the insect-like noise of the leaves tapping at the window beside me. No sounds from Ryan or from Jon. It was unnerving.

I started to edge through the kitchen towards the living room, but then hesitated and picked a serrated knife out of the top drawer beside the sink. I held it in front of my body with two shaking hands. 

It was dark, but I couldn’t turn on the lights without attracting Jon’s attention. I started climbing the stairs, cringing when they creaked, as the ticking of the clock echoed in my ears.

If I were lucky, he would still be in the bathroom. I could slip by, unnoticed, and get to Ryan’s room at the end of the hallway. 

At the top of the stairs I glanced into the master bedroom. The lights were on but I couldn’t see Jon. I raised the knife a little to hold it directly in front of my face as I inched towards Ryan’s room, heart thumping in my chest. 

Light spilled from under the doorway. Too much for his night-light, which was all I had left on when I’d put him to bed. I took one final shuddering gulp of air and nudged the door open.

Jon stood over the crib, arms at his side, staring down at my sleeping baby.

I tried to speak but my mouth was too dry. Jon must have heard, because he rotated to face me.

The knife wouldn’t keep steady in my hands, but I managed to angle it to point straight at his face. I swallowed, and this time found my voice. “Stay away from my child.”

Jon’s lips quirked into a smile. It was bright, entertained, intrigued - just the way he used to smile when I did something out of the ordinary. In that moment, I could almost forget the strangeness of that evening.

“What’s wrong, Carol? You’re acting very odd.”

The energy was back in his voice. I dropped the knife a fraction. “What are you doing to Ryan?”

“Just saying goodnight.” He turned to glance over the side of the crib, and a warm smile lit his face. “I can’t believe how fast he’s growing.”

I felt like I was going to cry. My husband was back. Jon turned, saw the look on my face, and swept me into a soft hug. “Oh, Carol, I’m sorry. I know I’ve been acting odd since I got back. Everything’s just so… confusing for me. But it’s all right now. It’s all right. Shh, sweet Carol. Don’t cry.”

The knife hit the ground as I raised my arms to hug him back.

I wanted to believe him. 

I wanted to believe so badly.






 
   



  
 

Part Three: Damaged
I woke up the following morning to the smell of frying batter. I could hear Ryan giggling downstairs over the quiet sizzle of the pan, occasionally punctuated by a deeper voice.

I rolled over and toyed with the idea of sleeping in, but the events of the previous night had left me feeling jittery, and I didn’t want to let Ryan out of my sight for too long. I got up and went into the bathroom to rinse my face before going downstairs. 

Jon had left his pyjamas draped on the towel rack. I picked them up folded them into neat squares before putting them back into his drawer, the way he liked them. It was odd; normally Jon put his clothes away himself.

I found Jon downstairs, finishing a batch of pancakes. Just regular round ones today - not the special smiley-face shapes Ryan liked. 

“Morning,” I said, and gave him a hesitant peck on the cheek. It would probably be best for all of us if we resumed our usual habits, even if it didn’t feel natural. “Need any help?”

He smiled at me. It wasn’t the sweet smile he’d used last night, but it wasn’t the cold one he’d worn earlier that day, either. “I’d love some fried eggs.”

“Sure.” I put on a smile of my own and collected a handful of eggs out of the fridge while Jon helped Ryan feed himself. “Do you have any plans for today?”

Jon pushed a forkful of pancake into Ryan’s mouth as the toddler squirmed. “Actually, I called up work and told them I would be in today.”

“And they agreed?” I hesitated, oil in one hand, poised over the heating pan. Although the partners at the legal firm Jon worked at had been sympathetic at the news of his disappearance, I could tell he was just going to be a name crossed off a list; clear his desk, post his unpaid wages to his widow, then start the search for a replacement. I wouldn’t have expected him to get his job back so quickly or easily. 

Jon turned to smile at me. Although his lips were spread to show his teeth, his eyes were cold and lacked soul. “I smoothed it over with the guys at the top. They want me to start today. That okay with you, sweetie?”

He never called me sweetie. I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to hide my anxiety. “I guess I was hoping you’d take a few days to spend with Ryan and me.”

His smile was fading, but with it, the intensity in his eyes grew. He looked… hungry. “Well I’m sorry, Carol, but you should have told me sooner. They’re expecting me in today.”

Told him sooner? How could I have possibly known he’d planned to start work the day after coming home? That… wasn’t a normal thing to do, surely?

I turned around, confused and frustrated, and saw that the oil was smoking in the frying pan. I picked up the first egg, cracked it and dropped its contents into the burning oil.

A chicken foetus landed in the pan.

I screamed and dropped the eggshell. Ryan, started by the noise, began crying.

I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. The eggwhite, already starting to turn from clear to opaque in the over-heated pan, surrounded a bright yellow yolk - and attached to the yolk by a thin stem was a baby bird, already dead, slowly unfolding from its curled position. Its closed eyes bugged out from the smooth round of its head, and its beak - so fragile that I was sure I could snap it with two fingers - was barely open, as if in a final cry for help. 

I gagged, picked up the smoking frying pan and threw it into the sink. Ryan’s crying intensified.

The hot pan sizzled as it came in contact with droplets of water, and small puffs of steam burst out from underneath it. I turned to look at Jon as the hissing died down. He smirked as he walked to the sink, extended his hand and plucked the raw chick out of the egg mixture.

