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			If this were a horror movie, Elle would be the first to die.

			Sweet sixteen, the innocent preacher’s daughter, the nicest girl in school, the kind of pretty that makes us all sinners without her even trying. She’s the perfect sacrifice, standing there in her burnt-yellow sweaterdress, at the edge of the cemetery, the night after Halloween, lit only by the dancing orange flames of the campfire.

			It’s the dimples, I decide. Or the eyes, open and secretive all at once. Or the way she listens with her whole being, facing me, leaning in. This is only the second time I’ve met Elle, and already I’d sell my soul to hear her whisper my name.

			Which is exactly why the inevitably all-male writers’ room wouldn’t let her live past Act One. The campfire. The timing. The accidental sexiness. It’s too tempting to kill her off.

			There are three other kids from school who’ve shown up to my so-called Halloween bonfire (read: campfire), and we look like monsters against the stabbing flames, our eyes hungry, shadows twisted, flickering with the pop-crash of the fire. But Elle is even prettier in the flickering light. An angel holding back the night.

			I don’t say any of this, though. My family only moved to this town a week ago, but already I know my obsession with horror movies is unlikely to play well here. In a town of less than a thousand people that somehow needs seven churches. (Yes: seven.) Where the public high school has The Ten Commandments hung up on the walls (I guess the separation of church and state is overrated), and I got sent home on my first day there because purple nail polish is devil worship, apparently.

			Tonight I’ve repainted my nails bloodred, with a coat of purple underneath as a special fuck-you to that teacher. Because, as Mom always says (with an edge of pride in her voice that I can’t help but love), Audre, you never do things the easy way.

			I run my polished fingers through my new pixie cut and shift in my combat boots. I’m normally not this nervous. But, then again, I’ve never moved to a new town before. Never had to make new friends like this. Let alone in a town where I stick out like a pizza rat in a prairie.

			“Anyone have a scary story?” I ask after we’ve all traded hellos.

			When no one speaks, I glance at David, the one person here I can tentatively call my friend. And the only one who might get my horror movie references. I’ve been sitting with him at lunch ever since I heard him cursing in Spanish under his breath. Curse words! Spanish! My body beelined for him before I even knew what I was doing. It was like being back on my block in Brooklyn, in my best friend Elisa’s backyard, home. Where making friends was easy because we all grew up together and played dodgeball in packs and screamed “Cabrón!” at each other after we heard her uncle say it, finding the word tasted even more satisfying than her mama’s fried plantains or my mom’s homemade caramel.

			“Is it just me, or is this school like that Stepford Wives movie—white, well-dressed, and vacant-eyed?” I quipped in Spanish, hoping that rogue curse words in halls made us allies.

			He didn’t disappoint, laughing in surprise before he answered. “Right? When I first moved here from Puerto Rico, these dumbasses asked how I liked wearing clothes.”

			“No.” I set down my tray across from him and planted my butt on the horrible plastic cafeteria stool.

			“It’s true. One of the teachers nominated me for the African American scholarship. I’m Puerto Rican—and not even Afro-Puerto Rican—but I guess here they figure brown, African American, same-same.” His eye roll was of the epic variety.

			“Ah, so the teachers are creepy Stepford robots too.”

			“Definitely.”

			So we’re friends. I think. David is wicked cool. He’d be the last one to die in a horror movie, because he’s the sole person in this town with a sense of humor (and you can’t kill off the character with all the best jokes too early). Also: he’s built like a linebacker, and even axe murderers know their limits.

			Here at the bonfire, David saves me from the silence by turning to Elle. “You’ve got a story, right? That cabin thing with your dad?” He turns back to me and explains, “Elle survived a bear attack.”

			A bear attack. Holy shit. I guess we’ll start the storytelling off with a bang, then.

			Elle flushes in a way that makes my skin tingle, and I nod encouragingly at her. Everyone else watches, expectant. We wait: a heartbeat, two, three. Crash-pop goes the fire. And then the story spills from her with a nervous shiver.

			“I was five. The memory is like a dream to me now.” She presses a hand delicately to her neck. “My dad took us hunting with him. He usually went alone, but this time we—Mom and me—were invited. I didn’t understand the hunting part. I was just excited thinking I’d be allowed to pet a baby deer.”

			She laughs, soft, ironic, then goes on. “We stayed overnight in this cabin. Barely a cabin, really. A shack in the woods with a leather band to hold the door closed. Mom was nervous about it. But Dad said it was fine, said he’d stayed there a hundred times. Mom and I were in the cabin alone when it happened. Dad had taken the food and trash out to the car. I was asleep, and when I woke up there was this snuffling noise outside the door. Grunting. And something smelled terrible—like garbage, rotting meat.”

			I’m leaning in. David’s eyes are dancing in a way that says see, told you this was a good story. The boy next to Elle—Ryan—is bouncing a little with nerves or excitement. And the other girl—Monica—stares off into the cemetery beside us, fingering the cross around her neck.

			“A bear,” Elle whispers, eyes flashing in the firelight, shadow twisting over the headstones behind her like it’s running for its life. “It was a bear. And then a second bear. You could tell there were at least two. Maybe three.

			“Then the door started rattling. A little at first. Then a lot. Mom took me off my cot and held me on the bed and told me not to make any noise. I don’t know if I was scared. It was just strange. I was just so…surprised.

			“And then the leather strap holding the door closed gave way.”

			A pause. A heartbeat. The fire stabs at the sky.

			“It was so flimsy. So little to keep out a bear.” Her voice is the barest whisper. Her eyes flit toward the cemetery and the woods beyond it.

			Elle is here. Alive. Unscarred, as far as I can tell. But I’m holding my breath, pressing my fingernails into my palms. The hair on my neck rises with anticipation, like the woods beside us might erupt with bears of their own any second.

			“And then the doorway was full of bear—black fur, hot breath. The smell so much stronger.” She closes her eyes, remembering. “But before the bear comes in, there’s a noise, louder than any noise I’d ever heard. That was when I really felt scared. I thought god sent a lightning bolt to kill it.”

			Her laugh is short, cut off at the end. “It was a gun. My dad had come back from the car with his gun. They ran off, but he swears he shot one. He said he saw three, and they were the biggest black bears he ever saw.

			“He was so calm.” She presses the back of her hand to her cheek. “He just said, ‘Come on, now, let’s go home.’ Like it was nothing. But it wasn’t nothing to me by then. Or to Mom. We were both crying. The next day, she told me she thought there was a darkness after us. That the devil wanted to swallow us up.

			“You’d think I’d hate the woods now, but I still love them. I spend as much time as I can on the trails.” She waves a hand as if she could diffuse the tension of the story like smoke.

			Three bears. A shot. The devil wanted to swallow us up. She sweeps the words aside and laughs like it’s funny instead of terrifying. And now I think I understand her better.

			The first time I met her, I was sitting in the cemetery behind us, staring at the headstone of Martha Walters, Wife, Mother. Wondering why her relationship to other people was how we decided to define her in death. Wife, Mother. Not: Professor, Revolutionary. Not: Dreamer, Sings Her Heart Out in the Shower. Not: Poet, Martial Artist. Elle was walking past on the hiking trail that skirts the cemetery. She stopped beside me and asked what I was thinking.

			She barked a surprised laugh when I told her, then dropped to the ground beside me and asked, “What would yours say, if it was true?”

			I raised an eyebrow. “Audre Weaver. Skeptic, Pain in the Ass.”

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Elle Mason. Hiker, Confused as Hell.”

			Now, after a week in this place, I think I understand how scandalous she must have felt using the word hell. At the time, I just reached out a hand and shook hers. “Nice to meet you, Elle-Confused-as-Hell.”

			As Elle finishes her story, the fire cracks and Ryan barely waits a breath before he jumps in, like he’s been holding back the words, wanting to talk over Elle this whole time. Little twit. “And then the next week, her dad gave this epic sermon about it, about how even terror, even a force of nature, can’t stand up to god’s will.”

			Elle’s wearing an irritated smile, not real enough to coax out her dimples. The kind of smile that says This isn’t the first time this guy’s taken over my stories. And God, does he ever shut up? And I hate it but not enough to start a fight.

			I’m not surprised. It’s exactly what I’d expect from him. Ryan, the teen worship leader, who looks every inch the part: floppy hair, preppy clothes, guitar case leaning behind him on a stump just in case anyone needs an impromptu round of “Amazing Grace.” Guys like that always think they have the most important ideas in the room. In my horror movie, he’d fake-die halfway through the plot and turn out to be the axe murderer in the end. Wandering through the movie with us all the whole time, seeming hella normal. Perfectly sane. So very white and male and trustworthy.

			“I have a story,” Monica, the fifth member of this bonfire circle, interrupts before Ryan can repeat the whole damn sermon. I kind of like her in this moment, even if she did stand up in our so-called science class two days ago with that same over-certain tone to say that “FYI, evolutionists are just plain evil.”