“No,” I whispered. 

He maintained eye contact as he placed the chick into his mouth, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed the dead bird whole.

My stomach heaved and I covered my mouth with shaking hands. Jon approached me and placed one hand under my chin to tilt my face up. 

“Tasty,” he said. I tried to shy away as he bent forward and placed a kiss on my cheek, but his grip was like iron. “I’ll see you later this evening.”

He picked up his bag from where he’d slung it on a chair and stepped out the door. I opened my mouth to call to him, to beg him to come back and talk to me, but my tongue was too dry to form the words. I stared at the door as it clicked closed.

Ryan slammed his fists onto his tray, punctuating his screams and shaking me out of my stupor. I unhooked him from his chair and carried him upstairs, trying to soothe and comfort him as I fetched my phone. I cradled him against my chest with one hand while I selected Mum’s number from speed dial.

It only rang twice before she picked up. “Hi, Carol, how are you?”

I dissolved into tears.

*     *     *
Mum made me a cup of tea while I jiggled Ryan in my lap. The sun was starting to set and, while I doubted I would ever forget the image of the chicken foetus, I was trying to focus on the important thing: Jon.

“He just needs time to adjust,” Mum said as she placed the mug on the coffee table in front of me. “He’s been through a huge ordeal.”

She was right. Jon wasn’t behaving normally, but he had good cause not to.

“He didn’t want to see a doctor,” I told her. “Even though he’s got that cut over his face and there was blood on his shirt.”

“Well, keep an eye on him,” she said. “If he gets a fever or looks sick, it would be worth pushing him for an ER visit.”

“It just feels so… unofficial. Like, there was all this effort to find him, then he turns up out of the blue and no one’s told about it. I feel like there should be a media statement, or at least the police should know.”

My mother sat down. She was a short woman, plump but with strong arms and sharp eyes under her greying hair. “Well, yes, the police should have been told. Otherwise he’ll still be on their missing persons list.”

I hadn’t thought of that. “Who should I call?”

“Phone the local department and ask them.”

I handed Ryan over to mum and got my phone out. I still had the local station’s number from when Jon had been missing. The phone rang once, and then a woman answered. “Harob Police Department.”

“Hi-”

I was cut short as the phone was pulled from my hand. 

Jon towered over me. I hadn’t even heard him come home. He fixed me with a cold stare for a second before raising the phone to his ear. “Sorry, wrong number,” he said, and ended the call with a flick of his thumb.

Mum was on her feet. “Jon, what on earth are you doing?”

He turned one of his unnatural, toothy smiles on her. “Hello, Mum,” he emphasised the last word just enough to make it sound strange. “How nice to see you.”

I stood up and tried to smile. “We’re just calling the police. To let them know you’re back.”

“Don’t worry about that,” he said, and then a note of gentle tenderness flowed into his voice. “It’s alright, Carol, I already called them this morning. They know I’m here. You don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

He raised a hand and brushed a strand of my hair behind my ear. I didn’t know how to react. He wasn’t angry, but there was an underlying tone of disquiet in his voice. “Carol, can I talk with you a second?”

I glanced at mum. She was still holding Ryan, so I motioned for her to stay where she was as I followed Jon. He led me into the kitchen before turning to face me. “What’s she doing here?”

I sucked in a deep breath and straightened my back. “I called her. I was so shaken up after the egg incident…” I let myself trail off.

Jon made an irritated noise in his throat. “I don’t like having her here. You know that, Carol. She doesn’t think I’m good enough for you. Tell her to leave.”

That was such a bizarre conflict of emotions. It was true, Jon had never enjoyed my mother’s company, and I had always tried to compromise in the past.

On the other hand, I was frightened. Not just for myself and Ryan, but for Jon, too. What if he was seriously sick, and I hadn’t picked up on the warning signs? I wanted someone in the house who I could trust and, until Jon was better, that person was my mother.

“I asked her to stay tonight, Baby,” I whispered. I reached out a hand to touch Jon’s arm, but he flinched away. “…please.”

The corner of his lip twitched, but when he spoke his voice was as quiet and passionless as normal. “Fine.”

Relief washed over me. I nodded, fixing my gaze on the tile floor. As a way to change the subject I said, “you got home early.” 

“Yes. They told me to take the rest of the afternoon off. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

I didn’t know how to answer.

John let out a long breath. “I’m going to take a shower. Don’t bother making me dinner, I’m not hungry.”

*     *     *
I woke up at two in the morning, covered in sweat and panting from a nightmare that was so confused and frantic that I could only remember snippets of it. 

Teeth. 

There had been something profoundly disturbing that involved teeth. 

I rubbed at my face and switched on my bedside light to dispel the darkness. I glanced at Jon’s side of the bed. He was gone.

Anxiety stabbed through me and I clambered to my feet. My bare foot slipped on the polished wood floor and I toppled, grabbed at the bed, missed, and fell to the side with a grunt. My head hit the edge of the bedframe and a flash of pain shot behind my eyes. 

I stayed there for a moment, clinging to the quilt while the pain subsided. When I finally regained my feet, my legs were weak and I felt disoriented. I groped for my dressing gown, put it on, considered looking for slippers but decided the agony of bending over wasn’t worth it.

The house was still and dark, and the wood floor was cold on my bare feet as I crept down the hallway. The first door I passed was to the guest bedroom, and I opened it a crack to check on mum. The light coming through the window was faint, but enough to see her outline as she slept. I closed the door and continued down the hallway to Ryan’s room.

I half expected to find Jon standing over his crib like he had the night before, but a quick glance around the room showed it was empty. Ryan was asleep, sprawled on his back, breathing through his open mouth. I adjusted the blanket around him and crept back out of the room.

Had Jon gone for a walk? It was something he used to do when he couldn’t sleep.

I considered searching for him downstairs, just to be sure, but there weren’t any lights on in the rest of the house. A splitting headache was settling in from where I’d hit my head, and it was making me dizzy. I stumbled back into my room, got into bed, turned off the light and was asleep again in minutes.






 
   



  
 

Part Four: Graves
I woke up to the sound of pounding on my front door. It took me a minute to remember where I was and what had happened the previous night, but as soon as I got to my feet the headache hit me like a sledgehammer. I gasped, pulled on my dressing gown and stumbled down the stairs as the frantic knocking continued.

Mum appeared in the kitchen, holding Ryan. “Want me to get that?”

I mumbled that I was fine and pulled the door open. I must have overslept; the sun was high in the sky, casting strange shadows on my visitor and making my head pound.

I pushed myself to smile. “Oh, Helen, good morning.”

“Have you seen Peter?”

Helen and her husband, Peter, lived in the house next to ours. They kept to themselves and, although Helen had been kind enough to be a volunteer searcher for Jon when he’d been missing, I rarely saw her husband, except when he came home from the pub shortly before midnight. 

I was too sleep-fogged to try to figure out why Helen was looking for him. I pushed stray hair out of my face and shook my head. “I haven’t seen him since yesterday morning.”

“Oh,” she said, and craned to look over my shoulder, as though he might be hiding inside. “Ohh. It’s just… he’s been missing since last night, you see? He said he was going out for some beer but didn’t come back.”

That wasn’t too hard to believe. Peter was fond of beer. It was very likely he had passed out in the bar or on a street, and hadn’t yet made his way home. 

“Have you tried calling the bar he was at?”

Helen shook her head. “They’re not open for another hour.”

“Well, I’d sit tight until then. The barkeep might have put him up for the night.”

Helen looked conflicted. “You’ll keep an eye out for him, though, won’t you?”

“Sure will, Helen.” I tried to keep my voice upbeat, but the light was making my headache radiate across my skull. “I’ll give you a call if I see him.”

It was only after I’d closed the door that I realised I hadn’t told her Jon had come back. Well, there would be time for that later, when she was less worried about Peter.

I headed into the kitchen to put the kettle on. Mum had strapped Ryan into his high chair and was feeding him either a late breakfast or an early lunch, I wasn’t sure. A thought hit me and I paused midway through filling the kettle. “Mum - have you seen Jon this morning?”

“He’s in the back yard.”

That was a relief. I put the kettle on to boil and shuffled to the cupboard to get a teabag. 

“Want me to stay for today?” Mum asked. “I can keep an eye on Ryan for you.”

“That would be great.” It would give me a chance to talk with Jon, just him and me, without any distractions. Maybe we could go out somewhere. If I could get him to open up about what happened in the forest, I might be able to help - or, at the very least, understand why he’d been acting so strangely.

I finished making the tea before venturing into the backyard to find my husband. We didn’t have a large plot of land, but it was big enough for a few trees and an unused vegetable garden behind the clothes line. Ryan’s toys were lying about the yard, waiting to be washed and put away.

I found Jon kneeling under one of the trees at the back, intent on something on the ground. His whole body was hunched over, and he didn’t respond as I approached him. It was the same place as the night he’d come home, when I’d seen him through the bathroom window. Despite the warm morning, I felt chilled.

“Jon, honey, is something wrong?”

He twisted to look at me. His face was distorted with a smile so wide that it must have been hurting him. His eyes locked on me as he held up the object in his hand. 

An animal skull.

“Look what I found, Carol.”

His voice was low and thick, like his throat was choked. Dirt covered his hands, embedded under his fingernails and smeared up his forearms. 

He’d dug the skull out of the earth. 

I glanced down and saw the pit gouged into the ground, maybe two feet deep, with pale bones poking out of the dark brown dirt. The skull looked like it belonged to a small animal - perhaps a dog or a cat buried there years before we’d moved in.

I couldn’t speak and I couldn’t move. I stood, riveted with horror, as he caressed the top of the skull, wiping the dirt off it while he cooed. “I smelt it, Carol. I could smell it trapped in the ground. It wanted to be let out. Isn’t it good we found it after all of this time?”

My voice shook. “You’re not well.”

He laughed - a bizarre jangling noise - as he rose off his haunches to stand over me, skull cradled in his hands. “You wouldn’t say that if you knew who these bones belonged to, Carol. They don’t like being lost. I didn’t like being lost in those woods, either. I wanted you to find me, Carol, but you walked right past where I lay. You didn’t even look my way, you just left me there to be eaten by the insects and the beasts that live in the night. I wonder, would you love these tired old bones if they were mine?”