			In a horror movie, she’d die second, after calling the rest of us fools, so sure that her theory about the killer was the right one. I can picture it perfectly: Monica, hands on hips, telling us all that the axe murderer is a hoax just before he appears around the corner and splits her in two.

			She’s too certain to live long. Women in horror aren’t allowed our certainty.

			(Of course, in reality, the still-all-male writers’ room wouldn’t greenlight Monica for a horror film at all. Because Monica is fat, and everyone knows slashers only murder girls who are a size zero. Certain or not, neither of us would make the horror-movie cut.)

			We turn our attention to her, and she raises her eyebrows, serious. “Well, it’s less a story and more a warning.”

			“A warning?” I ask.

			“For you. To stay out of the woods.” She waves a hand toward me, then to the cemetery behind us and the woods beyond. Her voice is even, matter-of-fact.

			“There are secret Satanists here. They sacrifice animals in those woods.”
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			There are secret Satanists here. They sacrifice animals in those woods.

			Monica’s words stick with me even as the group drives away, three sets of taillights vanishing into the night. Ryan is taking Elle home in an old car plastered with Michael W. Smith and What Would Jesus Do? bumper stickers, and I wonder if they’re dating. The thought makes me unreasonably irritated. Elle deserves better.

			Mmm-hmm, better like you? my mind chides, and I scowl at it.

			But Monica. The rest of Monica’s story was about the time she took a path through the woods to the school at dusk and a circle of figures rose in the distance—following, following, following—shadows in the fading light, their strides even, unrushed, until Monica got scared enough to run.

			She still doesn’t know who they were or why they were sitting in the woods in the dark.

			I shiver and turn away from the drive, skirting the edge of the cemetery, past the familiar shapes of headstones, the sweeping shadow of a crypt guarded by a hand-hewn stone angel. I pass behind the stocky brick mortuary—Mom’s new business and the reason we moved to this middle-of-nowhere town just off the Appalachian Trail. And then I’m next door, at my house, a two-story colonial with a wraparound porch that Mom has decorated extravagantly for Halloween: cobwebs plunging down the porch columns, the chalk outline of a body on the stairs, and about a hundred fake bats—probably my bat-obsessed little sister’s contribution.

			Unlike at school, I fit in here like a glove. Dark eyeliner. Black hoodie. A fake spiderweb tattoo I let my little sister ink onto my wrist with a Sharpie. I’d look even better against this backdrop with the deep-red mohawk I had this summer, but I (wisely, as it turns out) decided to go for the midnight-black pixie cut before we moved here.

			When Mom first suggested the bonfire, I thought maybe I’d invite some people to the house afterward. We could pull out one of dad’s vintage Ouija boards. Do an oracle card reading. Steal some of my sister’s bat-shaped cookies. But I get the sense that’d freak everyone (except maybe David) out. I try to imagine them coming over, and I snort at the image: Ryan, Monica, and Elle, like kidnapping victims, plucked out of Sunday service in their well-dressed best to be marched to their doom in my haunted house.

			I open the door and step in, unlacing my shoes just inside. Our Lab mix, Fantasma, comes skittering into the front hall, wagging her entire body with the joy of seeing me. In her mouth is one of mom’s slippers, because Fantasma can’t stand greeting me without bringing some random gift.

			“Fantasma! Querida!” I coo, and scratch behind her ears.

			Her name is an in-joke between me and Elisa, because I got the dog after a sleepover at my house where we convinced ourselves that a ghost was knocking on the closet door. We were so freaked out that we had to sleep in the living room. The next morning, Dad showed up with a three-year-old trained cadaver dog he’d inherited from a colleague and told us we could rename her. The only possible answer was Ghost. In Spanish, since it was Elisa’s idea.

			My heart pinches with the memory. Leaving Brooklyn was bad enough, but leaving Elisa and being unable to call her because she (rudely) got into some genius-artist training program that’s taking her to Italy for two weeks—that sucks.

			Fantasma dances in a circle around me until I drop to the floor to scratch that one perfect spot on her neck, and then she follows me as I stand and slip into Dad’s office. Now that I have the idea of the Ouija board, it might be fun to mess around with it until Mom and Dad get back from their date night.

			Dad’s office is a messy room facing the cemetery, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on two walls. He’s writing a book on the history of Ouija and the spiritualism surrounding it, but if you didn’t know he was an academic, this room would look like it’d been staged for Halloween just as much as our porch. The top half of the shelves: covered in books, mostly history, some memoir, three copies of the Satanic Bible with different covers, all facing outward. The bottom half: cluttered with spiritualist games. Vintage Ouija boards. Tarot and oracle decks. Candles and scrying bowls. There’s a bulletin board that looks like it’s from some murder movie, with thread connecting notes like Fox Sisters and invention of the telephone and good luck.

			I slither a vintage wooden board off the bottom shelf. I like this one because it has more options than just the alphabet, yes, no, and goodbye. There are also words around the edges: Who? Wrong! You. Don’t go! Soon. Now. Next year.

			Ouija-board enthusiasts would say it’s weird that I play with the thing on my own. The collective energy of a group is supposed to be what draws the spirits in to share their wisdom (or their warnings). But Dad’s take on the subject is that there’s a subconscious element to Ouija. Much like cards, the board tells you more about what you’re feeling than anything else. (And if you’d like a four-hour lecture on the topic, which will put you to sleep faster than counting sheep, just say the word Ouija in front of my dad.)

			Back in the living room with Fantasma still at my heels, I light a couple candles and turn off the dome lights. Then I place my fingers on the heart-shaped planchette and close my eyes.

			“Any spirits here?” I ask in a reverent whisper.

			The quiet stretches around me as I wait.

			And then a noise rips through the silence, and I jolt back from the board.

			The phone.

			It’s only the phone ringing in the kitchen. I laugh at myself. I set myself up so perfectly for a good jump scare. Horror movie achievement unlocked.

			“Heya.” I grab the cordless phone and answer casually, already walking back to the living room and the Ouija board, sure it’s Mom and Dad calling from the restaurant to say they’re on their way back.

			“Um, hello, is this Audre?”

			My heart trips over itself and lands flat on its face. Not Mom or Dad—the voice is Elle’s. I drop onto the couch and put my hands back on the planchette, nudging it around the board because Oh god, it’s Elle, and I need to do something with my hands.

			“Yeah! Hi! Elle!” I hate myself for sounding so weirdly upbeat.

			She sounds relieved. “Oh, I’m glad I caught you before you went to bed. I didn’t wake your parents or anything, did I?”

			The planchette slides to No. “No, no, they’re out.”

			“Oh, good. I was calling because, um, I meant to ask before I left—if you want to come to church with me Sunday morning? Or at least to the Hell House Sunday night? Since you like creepy stuff, you’ll probably like the Hell House? It’s the first time our church is doing one, but I guess it’s like a Christian version of a haunted house.”

			The planchette slides to Wrong on the board and I raise my eyebrows at my subconscious, but that doesn’t stop me from sounding every bit as psychotically upbeat when I answer. “Oh! Yeah! Sure! What time is church?!”

			“Awesome. Second service is at ten. Come find me when you get there. I’ll save a seat for you.”

			The cheeky planchette slides to Yes. As in: Yes, she’s saving a seat for me! And: Yes, my heart is going to beat up out of my throat right now.

			“Perfect! See you there!” I sound like a goddamn cheerleader.

			Yes, Yes, Yes. The asshole planchette vibrates on the word.

			“See you then!”

			The phone clicks as Elle hangs up, and I smack my hand against my cheekbone. Could I have sounded like any more of a weirdo? And also, did I just agree to go to church? Church is so not my aesthetic.

			I turn to Fantasma, who is on her back, wiggling back and forth on the carpet. “Well, querida, what do you think church is like when it’s not on TV?”

			I barely notice that I left the planchette pointing at Don’t Go.
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			The sermon is about demons.

			I know before it starts because a thin, old white lady pressed a flimsy piece of paper into my hands at the door. The front page says PROGRAM. The inside is a list of what will happen during the church service. Under SERMON, it says DEMONS AMONG US.

			I scan the church interior for Elle, my stomach doing an inappropriate tango of nerves and nausea that might be about seeing her again and might be about how alien this place feels—a jarring mix of normal folding chairs and heavy-duty carpet juxtaposed against heavy-handed reminders of death and destruction. A life-sized cross is suspended behind the raised platform that all the chairs are facing. A stained-glass window to my right depicts a pelican injuring itself so its babies can drink its blood. And in the program in my hands: DEMONS AMONG US.

			In a horror movie, these are the vignettes the cameras would linger on: bleeding pelicans, ominous crosses, DEMONS. And me—spectacularly underdressed in my Pokémon T-shirt under a thrifted leather jacket, jeans, and combat boots, with bloodred lips to match my bloodred nails. People in button-up shirts and suit pants and dresses are staring at me, and I wish I had thought to ask Mom if I could borrow something churchy. She has to go to funerals for work; she’d have something that doesn’t scream Look at me!

			I wipe my sweaty palms on the front of my jeans, scanning the room. Where the hell is Elle? Or David—maybe I can find David.

			“Audre! Over here!” It’s Elle’s voice, and I almost have a heart attack out of relief. She’s off to my left, about halfway up the rows of chairs, in a simple pink pantsuit that looks like she raided it from a much older person’s closet.

			She notices me looking and flushes. “It’s my mom’s. Da—we donated some of my stuff to charity last week and…didn’t realize most of my church clothes were in there.”

			“At least you didn’t dress as one of the demons your dad is going to be preaching about,” I joke, gesturing at my ensemble. I’m relieved to find my exclamation-point disease from last night has fled and I sound like myself as I drop into the seat beside Elle.

			“I’m glad you came.” She smiles deep enough to dimple.

			“Me too.” It would have been a lie ten seconds ago, but it’s not now. Not after those dimples.

			The service starts, and Elle sits back beside me, her shoulder not quite touching mine. First there are announcements. A can drive for the battered-women’s shelter outside town—the one Mom says she’s going to volunteer at once we get established. Tonight’s Hell House event, “perfect for the teen in your life who needs to get back on the straight and narrow!,” which sounds hella ominous. A knitting circle and Bible study for ladies (sexist much?). Then: worship. An older version of Ryan—floppy hair, skinny torso—takes the stage with a small band. Everyone but me stands without being told and knows the songs by heart. They tell us to hold hands for the last song, and Elle’s hand is soft and warm, and I don’t catch a single word of the song itself. I might have imagined it, but I think we held hands for a second longer than everyone else.

			When the singing’s over, it’s time for the main event: Elle’s dad. Tall, broad-shouldered, with Elle’s dark brown eyes. He’s fire and brimstone, passion and charisma. Shirtsleeves rolled up, eyebrows drawn in.

			“There’s been a lot of questions about whether there’s Satanism in our very community,” he says without preamble.

			The already quiet room goes quieter. Elle shifts in her seat.

			“The answer is obviously yes. As Ephesians tells us, ‘We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the RULERS, against the AUTHORITIES, against the COSMIC POWERS over THIS PRESENT DARKNESS, against the spiritual forces of EVIL in the heavenly places.’ God already told us we were in a spiritual battle against Satan and his demons. It’s not even a question that it’s still going on today—even in small towns. Even”—he pauses, sweeps a glare across the room—“in your very own hearts.”

			He leaves the room hanging on a dramatic pause before going on.

			“Even here, even where god’s anointed gather, sin seeps in like disease. Demons tempt us, trick us, dressing as sheep when they’re really wolves.” He’s pacing behind the podium now, gesturing widely with his hands.

			“Do you know what your kids are watching? What games they’re playing? Did you know when Christians burn Dungeons & Dragons cards, you can hear the demons in the cards scream? And that new game every kid seems to be playing: POKÉMON.”

			Well, shit. I glance down at my Pokémon shirt and zip my jacket over it. The zipper sounds way too loud in the quiet of his pause. Elle glances at me, and my face burns.

			“Yes, it may SEEM like a harmless cartoon, but did you know the creator called them POCKET MONSTERS? Demons. Demons you can fit in your pocket. How convenient. Demons you can invite into your heart. The kind of demons that drive kids to DISOBEDIENCE. To SEX. To MURDER.”

			I glance at Elle. Does she buy all this stuff? That kids’ games are some sort of gateway to hell? That sex and disobedience belong on a list with murder? She’s staring straight ahead, pressing her lips together in an expression I can’t read.

			“Thursday was Halloween, and this weekend is full of celebrations—Satan’s favorite holiday. His perverted version of Christmas. And where will your kids be? At houses draped in decorations of WITCHCRAFT? Cemeteries where people WORSHIP THE DEAD? BONFIRES, TRICK-OR-TREATING, secular events that look innocent to you but offer gateways for corruption into their SOULS?”

			Wait a second. Is he…calling me out? Bonfires. Why else would he mention bonfires, except that I invited the school to one? Why’d he even let Elle come if he’s so against them? And what’s Satanic about a bonfire? Or decorating your house? Or trick-or-treating? What the hell?

			The sermon goes on. He talks about the evil of witchcraft in most Saturday morning cartoons. The way Ouija boards scream when you cast demons out of them in the name of Jesus Christ. And then he switches gears ever so slightly, circles back to the story Elle told us around the bonfire.

			The bears.

			“You know how you can tell that I’m on to something? How you can tell that Satan isn’t happy his schemes are being shown for what they really are? Because he’s sure working hard to get rid of me! Most of you know the story of the bears that almost ate my family—if god hadn’t nudged me to go out to the car for my gun. But did you know my family has also survived not one but TWO fires? Did you know my wife survived her car going off a cliff?

			“Spiritual warfare is SERIOUS. Satan wants our souls. And he’ll stop at NOTHING to get them. He wants your souls, so he’s spent years trying to SHUT ME UP.”

			And with those last words, as if Satan wants to prove his point, the life-sized cross hanging from the ceiling behind Elle’s Dad creaks and drops—ripping itself from the bolts in the back wall one by one with a grating, metallic noise.

			Ping.

			Ping.

			Ping, the bolts sing as they fly from the wall.

			Whoosh! The cross falls as if in slow motion, the sound of our collective intake of breath drowning out everything else.

			Elle’s dad looks up and throws himself off the podium just in time—before the cross crashes down right where he was standing. The final crack of the heavy wood cross on the thin wooden stage is deafening. The room shakes. A cloud of dust rises behind him like a ghost.

			The people around me are standing, gasping, screaming. My heart drops into my stomach, and without trying, I’m standing too, my hand over my chest. Protective. Twentysomething men fly into the aisles as if they can rescue the preacher after the fact. Ryan follows them, rushing past from somewhere behind us. I glance at Elle, who seems stunned, staring with her mouth slightly open, hugging herself tight.

			But up front, the preacher is fine. Flinty-eyed. Rising to his feet, brushing the dust off, brushing the twentysomethings off. He squeezes Ryan’s shoulder and motions for him to get out of the way.

			Because the show’s not over. If there’s any point he wants to make, it’s that: nothing can stop him.

			He gestures to the downed cross without speaking. And we all know what he means.

			Do you see now? Do you see? Satan wouldn’t be trying so hard to kill me if I wasn’t telling you the truth.

			I wonder if I’m the only person in the room asking silently: Was it real, or was it staged?

		

	
		
		
			4

			Was it real, or was it staged?

			I can’t shake the unsettling question as I scuff through the forest on my way home, boots crunching through dead leaves, trees rustling with unseen birds. Did I just witness a terrible coincidence? An attack on the preacher? Or an elaborate tableau, theater designed to drive a point home? Was that how churches operated?

			I’d asked Elle if it was part of the show, but the what-the-hell-kind-of-question-is-that look that flitted across her face told me that if it was a show, she wasn’t in on it.

			I need to talk to my mom.

			It’s one in the afternoon by the time I ditch my boots on the porch and beeline for the kitchen, but Mom’s already dressed for tonight’s parade of trick-or-treaters. Morticia Addams—a perfect costume for my tall, thin, pale, black-haired mortician mother. Dad’s dressing as Gomez, complete with a gross mustache he’s been growing out for the last week to fit the part. And my nine-year-old sister, Volga—after vehemently rejecting the suggestion that she dress as Wednesday or Pugsley to round out the group costume—is going as a bat. Because: did we know that without bats there would be no avocados? (Yes, Volga, we know because you tell us once a week.) Fantasma, who is curled on a dog bed in the corner of the kitchen, has been conscripted into the family costume as Thing, the Addams family’s pet hand.

			I was going to join them, but also subvert expectations by dressing as creepy, middle-aged Uncle Fester, complete with a cap that made me look spectacularly bald. But now that I’m meeting Elle at the Hell House later and she said no one was dressing up, Mom and Dad are on their own with the whole group-costume idea.

			In a few hours, while Volga terrorizes the neighbors into giving her twice as much candy as any other kid (read: that is her secret superpower), Mom and Dad will be greeting kids on the porch with caramel apples and homemade cookies. Which is why Mom’s standing in the kitchen now, arranging caramel apples on platters, wrapping them carefully in plastic wrap. I’m almost embarrassed at how relieved I am to see her, the tightness in my shoulders and chest loosening all at once.

			“How was church?” she asks before I can say a word, saying church like other people might say jail or purgatory or the first day of your period.

			“Weird,” I answer, pulling up a stool at the kitchen island across from her and attempting to find room for my elbows in the chaos of caramel, apples, sticks, and trays of decoration.

			“Weird how?”

			There are too many answers to that question, so I pause. The whole dramatically-falling-cross thing is the obvious answer. But church was weird way before that happened. The stained-glass window with the bleeding pelican. The Pokémon-are-pocket-demons thing. I try to figure out what bothers me most, what’s making my stomach turn over and then over again.

			“The sermon was about demons,” I say finally.

			She puts down the caramel apple she’s working on, giving me her full attention. “Go on.”