I dropped my cup and ran for the house. I heard his footsteps thumping behind me as he took chase. I reached for the handle to the door as I neared it, missed, and hit the glass pane hard enough to hear its reverberations. The headache flared through my skull. The second grab proved successful, and I wrenched the door open as Jon snatched at the back of my dressing gown. I shrugged out of it and slammed the glass pane behind myself, half frightened that I would crush his fingers if he was following.

The door clicked closed and I twisted the lock before stepping back.

Jon stood on the other side of the glass, the crazed grin still sprawled over his face, dressing gown in one hand and skull in the other. He stepped close enough to the door that the breath from his open mouth fogged the glass. 

“Car-ol,” he called in a sing-song voice. “Come out so we can talk, Carol.”

“No,” I whispered back. I felt sick. “You need help, Jon.”

He laughed, but took a step back. He loosened his grip and dropped the dressing gown and skull. The animal’s bones shattered on impact with the concrete porch.

Jon shrugged and his face relaxed into an easy smile. “Alright, Carol, I can see you’re worked up about this. I need to go to work. We can talk tonight, if you’ve calmed down by then.”

He turned and walked away. I watched as he stepped out of the side gate that led to the lane running beside my house and closed it behind himself, mud still caking his hands.

“You need to call the police.” I turned and saw mum standing behind me, holding a mercifully quiet Ryan. Her face was pale but firm. “Call them right now.”

I nodded and ran for the wall phone. I picked it up and felt my heart skip a beat when there was no dial tone. “What…?”

I held it up for mum to hear, and her face darkened. “Your mobile.”

My mobile would be in my bag on the bedside table, and I tore it open and began rummaging.

It wasn’t there. 

No, it had to be.

I tipped the contents of the bag onto the bed - my purse, packs of tissues, car keys, pens, makeup - but no mobile.

Mum had followed me, and I confronted her on the landing. “He took it.”

“Are you sure? Is there anywhere else you could have put it?”

Ryan was squirming in mum’s arms, whining and threatening to start crying, as I ran past them and back downstairs. I checked the kitchen table and the lounge I’d been sitting on the previous night. Then, just in case, I tore through the kitchen and the laundry. No sign of it.

He’d disconnected the landline phone and taken my mobile. What did that mean - he wanted to isolate us? Or was it because he didn’t want us contacting the police?

“We’re going to the neighbour’s,” I told Mum as I grabbed a shirt and pants out of the laundry basket and pulled them on over the top of my night dress. 

The house to our left belonged to an elderly couple. They were quiet, decent people, and I knew they wouldn’t mind letting us make a call on their phone. It wasn’t until after I’d started pounding on their front door that mum indicated to the empty driveway. “They’re out.”

The only other neighbours I really knew were Helen and Peter on our other side. We jogged to their front door and started knocking.

Helen answered after just a few seconds. She looked desperate. “Carol?”

“Helen, I really need to borrow your phone.”

Her eyes narrowed, and I realised that they were red-rimmed from crying. “Is this about Peter?”

“No- it’s- I need to call the police. Peter isn’t back yet?”

She frowned at me and I felt cold, uneasy prickles crawl up my spine. It was after noon. If he’d been on a bender he really should have come home by now.

“What’s this really about?” Helen asked. “You can stop acting so naive. I know the police visited you earlier.”

“What are you talking about?” I glanced at Mum; she looked just as confused as I was. “No one visited-”

“I also saw your husband.” Her words hit me like a slap. “I don’t suppose you were planning to tell me he was back, were you?”

I cringed. “I’m so sorry, Carol. I was going to-”

Carol’s voice became louder. Her whole body shook with suppressed emotion and her face turned a blotchy red. “I helped you search for him! I helped! And you didn’t even tell me he’d been found!”

“I- I-”

“Now Peter’s lost in Harob Forest, and I know you have something to do with it. Tell me what happened!”

I started backing away from her and reached an arm out to push mum and Ryan behind myself. “I don’t understand,” I said. My voice was thin. “Why do you think he’s in the forest?

“They found his car,” Helen said. The anger drained out of her all of a sudden and she slumped, defeated, against the doorframe. “It was parked outside Harob forest. But you’d already know that, of course.”

“What…,” I said, my brain whirring. 

“This has to do with your husband,” Helen continued, and as much as the thought revolted me, I found I was thinking the same thing. 

“I- I don’t know what to say-”

“You can leave me alone. I don’t want you or your family anywhere near my home.”

She turned in a whirl and slammed the door in my face.

I was stunned. Stunned, hurt, and frightened.

I turned and ushered my mother away from the stoop. Ryan’s whimpering evolved into full cries. My head ached. I closed my eyes and tried to think.

“Mum, you need to take Ryan back to your place. Lock the doors. I’ll drive to the police.”

“We shouldn’t split up. I’ll come with you.”

I shook my head and tried to block out some of the noise my son was making. “Ryan’s exhausted, he needs a nap or he won’t be quiet. Take him to your place. You’ll be safe there.”

“Carol-”

“I’ll drive to the police and tell them about Jon. Maybe they can give us some protection. Just sit tight until then.”

Mum looked like she wanted to object, but shut her mouth and nodded. “Drive safe.”

She always said that when I was leaving after my weekend visits, but today it had special significance. “I will. Take care of Ryan. Lock the house up tight.”