			“The preacher said we’re in some spiritual war and there are Satanists in town and demons are making people do stuff like sex or murder…. And I felt kind of…personally attacked?”

			“Because you do so much sex and murder?” Mom asks, deadpan, and I give her my most scathing glare.

			“No, but, like, he was saying Halloween is evil and Pokémon is evil”—I motion to my T-shirt—“and bonfires are evil. And I’m sure he could see me sitting with Elle with my Pokémon shirt on, and I’m sure he knew about the bonfire too, so it felt like that was about me.”

			Mom purses her lips and flares her nostrils in that way that means she’s ramping up for a good rant. First she asks: “And what do you think?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Do you think Halloween is evil and Pokémon is evil and demons can make you do things against your will?”

			“No.”

			“Exactly.” (Here comes the rant; I can see it in the sparks flying from her eyes.) “Systems and people make good or evil happen in this world—not some invisible evil magical beings. You’ve got to love the irony of that worldview, saying ‘Here’s what you need to do to be good,’ but also ‘You have no free will because demons.’ ” She says demons like she’d say anything she doesn’t believe in, like Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy or America’s justice system.

			She’s on a roll now and I lean forward on the counter, relief I didn’t know I needed uncoiling the tension in my core. “Demons are just another way for people to abdicate responsibility for their own actions instead of doing the hard work of introspection and change. Rock music doesn’t make people kill. Cartoons aren’t responsible for witchcraft. And is witchcraft even bad? Why do we think it is? Maybe because it’s coded as female, hmm? Why don’t we challenge our assumptions?”

			I shake my head and shrug in agreement.

			“Demons.” She laughs out the word this time. “Have these people abandoned all critical thinking? People want so badly to focus on some big, bad, invisible evil when real evil is right in front of them and they’ve normalized it. Demons aren’t scary. What’s happened to the women at the women’s shelter I’m going to be volunteering with—that’s scary. Police arresting your dad and me for peacefully protesting for women’s rights? That’s scary. Companies spilling oil into our oceans without consequences? That’s scary.”

			“I like when you get ranty.” I tap my fingers against my cheekbone and laugh.

			She brushes her hair back over her shoulder and stands up straighter. “Me? Ranty? Never. I’m as stoical as Morticia Addams.”

			“In that case, we should get you some roses so you can clip the heads off and keep the thorns.”

			Her voice is disappointment incarnate. “Ohhh, that would have been a good idea!”

			The front door opens, and Fantasma goes skittering off into the hall to greet Dad and an already-hyped-on-sugar Volga, who’s talking a mile a minute about a girl she met at school who is going to help her build a bat box for the backyard.

			Then they’re both in the kitchen, Dad kissing me on the head and then stepping suggestively toward Mom, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her into an exaggerated tango dip. When he straightens, she puts out an arm and raises an eyebrow and, reenacting a scene from the Addams Family movie, he says, “Look at her. I would die for her. I would kill for her. Either way, what bliss.”

			I roll my eyes, and Volga giggles behind me.

			“Smart costume choice this year,” I jibe. “Must be easy to go as yourselves.”

			Dad’s face is a mockery of offense. “How dare you? Gomez Addams is a much better dueler than I.”

			“Audre!” Volga says urgently. “Do you know about bat boxes?” Then, before I can answer: “Hold on! I’ll get the book!” And she speeds out of the room and clomps up the stairs.

			Dad laughs. “We’re raising a monster.”

			Mom smiles. “I’m so proud.”

			I feel lighter. Better. More myself here where everything is normal again. But before Volga comes back, I feel like they should know about the whole falling-cross thing, so I tell them. About how the preacher was saying the devil wanted him dead. How he’s had all these near-death experiences. And then—boom—the bolts were ripping away from wall and ceiling, and he barely escaped.

			Both my parents go quiet, watching me, then glancing at each other.

			“Do you think it was…like a staged theatrical thing?” I ask.

			“Or a scary coincidence,” Dad says, rounding the island to hug me. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

			Mom nods and joins him, kissing the top of my head. “Maybe you shouldn’t go to that other church event tonight.”

			I shake my head, my chest tightening as I think of skipping out on Elle. “I don’t think it’s the same people running it. They said it’s a youth-group thing.”

			“You still want to go?” Mom asks.

			“Yeah.”

			“Okay. I won’t stop you. But be careful. And if something weird happens, leave. Come home right away.”

			“Okay. If something weird happens, I’ll come home,” I promise.
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			The Hell House is painted comically red and staffed by demons—college-student volunteers dressed in all red or black, with lacy black wings, heavy eye makeup, and plastic pitchforks. (Their costume game: decidedly not on point.)

			David is standing outside on the sidewalk in a Meat Loaf hoodie, holding a camera and taking photos of the demons as they pose ferociously in front of the entrance. My nerves calm when I see him.

			“My god, I’m glad to see you,” I say in Spanish, putting a hand out to squeeze his shoulder.

			“Oh, hey!” His eyebrows flash upward. “What are you doing here? Joining the Stepford Wives already?”

			I laugh. “Yes, I’ve decided I prefer the life of a robot who serves the patriarchy to the toil of my feminist existence. What are you doing here? I didn’t see you at church this morning.”

			“You went to their church?”

			“Their church? I figured it was everyone at school’s church.”

			“No way. Momsy takes us to the Spanish service a few towns over.”

			“Hmm.” His response makes me think about that thing Martin Luther King Jr. said about Sunday morning being the most segregated hour in America.

			“But seriously”—he drops the camera back around his neck—“I didn’t take you for the churchgoing type.”

			I shrug. “First-timer. And probably last-timer, too.”

			“Yeah, that place is weird. I went once last year, and the whole sermon was about the pastor’s wife surviving some car crash and how god protects the faithful, but he also teaches us lessons, sometimes in painful ways. Felt like the guy was saying god hurts people to make them better and we should be grateful. And…um, yeah, that’s abuse.”

			Relief uncoils the remaining knots in my stomach. It was good to hear Mom rail against the preacher’s sermon, but there’s something even more comforting about hearing someone who has experienced that place himself say something is wrong.

			“So, what are you doing here tonight, then?” I ask. “If you’re not into their church stuff.”

			“Journalism project.” He holds up the camera, then flips a small notebook and pen expertly out of his pocket. “School paper wants this covered—and I want to go to college for journalism, so I volunteered. Because this is definitely going to be weird and a great topic to write about. If their daytime church services are creepy as shit, imagine what their version of a haunted house is going to feel like.”

			I wrinkle my nose.

			“Why are you here?” he counters, and I’m about to say Elle invited me when I hear her voice behind us.

			“Audre, I’m so glad you came!”

			I turn and she hugs me, her body warm and welcoming against mine. I go from being a little too cold to far too hot, and I’m sure my face is flushed bright pink when she pulls away.

			“David,” she says, but doesn’t hug him. He holds a hand up for a high five.

			And then Ryan is with us, putting an arm protectively around Elle’s shoulders. God, he has no chill around her. Neither do you, my sweaty palms remind me, and I wipe them on my jeans.

			“You know I don’t like it when you hang around him,” Ryan says somberly, holding Elle’s gaze.

			I share a startled glance with David, who points to himself and mouths “Who, me?” And then I look back at Elle, whose face is a shiny, embarrassed red. Is Ryan jealous, or does he think David is some kind of bad influence?

			“Are you her boyfriend?” I ask, my words sharp-edged.

			He turns to me, face serious. “We’re getting married.”

			Married? Elle’s sixteen and Ryan’s, what, seventeen? Beside me, David looks as horrified and skeptical as I feel.

			“No, you’re not,” I scoff.

			“Yes, we are.” His voice is firm and deeply offended at my dismissal. Good.

			I look at Elle, but she just presses her lips together unhappily and faces the ground.

			“We’re going to go in, Ryan. Are you coming?” she asks after a long pause.

			“No. I’m—I’ll see you after.”

			“Okay,” she says, demure, and takes a step toward the Hell House. He glances up at it and I’m surprised to see a crack in his confidence, a sliver, a flash of fear. Then: he’s marching off down the street, past the row houses, toward the church.

			As soon as he’s out of earshot, Elle whispers, “He’s not my boyfriend.” But if that’s true, why didn’t she say it in front of him?

			“What’s his deal? Why was he scared to go in?” I ask.

			Elle draws her eyebrows together. “We lived in row houses next to each other a few years ago and there was a fire. Both our houses burned down and”—she pauses, looks down—“his mom and his brother didn’t make it out.”

			“Your dad rescued him, right?” David asks.

			Elle pauses again, then nods. “He would have died too, but my dad went in and pulled him out. That’s why Ryan’s so…intense. He basically dedicated his life to god after that—and to my dad. But anyway, Monica told him there’s some sort of fire scene in the Hell House, so I said he shouldn’t go.”

			Yikes. I feel a little like a dick for asking—and for judging him.

			“Let’s go in,” Elle says, her tone lightening in a way that doesn’t feel quite real as she steps toward the porch. David and I follow, him with notebook and camera at the ready.

			The demons usher us in, whispering “Sin, sin, sin is fun! See what your sin will win you!” like the creepers they are.

			And then we’re in a foyer, dimly lit, and a woman is walking toward us—Elle’s mom, a shorter, less cheerful-looking version of Elle herself.

			“Elisheba?” her mother calls, waving, and Elle turns even brighter pink in the low light. “When you’re done going through with your friends, come find me out back, okay? Your father wants us to come home straight after.”

			Elle gives a tight nod, and her mom steps around us and slips out the front door.

			“Elle is short for Elisheba?” I whisper as soon as she’s gone.

			She groans. “Yeah, it’s a Bible name.”

			“It’s…interesting.”

			“You’re telling me. But at least it wasn’t Hazzelelponi. That was definitely on the table.”

			David chokes on a laugh, and I make a ha sound in disbelief.

			“You’re kidding. You would have gotten so hassled.” I crack a smile at my own joke, and David groans behind me.

			Elle rolls her eyes. “It gets worse. If I was a boy, one of their top picks was Potiphar. Imagine.”

			“You missed out on so many pothead jokes,” David chimes in, and we all laugh.

			The tension of the whole getting-married thing with Ryan melts away with our jokes, and soon there are more people around us and we’re all being ushered farther into the house by another college-aged volunteer. It is every inch as hella weird as you’d expect. There’s a room where kids are throwing D&D cards into a fire while a tinny speaker issues screaming noises, meant to convince us that the cards themselves are possessed and screaming as they burn.

			As promised, there’s a room full of hellfire, where more college-student demons frolic, cackling as they push teen actors into the flames. Monica has apparently volunteered for this indignity, but she stays in character even as Elle waves at her, ignoring Elle in favor of falling into the flames and screaming.

			In the first rooms, I roll my eyes and share incredulous looks with David. I’m so glad he’s here, because Elle doesn’t seem to get how ridiculous this all is. She looks unsettled, but not in the should-we-laugh-or-smash-our-foreheads-into-a-desk way David and I do.

			The next room is a skit: a teen girl gets pregnant and, ashamed, goes to the doctor for an abortion. It’s given to her without any sort of numbing, apparently, and she screams in pain until I want to cover my ears and hide in a corner.

			“Qué hijos de puta,” David whispers beside me in the dimness.

			What the fuck is wrong with these people? My stomach turns over. This is an exaggeration of every horror movie trope I hate: teen girls punished for being sexual, forced to die agonizing deaths while whatever boy just as responsible for the pregnancy is nowhere to be seen.

			David is a whirlwind of clicking noises now, his camera affixed to his face. But Elle is looking at me in the low light, her expression sad. She steps closer and I feel her hand slip into mine. I would have been excited to hold her hand a few minutes ago, but now I feel like crying. Neither of us lets go as the guide leads us into the next room.

			It’s full of rock posters: screamy Metallica, the men of KISS in their heavy makeup and platform shoes, the newly popular girl-fronted band No Doubt. In the center of the room, a serious boy stands in a circle of light, holding a fake gun.

			My stomach flips again. Are they about to fake a shooting in this fucked-up haunted house?

			He stares at us, face blank, and says, “They told me to do it.” And then he’s lifting the gun to his temple and the lights go out just as the bang sounds.

			Elle squeezes my hand, and I’m clenching my other hand so hard I’m pretty sure I break the skin with my fingernails.

			What the fuck. What the fuck. What. The. FUCK.

			The lights flash back on, and the kid is sprawled on the floor, playing dead, surrounded by blood. And I know it’s not real, but my body apparently doesn’t, because I’m stuck to the floor, and I’m dizzy, and I think I might throw up. I force my leaden feet to move. Move, move, move. Get out, Audre. Get out.

			I don’t want to be here.

			I don’t want to see any more rooms.

			I just want to be happy about holding Elle’s hand, and I want to make friends in this goddamn town where I’m now stuck because Mom inherited that fool mortuary, and I want things to be normal.

			But nothing is normal here. Seventeen-year-old boys are announcing they’re getting married, and people are dressing up like demons, and even if you believe in this hell bullshit, do you seriously need to traumatize people with fake suicides and fake torture during totally normal medical procedures? My throat is burning, my chest tight, and my breath comes in small, fast gasps. I love horror. I’ve always loved horror. I always thought I’d write horror movies one day. But this isn’t a haunted house. It’s real horror.

			We’re in the last room, and I know as soon as Elle releases my hand what it is: a fucking homophobic tableau. They’ve coded these kids as queer, draped in rainbows and feather boas—a mini Pride parade—and I don’t know what’s about to happen to them, and I don’t want to know. I’m not staying for it; I can’t.

			My leaden feet lighten, and I push my way through the group and out of the room, back into the main hall, and out the back door. Bright spots dance before my eyes and a wave of dizziness hits me. I bend in half, squatting over the dewy grass and pressing my hands to its cool wetness.

			What is wrong with this place?

			Someone’s squatting beside me then, and a huge arm wraps around my shoulders as a familiar voice murmurs in Spanish, “You’re okay.”

			David’s camera bumps into my chin as I lean forward to hug him, my breath slowing a little. And when Elle joins us, her cheeks are wet with tears.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I didn’t know it was this intense.”

			“How could you invite me to that?” I gulp out the words.

			“I’m sorry. You’re right. It was…awful.”

			David hugs me tighter, but I steady myself and pull away, facing Elle. “Why did you invite me? Why? You think I’m going to hell? You think I’m one of the bad guys? You think you needed to save me?”

			“I’m sorry,” she says again, looking at the ground. “I wanted to hang out with you. You’re interesting. I didn’t know you’d get upset.”

			I don’t know how to feel. The spots are gone from my eyes. My breathing is normal, but now my head is pounding and I’m sick and angry and upset all at once.

			“I liked you so much,” I say to Elle, helplessly. Then, to David: “Can you walk me home?”

			And he does. David shrugs on his coat and puts an arm back around my shoulders and walks me through the wrought-iron gate, past the colonial houses of Main Street, through the comforting cemetery beside my house, and up the porch steps, where my alarmed parents drop their Addams Family act while Dad helps me inside and Mom demands an explanation from David.
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			The tap on my window is subtle, but it jolts through me like the sound of that fake gunshot. I sit up, breath caught in my throat. I’m too on edge for the tap of tree branch on windowpane, apparently. Too on edge for anything tonight.

			Go back to sleep, I scold myself. It’s just the wind.

			But then: another tap. Then a third. And I slip out of bed and peer out the window.

			It’s not the wind. And it’s nothing I expected.

			Elle is standing on the grass at the base of the tree that I thought was doing my window tap dance, her yellow dress bright against the darkness of the late-night lawn. She’s poised to throw another pine cone.

			I blink twice, unlatch my window, and slide it open.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I had to apologize. I couldn’t go home without talking to you. Will you come down?” Her voice is small but urgent.

			“How did you know this was my room?”

			She points at the window, and I look up. The Riot Grrrl window sticker stares back at me. Yeah, this could only be my room.

			I turn to face her again. “Go around front. I’ll meet you.”

			I zip a hoodie up over my tank top and flip the switch for the porch light before stepping out. Elle’s at the bottom of the porch steps, like she’s not sure she can come up. I wave her over to the cozy bench Mom was so excited about when we moved. And when I sit, she follows suit, turned toward me, her hands clenched in her lap.

			“I’m sorry I took you to the Hell House. I really didn’t know. I am so sorry.” She doesn’t look at me when she says it, just stares at her hands, the perfect crescent moons of her short fingernails.

			“I know,” I say, surprised to find that it’s true. I was so angry and upset before that I wasn’t listening, but I do believe her. I believe she wanted me there. Or I want to believe it.

			“Why did you invite me?” I ask.

			She looks up at me then, her eyes catching on mine. I can’t help but hold my breath.

			“It’s like you knew me the first time we met. And I wanted to know you too.”

			She did? She wanted to know me? Well, if I wasn’t already done being angry, I am now.

			“I want to know you too.”

			She smiles. Goddammit, that smile. It unstitches me.

			She turns away then, but not in a way that hurts or ends the conversation. In a way where we’re both sitting on the bench, staring across the lawn, down the drive, shoulder to shoulder. She reaches over and laces her fingers through mine, and we just sit.

			After the worst day ever, it’s somehow the nicest moment of my life.

			And when she finally gets up to leave, I feel the loss of warmth at my shoulder and my hand, like a tiny death.

			“I need to get home,” she says.

			“Want me to walk you?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “There’s a trail straight from the cemetery to my house. I know it like I know my own name.”

			We both pause a long time before she puts up a hand—a half wave—and turns to the forest.

			I watch until the yellow sweaterdress is just a tiny glimmer through the trees.

			

			—

			It’s the middle of the night and I’m still awake, curled around Fantasma, thinking about Elle. About the shape of her fingers and the shape of her words: I wanted to know you too. That’s when the phone rings—a shocking noise in the nighttime silence, as unsettling as glass breaking—and I lie there listening to the muted sounds of one of my parents rushing to answer it. Who’d be calling us this late?