I paused just long enough to press a kiss against Ryan’s pink forehead before climbing into the car. I watched Mum fasten Ryan to the baby seat and waited until she’d pulled into the street before putting the keys into the ignition and driving towards the nearest police station.






 
   



  
 

Part Five: Taken
The trip between my home and the station normally took eight minutes. I made it in seven.

The station was small but tidy. The front room only had a handful of chairs, a reception counter protected with reinforced glass and a board with announcements and bulletins pinned onto it. The woman behind the counter leaned forward and smiled as I approached. Her nametag told me she was Officer Reese. “What can I do for you?”

I stuttered out my name and began to give a confused explanation of why I was there. She stopped me before I was more than two words in. “Carol? We’ve been trying to get in touch with you all day. Please come with me.”

Reese sat me down in a quiet back room of the station. It was even smaller than the reception, and bare except for a table and two chairs. She indicated the closer one for me to sit in. 

“I’m glad you came in, Carol. We weren’t able to contact you by phone so we sent two officers to your home, but the gentleman who answered the door said you were out.”

It must have been Jon. I clenched my hands in my lap but didn’t interrupt.

“There have been some developments in your husband’s case,” Officer Reese continued. “Yesterday and today, three people have gone missing from this area. Earlier this morning their cars were found at the entryway to Harob Forest Trail. You’ll probably remember this was where your husband’s car was left.”

I felt sick, but nodded.

“We have search parties looking for them now. An hour ago, we found a body in the woods.”

She reached forward and took my hand, giving it a squeeze. At that moment I realised what she was going to tell me, and why she had taken me to this back room to break the news. I began to shake my head to stop her, as though not hearing the words would prevent them from being true. 

“I’m sorry, Carol, but we found Jon’s body.”

“That’s not possible,” I said. It came out as a whisper. 

“The body has decomposed significantly, but we were able to get a dental match. It’s definitely him.”

I stared at her as shock, horror and fear burned at my insides. Reese gave my hand another comforting squeeze, but my fingers were almost too numb to feel it. 

She had to be making this up. Jon had come back. He was changed; strange and frightening, but he was still Jon. There was no way he could have been found in the forest.

“I want to see.”

Reese shook her head. “That’s not a good idea, Carol. He… there’s not much left to identify him. You don’t want to see that.”

I took my hand out of hers and fixed her with the most determined stare I could muster. “I have to see him.”

“Carol-”

“Let me see him.”

She sighed and stood up. “Okay. Follow me.”

*     *     *
Harob Forensic Science Center was within walking distance of the police station. It was a large, unbranded building surrounded by a chain-link fence.

“All bodies that need to be seen by a coroner are taken here,” Reese explained as we entered the lobby. “They’ve got the tools for diagnostics and body identification. Because there are three other missing person cases involved, your husband’s autopsy has already been performed.”

She signed us into the register and indicated for me to follow her through one of the doors at the back. “Put the gloves on,” she instructed, pulling two pairs from a box beside the door. I did as instructed and followed her into the back room. 

It was a large, mostly empty space, with cupboards along the walls. Two empty steel tables stood to one side, and several unidentifiable machines in the corner made me suspect it was the examination room. 

A man scrubbed at the sink in one corner. Reese spoke to him in hushed tones and he left through the heavy metal sliding door in the back.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Reese asked. She sucked on her teeth as she appraised me. “He’s been in the forest for three weeks. He’s barely recognisable as human by now.”

I felt like my whole life had been filled with lies for the past three days. I had to know for sure. 

I nodded.

She sighed and stepped to one side as the sliding door was opened again, and a new steel table was wheeled out. On the table-

A scream built up inside me, rising from my stomach to my throat, fighting to escape. I bit down on it and felt it whirl around inside me, looking for a way out.

Reese had been right. I shouldn’t have asked to see him. The right arm was lain neatly beside the body, in the same position that it should be if it were still attached. The right foot was missing entirely. His clothes had been placed beside the body and, although they were putrid and stained from the decomposition, they were unmistakably Jon’s: a red and white flannel top with a singlet underneath, dark brown cargo pants, and, of course, one of his favourite hiking boots.

I glanced at the face and looked away. It was too fast to get a good look, but not fast enough to avoid the sight of the sunken, empty eye sockets, the hole that had been picked through his cheek by some inquisitive animal, or the skin peeling away from his teeth. Jon’s teeth. My darling, sweet Jon’s teeth.  

I was in the corner of the room, facing the wall, before I was even aware I’d moved. Hands covered my face as I tried to control my breathing and my stomach.

“Take him back,” the policewoman said. I heard the wheels of the trolley squeak, the grinding slide of the door being opened, and a faint clunk as the table was returned to its resting place. I was aware of a stench - not as bad as I had expected, but definitely present - that remained in the room even after my husband had been taken out.

Because that was definitely my husband. 

“I need to use a phone,” I whispered. The policewoman came up behind me and put a hand on my shoulder. 

“You should sit down for a while. Can I get you something to drink?”

“I need a phone,” I insisted.

Reese sighed and led me out of the building, ditching the gloves at the door, and back to the police station. She took me to an empty office and indicated to the phone on the desk. “Use this. I’m going back to reception. Come find me when you’re done, okay?”

I nodded and waited until she’d left the room to pick up the receiver and dial my mother’s number. It went straight to the answering machine. I considered leaving a message, but this was something I wanted to talk about in person.