			After a few minutes, Mom comes into my room, cradling the cordless between cheek and chin. Her face is grim, a worry line deep at the center of her forehead.

			I sit up. Something bad has happened. I know it instinctively before she says a word.

			She sits beside me in the bed and asks if I know where Elle went—because she never came home. I shake my head, my heart beating at double speed before I even take in the words.

			She never came home.

			“Sorry,” Mom says into the phone. “We don’t know where she is. Do you need help looking? My husband and I are handy with a flashlight.”

			She pauses, nods as if they can see her through the phone. “No, of course. Yes. Please let us know if you need us.”

			“Wait,” I say, my mind finally catching up to the sick feeling in my gut. “I did see her. I don’t know where she is now, but she came here earlier—to talk. She said she was going home. She took the hiking trail behind the house.”

			Mom nods, relays the information, then pauses a long time. “Are you sure you don’t want us to help you search?” She bites her lip. “Of course. Okay. We will be here if you change your mind.”

			She hangs up and runs a hand through my half-flattened bedhead. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

			But I barely hear her, because all I can think is what she said before.

			She.

			Never.

			Came.

			Home.

			Every part of me is tight, hot. Was I the last person to see Elle? Did her coming to apologize to me and then walking home on the trails put her in danger?

			If this were a horror movie, Elle would be the first to die. I’d thought it so casually. Pegged her as a victim so easily in my head. Which makes it even worse that this is real life and Elle is missing.

			Elle is missing.

		

	
		
		
			ELLE

			Before

			Elle is walking in the woods when he finds her.

			She hears him singing “Amazing Grace” before she sees him round the bend in the trail, a skip in his step, a spark in his light-colored eyes. Ryan, youth group worship leader, amateur apologist, her dad’s protégé. Once her dad had asked him to give the Sunday sermon and—hoo boy—that boy grew two inches with the asking.

			“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound.”

			She wonders if her dad sent him to collect her, wishes she wouldn’t have to leave the honey-colored woods. The one place she can think, breathe. Be. She is supposed to feel God everywhere, but the trails are the only place she feels the things she needs to feel. The only place the back of her mind goes quiet. Usually it’s keeping track of everyone around her, watching for conflict, sadness, pain. But in the woods, there’s nothing to watch for but the feather-soft golden leaves floating down around her from tree to path, the sharp stones guarding dark ridges farther from the town. The trees can hardly be disappointed in her. The mud never judges.

			The only disappointment she can’t get away from out here is God’s.

			“That saved a wretch like me,” Ryan sings on.

			But are we wretches? she thinks. Are we as bad as all that?

			“I once was lost.”

			Were you, Ryan? Were you ever lost? You seem so certain now, like at seventeen you have all the answers.

			“But now I’m fou—Elle!” Ryan interrupts his song to call out and she stops, turns, smiles enough to not be off-putting as the birds pause their own songs above her head.

			Her smile is not an invitation, but Ryan takes it as one, crosses to her in three giant steps. He holds one of her hands in both of his, and unease rises through her body, hot and cold all at once. He’s never done this before, never touched her beyond a high five or a shoulder hug. He believes that True Love Waits, which means even though Elle knows he’s had a crush on her forever, he keeps his physical distance. His idea of courtship seems to be following her around, interrupting whenever possible, and sometimes handing her scraps of paper with Bible verses on them for her to look up.

			Elle knows he doesn’t mean them that way, but there’s always something ominous about them. “She is clothed in strength and dignity; she can laugh at the days to come.” What will she have to laugh at in the days to come? “So Jacob served seven years for Rachel, yet they seemed to him like a few days because of his love for her.” So…what? Ryan was saving up for her like she was something he could buy?

			This time, there’s no slip of paper. No verse to look up. Just Ryan holding her hand, the touch feeling so much bigger than it would with anyone else.

			Still, she doesn’t pull away. She only freezes on the inside and smiles on the outside and lets the floppy-haired boy lead her to the edge of a stream and sit across from her on a boulder, still holding her hand. Biting his lip. Inhaling deep through his nose and out through his mouth.

			Her heart is a stone, heavy in her chest. Her mouth is dry. Don’t say whatever you’re about to say. Don’t make me break your heart.

			Like the other boys she knows, he seems oblivious to how she’s feeling. Can’t decipher her tense shoulders and short breaths. He’s gathering his courage to say what he’s come to say, not trying to see if she wants him to say it.

			She expects it to be like the other church boys she’s turned down. A bumbled will-you-be-my-girlfriend? An excruciating no. A kind I’m-not-dating-until-God-tells-me-to that lets them off the hook, lets them know it’s not about them, not their fault. Even though that’s not quite true.

			But she also knows it’s different, because this time it’s her dad’s favorite, the boy who is at her house all the time. This is going to be much more awkward.

			When he finally opens his mouth, it’s worse than she feared. “Elle, I’ve been praying, and God told me you’re going to be my wife.”

			Wife.

			Wife?

			Wife!

			God told me.

			She isn’t sure which words scare her more. An ache builds and beats at the front of her head. He’s turned her own excuses against her. I’m-not-going-to-date-until-God-tells-me-to transformed into well, God told me, and this isn’t dating, it’s marriage.

			Did God tell him that? And, if so, why didn’t God tell her? She knows what her dad would say. Faith. God wants her to have faith. He wants her to trust the men of God around her. He’s testing her—and she better not fail again.

			She opens her mouth, not even sure what she’s about to say, and she’ll never know because he rushes to talk over her. “I already talked to your dad. He gave us his blessing.”

			She closes her mouth. Dad gave his blessing. She’s sixteen and has never liked a boy and this one wants her to commit her whole life to him on faith. Faith, normally a comfort, is now a cage. A maze. A trap. She almost laughs as its jaws snap shut on her. She should have seen this coming.

			She might throw up.

			Ryan misinterprets whatever expression she’s making as something positive, squeezes her hand, and leans across the space between boulders to kiss her—scandalously—on the cheek. He doesn’t notice the slight flinch, the coldness of her cheek, her hand unanimated, like a dead fish in his own. He drapes her in his own happiness and calls it hers.

			She realizes he wasn’t even asking her anything. She doesn’t have to respond. He was telling her. Telling her God’s will. Just like he’ll tell her God’s will for the rest of her life if she lets this happen.

			Elle never lets herself get angry. Anger is dangerous, wrong, ungodly. But right now, she’d love to scream. Scream and scream and scream her rage into the sky.

			She doesn’t, because what if she’s wrong? What if her anger is proof that she’s sinful, unworthy? What if God didn’t tell her because this is a test? One that she’s currently not passing.

			Elle knows what God’s tests are like. He told Abraham to kill his only son. It was just before the blade came down, a hair’s breadth from death, that God stopped him. He tested Job’s faith by killing everyone he loved—and that time no angel appeared to halt the carnage.

			Ryan has finally stopped talking and looks at her expectantly. She forces a small smile.

			“I need to pray,” she says, because it’s the one thing she can say. Safely.

			He nods, proud, she’s sure, of having a future wife so obedient to God. He squeezes her hand again, then leaves, skipping off down the path as if she’s said yes. As if she’s thrown herself passionately into his arms. As if he’s won.

			She’s afraid he might.

			As soon as she’s sure he’s far enough away, as soon as she’s sure he can’t hear her, Elle swears for the first time in her life.

			“What the hell, God?”
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			In my half dreams, I watch Elle walk into the woods, yellow sweaterdress bright against the dark shadows of trees. I can’t see her face or speak or follow; I just watch as she grows smaller, smaller. Then: invisible.

			Did she make it home? Did they find her?

			Nightmares about Elle fold into nightmares from the Hell House fold into nightmares from the church. A cross crashes down through the trees. There’s a gunshot. Elle has been crushed. Elle has been attacked by bears. Elle is trapped in the Hell House, screaming in agony. Elle is gone.

			I’m still half asleep, feverish, when the pounding starts downstairs. Ham-fisted men slamming hands against the door yelling “Police! Open up!” My heart bumps into my rib cage and skitters around under my skin.

			I hate the police. My whole life I’ve been warned away from them. They arrested my parents again and again while Mom and Dad protested for women’s rights when they were younger. They harassed Elisa and her brother for no reason except that they were walking while brown. They even messed up Dad’s knee, tackling him during a protest even though he was just standing there.

			And now, just as bad: I know they’re here because Elle didn’t make it home.

			I drag myself out of bed, down the hallway, to the top of the stairs, closing Fantasma in my room as I leave because I doubt the police will love being jumped on and licked half to death. I can see the door from here, watch as Dad walks calmly to it and opens up, as directed. He has his cane with him, that old knee injury rearing its head as if it heard me thinking about it. Like saying Beetlejuice’s name three times, I’ve summoned something wicked.

			“What can I do for you, Officers?” Dad’s voice is steady.

			There are two uniformed men on the doorstep, though I can only see the face of the one in front. He has a predictable buzz cut and cream-cheese complexion and an equally predictable expression that means either I’ve got your number, mister or I’m hella constipated. He’s the kind of guy who probably has truck nuts on his off-duty, gas-guzzling, American-made pickup. An American flag sticker and a tribute to the NRA, too, I bet, just to make sure we all know he’s got a gun.

			“We’d like you to come down to the station. We’ve got some questions,” the cop in front says without preamble.

			My heart skitters again against my rib cage. Why would they take Dad to the station? I’m glad Volga sleeps like the dead, because if my heart is racing, I imagine her nine-year-old mind would be in chaos over all this.

			“Am I under arrest?” Dad’s voice. Still calm.

			“Not yet,” the cop in back chimes in.

			“Then I’m afraid I cannot come to the station. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

			The cop in front turns to look at the one behind him, then turns back to Dad, eyes narrowed. “Why is it you can’t come to the station?”

			“I’m sorry, sir, but if that’s your only concern, I must be going. You have a nice day, Officer.” Dad starts to close the door, but the officer holds up a hand.

			I’m sitting on the top step now, watching, as Mom comes down the hallway and lowers herself beside me, putting an arm around my shoulders and squeezing.

			Front Cop changes tactics. “We’re looking for a missing girl. Elle Mason, preacher’s daughter. We know she was out here three nights ago at a bonfire and again last night. You seen her since then?”

			“Sorry, we haven’t.”

			“We’re going to come in and look around, make sure everything is okay here.” Front Cop starts to step forward, and my heart jumps in surprise. Can he just do that—come marching into our house without asking?

			“No, you may not,” Dad answers my unasked question.

			“Why not?” Front Cop narrows his eyes, puts his foot firmly back on our front porch.

			“Because of the Fourth Amendment, Officer, which protects us from unreasonable searches.” Dad’s voice is calm, and I wonder how he does it—even after all the arrests, the knee thing. Maybe it’s because of all that, actually. Because he knows that if he gives an inch, they could take not just a mile but life and liberty in the bargain.

			“Have you been to the First Church of God this morning or last night?” The cop tries a new strategy, and Mom stands and starts down the stairs.

			Dad sighs. “Officers, I’m sorry but I’m going to have to go. It’s early in the morning and my family needs me.”

			Before they can say anything else, he closes the door, lets out a shaky breath, and presses his forehead against the hard wood before clicking the lock into place with a commanding clack.

			Mom is behind him now, wrapping him in her arms as if they’re bandages, healing everything speaking to the cops might have brought up for him.

			She turns her face up toward me and motions with her chin toward the kitchen. “Let’s all have some breakfast and a chat.”

			

			—

			Mom pulls a chair into the kitchen and Dad settles into it, stretching out his knee and rubbing two fingers across the gross Gomez mustache. The rest of his costume is long gone. Now he’s in slacks and a Nickelback T-shirt, of all things. To be clear, Dad doesn’t know who Nickelback is. He’s just an enthusiastic thrift-store shopper who likes anything that might make his daughter die on the spot. He clearly threw it on in a hurry when the cops started shouting at the front door. You can tell by the fact that the shirt is on backward.

			Mom kisses him on the forehead, and he reaches up to tap her lip, a gesture they do to each other often, though they’ve never explained why. Then she turns to the cupboards, assembling the ingredients for pancakes and omelets.

			“Bad days,” she starts her usual refrain, and Dad and I pick it up and finish, “call for full bellies.”

			It’s not cold in the kitchen, but suddenly I’m freezing. Shivering as everything hits me. Elle is missing, really missing. Not turns-out-she-stayed-out-too-late missing, but still-gone-in-the-morning missing. Cops-at-the-door missing. Cops-at-my-door missing.

			“Why were they here?” I ask.

			Dad shrugs. “We’re new in town. People don’t always love strangers.”

			Understatement of the year.

			“Plus, we told them she was here last night. It makes sense that they’d come by. Makes less sense that they’d treat us with suspicion and try to come into our house, of course.” Mom tosses butter onto the hot griddle, pursing her lips.

			“What do you think happened to Elle?” My words shake in time with my hands.

			I think this is the part where other people’s parents would say don’t worry and she’ll be back soon and I’m sure it’s nothing. But my parents hate anything that even comes close to patronizing, so instead they exchange a look and then answer in unison: “I don’t know.”

			Me either, though I rack my mind for explanations. The easiest: she ran off. Maybe she is marrying Ryan and he wasn’t supposed to let the cat out of the bag. Maybe they eloped. My heart scowls at the thought, but I poke it back to submission with my mind. That would be way better than most other girl-goes-missing scenarios, heart, so stop whining.

			A better scenario: maybe she ran away to a convent to be away from Ryan forever and ever. Ran off and joined a band. Changed her name, dyed her hair bright pink, and moved to Vegas. Maybe last night was her way of telling me goodbye.

			Upstairs, Volga’s impossibly loud alarm starts screeching, and I jump visibly.

			Mom abandons the pancakes and crosses to hug me. She smells like the cedar soap she’s obsessively placed at every sink in our house and at the morgue, and I lean into the warm firmness of the embrace. Dad takes over the pancakes, and something about Mom leaving them to burn because hugging me was so nonnegotiably more important to her loosens something inside me and my eyes fill with tears.

			“I’m so scared for her.” My voice is tiny against Mom’s shoulder.

			She hugs tighter. “It’s okay to be scared.”

			“Fear means you care,” Dad adds.

			“You don’t have to go to school today, if you don’t want to,” Mom whispers into my hair.

			I shake my head. “No, I want to. I think it’d be worse sitting around here wondering what happened. Maybe she’ll even show up at school. Maybe she’s fine and we’ll all have a good laugh about some weird once-in-a-lifetime situation where she got lost for the night or needed to save a baby goat or something.”

			“Breakfast is served,” Dad says, pushing the second plate across the island with a flourish.

			“I’ll go make sure Volga is up,” Mom says. “That child would sleep through the zombie apocalypse.”

			I lean on the counter across from Dad and drench my pancakes in syrup, the rush of the sweetness meeting with the tangy sour cream Mom uses in the pancakes instead of milk, and finally stilling my shivers.

			Through the big picture window to my right, the sky is alarm-red over the cemetery, the ground a dark smudge below it. The headstones pop up from the earth like teeth. There’s something weird about the view, but I can’t quite tell what it is. Something out of place. I bite my lip and start to tell myself it’s nothing. All in my head. And then I realize what’s wrong:

			One of the graves has been disturbed.

			A clump of wet, black dirt sits atop the headstone, a much larger pile of earth beside it. My stomach flips and then flips again.

			“Dad,” I whisper through a now-dry throat.

			He looks up from the eggs he’s whisking and follows my stare, as startled as I am, I guess from the way he sucks in a breath that whistles through his teeth.

			Why would someone dig up a grave? The question is a steel trap, its answer the bait that’ll get me caught. The worst answer: to bury a body. To best: to scare us. Though best is a loose interpretation with a prank this dark.

			“What are you looking at?” Volga chirps from behind me, causing me to drop a forkful of pancake on the floor. Another jump scare.

			Then she sees it. “Ooh! What dug up the grave?! Do you think it was a wolf? Does Pennsylvania have wolves? I want to see a wolf! Do bears dig? Maybe a bear tried to make a den behind our house!”

			Oh, Volga, I wish you could be as right about this as you are about your bat facts.
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			Mom checked the grave before I left. It hadn’t been dug deep. Zero chance there’s a body there. Probably some kind of welcome-to-town-weirdos prank from one of the packs of boys at school. It’s precisely the kind of thing teenage boys would find hilarious. The timing, though—it ricochets across my mind like a dozen frantic spiders.

			On my way to school, I pass the church, and now it makes sense why the cops were asking Dad whether he’d been there. Not because he would have been, but because somebody was. The front doors are dripping red with graffiti.

			666.

			I may not know my Bible, but I do know my horror genre. That’s the number of the beast. And it’s harder to hold on to my theory about Ryan and Elle off to get married in Atlantic City when someone’s digging up graves and marking the church with the thing they fear most: the number that warns of the end of the world.

			In my mind, I watch the cross crash down almost on top of Elle’s dad. Was he right that something’s after him? Or, more likely, someone? Did they get to Elle instead?

			I wish I’d chosen a different outfit today. I’m shivering again as the wind cuts through my black tights with the strategic, intentional rips, and my black skirt isn’t long enough to add a layer of protection. My thin maroon sweater and trusty leather jacket should have been pushed to the back of the closet in favor of a winter coat. The only part of me that’s warm is my feet. Combat boots will do a girl right like that.

			When I get to school, the first person I see is Ryan, his face squinty with worry, then a gaggle of teachers ushering us all toward the assembly hall. If Ryan is here…well, so much for my elopement theory. The thought weighs me down, steals my breath.

			David’s sitting at the back of the hall, and I almost start crying again when I see him. Is it weird that I’m so relieved to see him okay? As if Elle’s disappearance could be contagious and start taking the rest of us one by one. That’s what I get for plotting out horror stories in my head, I guess. They never stop with just one victim.