I hung up the phone and tried to think. Was there anyone else I should be calling? What about Jon’s work? At the very least they could tell me if he’d come in that morning. 

I still had the number memorised. My call was answered on the second ring.

“Bradley and Raul. How can I help you?”

I recognised the receptionist’s voice. I liked her; she’d always gone the extra mile to be helpful. “Hello, it’s Carol Garrett. Can you tell me if Jon Garrett has signed in today?”

There was a very long pause.

“Ms Garrett… Carol… Jon doesn’t work here any more, remember?”

The receptionist kept her voice soft and gentle, but she wasn’t able to hide her concern.

“But - he didn’t call you - he wasn’t in yesterday?”

Another long pause. “Carol, don’t you remember? He went missing? In Harob forest?”

Crap.

I hung up and ran my hands over my face.

If Jon hadn’t gone to work yesterday, what had he been doing?

The answer came to me quickly: the policewoman said three people had gone missing over two days.

Was Jon responsible? 

The disappearances could correlate with times Jon was unaccounted for. He could have taken two of them yesterday, when he’d said he was at work. And then, last night, when I’d woken up and he wasn’t there - that would have been when he’d taken Peter. 

Why would he take them to Harob Forest? What was he doing?

His smile flashed up in my memory. Those teeth, all exposed so enthusiastically, so hungrily, wanting to bite and tear-

I had to make sure Ryan and Mum were safe.

I dashed out of the room to find the officer Reese, but stopped myself before I reached the reception.

They didn’t know Jon had come back. They’d just shown me his body, spread out and decaying on a metal tray - how could I possibly explain that a monster wearing Jon’s face was a threat to my home?

They’d think I was delusional. Suffering from stress, perhaps even in the middle of a nervous breakdown. I needed someone to corroborate my story. 

Mum. I’d collect her and Ryan and bring them back to the station - they’d not only be safer here, but the officers would be more likely to believe my story with a second witness.

I entered the reception and glanced at Officer Reese. She had her back to me, stapling paperwork. I left without disturbing her.

Mum’s house was in a peaceful neighbourhood. The yards were full of trees and the grass was always neatly trimmed. I parked in the driveway, jogged up to the house and tried to open the door. Locked, of course. I knocked hard and called that I was back.

Mum opened the door, and I felt like a weight had melted off my shoulders. I leaned forward and hugged her. “Everything okay?”

“Fine.” She returned my hug. “Are the police coming?”

I let go of her and took a deep breath. I hadn’t realised how tight my chest had become. “Not at the moment. I’ll explain later. Where’s Ryan?”

“Upstairs, asleep.”

I gave her arm a squeeze and ran past her, up the stairs to the spare room where Ryan slept when I visited mum.

The first clue that something was wrong was the open window. The drawn curtains billowed in the wind, allowing glimpses of the tree outside. 

Mum would have locked all of the windows, just like the doors - and I knew her too well to think she’d forget something as critical as the windows in Ryan’s room.

The second clue was the locket dangling from the mobile above the crib. Jon’s locket. The locket I’d found in Harob Forest. It was draped down to be just within reach of grasping child hands and rotated slowly, reflecting the soft light coming from the window. 

I stepped forward and looked over the edge of the crib. Ryan was gone. 

My legs gave out and I dropped to my knees, knuckles turning white as I gripped the side of the bed. The locket continued to twirl in front of me, at perfect eye-height. It was half-open, and the picture of Jon and me laughing on our wedding day mocked me.






 
   



  
 

Part Six: Seeking
“Go to the police,” I said. “Tell them to look for me in Harob forest.”

Mum was frightened. She ran after me as I jogged to my car and tried to grab me, to stop me, but I pulled out of her grip and ducked into the driver’s seat. 

I couldn’t afford to lose time answering questions at the police station. They’d want to know why I was convinced Ryan was in Harob Forest, and I wouldn’t be able to give them an answer. I just knew, in the same way I knew I had to get to him before it was too late. 

I put my car into gear as mum pleaded with me through the window. She was frantic, and I would have given nearly anything to comfort her, but I couldn’t spare even a second. Ryan was too important. I swerved past her and knocked the letter box over; it clattered as it was spat out behind my car, and I rubbed at the hot tears that were spilling down my cheeks. 

I drove fast, weaving around slower cars and earning my share of honks and shouted curses. It got better once I was out of the suburbs and into the more rural roads; with fewer cars about, it was easier to get around the ones that blocked my path, even if it meant going onto the shoulder of the road. 

Harob forest was nearly an hour away, and the sun was already setting. 

The teams searching for the missing people would be called off soon: it was both inefficient and dangerous to stumble through a forest after dark. Flashlights could only illuminate so much of your surroundings, and there were a shocking number of stories of rescue searchers themselves being lost in the depths of a rural wood. 

It was shortly before five when I arrived at the outskirts of Harob forest. At the entrance to the wood’s parking lot I passed two cars leaving. They must have been the last of the search team.

I parked near the entrance to the woods. I glanced to my right and saw three more cars hidden in the shadows. They were parked neatly in a row, butted right up against the trees, and leaves were beginning to collect on their roofs. Bright yellow police tape surrounded them.

It was only then I realised I hadn’t brought any bushwalking gear. Cursing my stupidity, I searched the glovebox: there was a pocket flashlight - weak but better than nothing - and a small knife. I tucked the blade into the back pocket of my jeans and stepped out of the car.

The forest had once spread over the entire state, growing from the seashore and across the hills until the icy altitudes of the mountains had halted its progression. Most of the woods had been cleared, though, leaving only pockets of forest left - like Harob Forest. 

The clearing caused the trees to end in a very defined line. Patches of scrappy brush spilled out between looming trunks that lined up like soldiers. The light was fading as the sun dipped below a hill behind me, and shapes blended together in the twilight.

Somewhere in the fifteen square miles of forest was the creature that had replaced my husband - and, I hoped, my son was still with him.

I stepped across the invisible line that divided the normal world from the nightmare scape of the woods.

*     *     *
Without a clock I couldn’t tell how long I’d been walking. Maybe two hours, possibly three. 

A very small amount of light filtered through the trees above me. I was grateful for it; my pocket flashlight’s batteries were dying, and its light was faint enough to be nearly useless.

I had to move slowly. I was barely creeping, really; one foot moved out to test for fallen branches, and then checked the ground to ensure it wasn’t too slippery. My shins were bruised from attempts to move faster, and I’d already earned myself a grazed shoulder from a fall.

My right hand held the faltering light while my left waved in front of my face, trying to catch any branches before they caught me. It was gruellingly slow.

Every few minutes I bellowed Ryan’s name, hoping he would hear me and start crying. Jon would hear, too, but I didn’t care. I was desperate.

My torch finally went out. I shook it and hit the base, but it didn’t respond, so I dropped it to the ground and continued on in darkness.

I was beginning to realise how thoroughly unprepared I was. In my frenzy of action I hadn’t brought a single useful item. No light, no water, no way to contact the outside world. I was wearing a light shirt and jeans; they wouldn’t keep me warm for long as the air chilled at night. 

This was how my husband had ended up in the morgue.

“Ryan!” I screamed. My throat was raw. My foot hit something solid, and I stopped to feel it.

It was just a tree - a big one, immediately in front of me - but the texture was different. I pressed my fingers against the bark and felt it crumble.

I’d come into the section of the wood that had been burnt.

Even though I couldn’t see them, the knowledge that I was surrounded by black monoliths made me shake.

I should have stayed with Mum. I should have gone to the police, sat through their interviews, and begged them to help me look for my child. Instead, I was going to freeze to death, surrounded by the scorched giants.

Tears started to run down my face, and I rubbed at them with my dirty sleeve - then froze. I’d heard a noise that filled me with a furious, desperate hope.

Ryan’s cries.

I held my breath, listening, and heard it again. 

Adrenaline exploded through my body and I rushed towards the noise. I grappled my way around the brush, stumbling, ignoring the scrapes, nearly falling a dozen times, using my hands to find any purchase I could to drag myself forward.

And then the claustrophobic vegetation relented, and I found myself in a clearing. It couldn’t have been more than twenty feet wide. The ground was a mess of leaves and weeds, and to one side were… dirt piles? Three of them, rectangular, not too high but clearly fresh. And one hole, also rectangular, a little over a foot deep, probably seven feet long. Even as my brain tried to make sense of it, my eyes flitted onto the goal of my search. At the other side of the glade stood Ryan; face splotchy and eyes puffy from crying, but otherwise intact.

“Ryan,” I whispered, and started to run to him.

The shovel hit the back of my head hard enough to make my ears ring.

I fell to the ground in an explosion of pain. My vision went white, then cleared. A hand grasped my ankle and suddenly I was moving, being pulled along the ground. Ryan’s wails intensified, and they felt like razor blades slicing through my pounding head.

I tried to grab at the ground, to stop the motion, but my weakened fingers couldn’t grip properly.  I looked to the side, trying to blink my eyes into focus, and saw I was passing the dirt piles. Something pale poked out of one of them. I blinked again and fear overwhelmed me as I realised it was a man’s hand, the fingers caked in blood, motionlessly grasping at air. I tried to struggle, to kick my way out of his grip, but he didn’t let go until we were next to the hole. 

A wave of coldness tingled along my spine as I recognised its purpose. I tried to get to my knees, but he placed his boot against my side. 

He kicked, and I fell into my grave.

I hit the dirt and whimpered, pain shooting behind my eyes. I rolled onto my back; his foot came down on my chest, hard, pinning me there.

“Goodbye, Carol.”

He was laughing, that awful smile splitting his face, his eyes rabid with delight.

A shovel of dirt hit my face. 

I jerked, trying to clear my nose and mouth, and more dirt was dumped onto me. I couldn’t get up while he was pinning me. I scratched at his leg, digging my nails in, trying to get him to move, but he didn’t seem to notice. More dirt. I kept clawing at him, felt hot blood run down my fingers from where my nails had pierced his skin, but he didn’t flinch. 

I felt so tired. So weak. I no longer had the strength to push through the dirt covering my face for a breath of air. 

I couldn’t hear much anymore; just the metallic clink of the shovel picking up piles of dirt, and Ryan’s crying. The sound was so faint, like it was coming down a long tunnel.

If Ryan hadn’t been there, I would have been okay with letting my eyes close. I wasn’t afraid of death.

But I was afraid of losing my baby to the monster who wore my husband’s face. Ryan was so young. He didn’t deserve to lose his life because of his mother’s weakness.

A desperate idea flitted into my oxygen-deprived mind, and I latched onto it. 

I placed one hand on the inside of Jon’s ankle. It was slick with hot blood. I reached my other hand out, and swung it as hard as I could at the outside of his knee, simultaneously pushing with my right hand. It had its desired effect; I heard cracking as Jon’s leg bent in a way it was never intended to, and he toppled over with a grunt. 

I dragged myself out of the hole. It took so much effort - much, much more than it should have. I sucked in a deep breath of air as Jon pulled himself to his feet and grinned at me.

“Don’t fight it, Carol,” he sang in a cracked and broken voice. “It’s time for you to join my friends. Sleep next to them for a few days until your flesh is soft and ripe. It’s all okay, darling Carol, you’ll enjoy it once it’s over.”

I spat dirt out of my mouth and and felt in my back pocket for the knife I’d brought. Ryan was still by the treeline, mucus dribbling from his nose and mixing with his tears as he wailed. I began to move to the side, putting myself between Jon and my child.

Jon’s face darkened, the smile disappearing into something much more malicious. I pulled the knife free just as he picked up the shovel, and I launched myself at him with every ounce of strength I had left.

Jon’s weapon could only be wielded at a distance. He would have to step backwards to use it, and so I moved in close to him - as close as I could - and wrapped one arm around the back of his neck.

I slashed at anything I could reach. His face, his neck, his ears. He began screaming and I felt hot liquid spray across my head and chest. I squinted my eyes closed but didn’t relent, stabbing wildly, frantically, while he dropped his shovel and began fighting back.

His nails were shorter than mine; they could only score my skin. I registered the slices of pain but continued pressing my body flush against his, my left arm around his neck in a grip that I refused to relax. He shrieked, a high, horrible noise that no human should be able to make. I kept cutting.

He struggled, thrashed, screamed - and finally dropped to the ground.

I released my grip and staggered back, wiping blood out of my eyes and trying to force air into my lungs. My hands shook too badly to hold the knife, so I dropped it.

Jon lay on the ground, completely still, eyes staring out of his blood-soaked face, teeth exposed in a feral snarl. I felt like I was going to throw up. I hadn’t wanted to kill him. Just… stop him.

Black smoke began to ooze out of his cuts. I stumbled back to get out of its way as it dribbled onto the forest floor and began spreading around his body. I’d never seen anything like it; it looked heavy and inky black - and somehow alive.

Jon spasmed and his eyes rolled around in his head to fix on me. I couldn’t watch any longer. I ran for Ryan, scooped the boy up, and dashed into the woods.

I ran, and ran, and ran - tripping and stumbling over fallen trees until my legs burnt from the raw pain. I pushed through to energy reserves I didn’t know I had. Ryan continued to wail as I cradled him over my shoulder and I inhaled in sharp, painful gasps, tears running down my face, mixing with the blood and sweat and dirt.

I didn’t stop running until I saw the flashlights.






 
   



  
 

Part Seven: Gone
Three weeks later

 

I watched Ryan as he slept, his chest rising and falling gently. Fresh air blew through the open window, holding the promise of spring.

The scars were healing. Not just the physical ones, but also the mental ones. I would never be able to forget the night in the woods, but time was doing its part to wash the worst of the horror away. 

The police had followed the trail I’d left and found the grove with the graves. The three bodies were retrieved and given respectful funerals. The fake Jon was never found. 

The town stayed on high alert and posted wanted fliers featuring the face of the mysterious serial killer, based on a description I’d given them. I don’t know if anyone at the station realised it matched, nearly word for word, the description I’d given of my husband when he went missing.

At first I’d been frightened the fake Jon might return a second time, but the more I thought on it the more I felt convinced that I would never see him again. I’d won, and he had accepted his defeat. That chapter was finished.

I was selling our home. Mum had asked me to stay with her for a few months, and I was glad to accept. I could take some time to grieve for Jon, and when we were ready, we could begin a new life. A clean slate.

I kissed Ryan’s pink forehead.








  
 





Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed this short story, you may also like:





  
 

Ghost Camera
A small number of cameras have the ability to capture ghosts on film. This gift comes at a steep price; the ghosts are resentful and hungry, and the cameras offer them a rare chance to reach their favourite prey… humans.

 

Jenine didn’t know any of this when she found an abandoned Polaroid camera in a lighthouse. At first she assumes the ghostly shapes in the photos are a glitch or a prank – but then the spirits begin to hunt her down, and she’s forced into a deadly race to free herself from the camera’s curse. 

 

Available on Amazon:

www.amzn.to/Vq33mJ






 
   



  
 

Sub Basement
The Basement Run is the most feared job in the office. When you’re sent to retrieve files from the abandoned, lightless, decaying Sub Basement, you’re likely to come out with a story or two. Rats, strange noises, and perhaps something much, much worse lurk in the building’s deepest level, and the longer you spend down there, the stranger your tales become…

 

Available on Amazon:

http://amzn.to/1xc5jLy






  
 





Visit my website for new release announcements and more free short stories: www.candlebreak.com

 

Or follow me on social media:

 

Twitter:

www.twitter.com/candlebreak

 

Facebook:

www.facebook.com/candlebreak

 

Thanks for reading!

-Darcy
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