			He stands up and hugs me, and it’s a good thing he’s sturdy and broad-shouldered, because a lesser person would break with the way I cling to him for dear life.

			“You okay?” he asks, and I nod as I release him.

			“You?”

			He nods. “I feel weird.”

			“Same.”

			We both sit as the principal calls the assembly to order, tells the school that Elle is missing (which everyone already knows, based on the lack of gasps and shocked expressions), and asks us to join him in The Lord’s Prayer. Because of course he does. Separation of church and state: never met her.

			He presses thin hands together in front of a pinched face with an unfortunate blond mustache. “Our Father, who art in heaven,” he croons into the mic, and the room fills with bowing heads and a melody-less monotone.

			Beside me, David follows along in Spanish. “Padre nuestro que estás en los cielos.”

			The cadence is nicer. Comforting, even.

			“Santificado sea tu Nombre.”

			“Duuuuuudddde,” a male voice behind us whisper-screams, causing both David and me to jump a little. “David’s speaking in tongues! God’s listening! We’re gonna find Elle for sure!”

			“Venga t—” David cuts himself off mid-word, his eyes flying open and mouth dropping as he turns his face in my direction.

			I blow out an unladylike laugh. Oh. My. God. Tongues? Isn’t that when church people speak nonsense words because god is supposedly gifting them with fluency in some magic language? This school system is trash if these kids can’t recognize the second-most spoken language in this country.

			David tries to find his place in the prayer, but I turn to the whisper-screamer, narrowing my eyes. “He’s speaking Spanish, pendejo. And his name’s pronounced Dah-veed, not Day-vid.”

			The whisper-screamer’s pale eyes go gecko-wide at me, and I roll mine at him before turning back around.

			I make a face at David that I hope says what the fuck is this place we live and do you want me to punch this boy in the nose because I totally will. I think the look must work, because David makes a small, incredulous squeak and stops his prayer a couple lines before the rest of the monotone choir amens.

			Then he leans toward me, whispers around a fake grimace, “Now if we don’t find her right away, they’ll think I’m a false prophet.”

			I chortle-snort and hold up my fingers in a cross like I’m warding off his evil.

			The next portion of the assembly is a lecture from Officer Truck Nuts from this morning. He’s flinty-eyed and introduces himself as Officer Wayne. I could swear I know that name, and then David solves the mystery for me before I ask: “That’s Ryan’s dad.”

			Okay, then. Ryan Wayne. I remember now. If they’d eloped, Elle would be Elisheba Wayne. A pang echoes through me at the thought, and I’m not sure if it’s the reminder of her or my own selfish wish that she was serious when she said Ryan isn’t her boyfriend.

			Gah. Why am I thinking about that right now? Elle is missing. Get control of yourself, Audre.

			Officer Truck Nuts Wayne drones on for way too long about how we should say something if we see something, and even if adults tell us to keep quiet, we should always trust the police (um, no). He tells us that if any of us heard from Elle after the Hell House, we should come see him at the end of the assembly.

			Then things get weirder.

			“I’d also like you to come forward if you have any information about Satanists practicing in our community. Or any other weird religions.”

			(If what he wants is weird religions, I’d like to refer him back to his own church’s fucked-up Hell House.)

			He continues, “And if anyone knows of any members of the Church of Satan living here in this community, report to us immediately.”

			Well, fuck. I wonder if that’s what this morning was about. Dad was a member of the Church of Satan for a little while last year when he started researching his book project. Could the cops know? Is that why they tried to search our house? Do they think Satanism had something to do with Elle’s disappearance?

			My thoughts wander back to the bonfire, to Monica’s story. There are secret Satanists here, she’d said. I hadn’t thought about it since, but now my mind flips the words over again, measuring each one. Secret. Satanists. The dug-up grave, the graffiti on the church. From what I know of Satanists from back when Dad joined the church for his research, they’re pretty peaceful people. It’s mostly an activist organization working for religious freedom. Most of the people I met were atheists with a cause. But no group is all good, and maybe that’s not the only flavor of Satanism out there. Could it be there’s a real Satanic cult here in middle-of-nowhere, hitching-post-at-the-grocery-store, more-cows-than-people-on-the-census Pennsylvania?

			

			—

			When Ryan’s dad finishes his speech, we all stretch out of our seats and shuffle toward the cafeteria (because yes, it’s been that long). Barely hungry, I grab a slice of pizza and zag toward our normal table in the corner before David cocks his head to the side.

			“Want to eat outside?” he asks.

			And suddenly, I desperately do. This room is hot and close and too full of voices. Plus, I’m half afraid Officer Truck Nuts is going to come wandering in here any moment to interrogate people. I know what I’m supposed to do if the police ever talk to me (politely decline until they call a parent), but the idea of actually having to do it makes me feel squirmy.

			We push our way through a nearby exit and David leads me around a corner to a worn-out metal bench, where I sit cross-legged and sideways, facing him with my pizza in my lap.

			Something lands on my neck and I flail my arm up to flick it away. “Coño,” I swear, shivering and swatting my neck again for good measure.

			“What happened?” David asks.

			“Un bicho extraño,” I say, scrunching my nose.

			David goes bug-eyed and repeats my words back to me. “There was a strange bicho on your neck?”

			“Yeah…” I pause, rack my brain for possible errors. I’m pretty fluent and “there’s a strange bug on my neck” isn’t a particularly complicated sentence, but clearly something has gone wrong here because David’s face is red with silent laughter, and then the laughter isn’t so silent anymore.

			“Oh my god, a strange bicho on your neck.”

			“Coño. What’d I say?”

			“In Puerto Rico, bicho is slang for dick.” He’s breathless, laughing uncontrollably in between each word. “You had a strange dick on your neck. And boy, did I not need to know about it.”

			“Oh Jesus. But you know I meant bug, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“This is not as funny as you think it is.”

			He keeps gasping. “Yes, yes, it is. How’d it feel? Having a strange dick against your neck?”

			“GROSS.” I switch to English.

			“It was a fly-by dicking!” He switches languages with me and wipes a hand across his now-streaming eyes.

			“Nooooo,” I wail dramatically. “No strange dicks for me, please.”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of them.” He winks, and my eyebrows flash upward.

			I pause, blink twice. “You’re gay?”

			He nods. “Afraid so.”

			“Oh, hey, me too.” Another tension pops off my soul. Something about knowing we have yet another thing in common, especially in this town, makes me warm all over, even though the temperature is decidedly nippy out here.

			I raise an eyebrow and put on a serious face. “Do you like anyone right now? Someone at school?” I sweep my head dramatically toward the door to the cafeteria as if a handsome, noncreepy guy might materialize at our school out of thin air and march through the door and into David’s arms.

			“What? In this school? No! I—” David sputters.

			“Wait,” I say, “don’t you just looooovvvve Ryan? That floppy hair is pretty sexy.” The tables have turned, and now I’m the one laughing, gleeful, as David sputters and gives an exaggerated shudder.

			“You take it back!” He groans. “I’d rather date his guitar.”

			“The guitar does have more personality,” I agree.

			“Though, sadly, no conversational skills.” David gathers himself enough to take a bite of his probably cold pizza. I join him, folding my lukewarm, cardboardy slice in half and mashing it into my face.

			I’m still basking in the warmth of our laughing fit when David’s voice goes serious. “You like Elle, right?”

			Oof. Am I even allowed to be laughing like this right now? It feels so good, but shouldn’t I be more worried about Elle? Shouldn’t I be doing something? If this were a horror movie, I’d have immediately marched my ass into the woods to search for her (probably getting myself killed in the process, let’s be honest). In real life, I’ve done nothing except cry and worry about my dad getting arrested and feel sick over dug-up graves and now make jokes with David like it’s a normal day.

			“Audre? You okay?” David asks, and I realize I’ve been staring—frozen—at the limp half-eaten pizza in my hand instead of answering.

			“Yeah, sorry. Yeah, I like Elle.” I pause on the word like, because is it like or liked now that I have no idea where she’s gone? I choose like because somehow it feels as if the present tense will force her to come back. And force me not to think she might be gone forever. I haven’t let myself entertain those thoughts yet, and I’m not ready to now.

			“Where do you think she went?” he follows up.

			So much for not thinking through the possibilities.

			“I don’t know. This morning I thought maybe she and Ryan eloped—since he said they were getting married. But he’s here and she’s not.”

			“Do you think she ran away? I always thought that she seemed like a really sad person,” David says. “Under all the smiles and volunteering and stuff.”

			I roll the idea over in my head. “Maybe. She never told me she was sad, but she did say she was confused as hell.” I kick myself for not asking for more information that day in the cemetery. I thought we were poking fun at ourselves. Normal stuff. Because who isn’t confused as hell in high school? But maybe she meant something else. Maybe she was trying to tell me something, and I missed the damn clue.

			My voice is small when I add, “You don’t think something happened to her, do you? Like all that Satanism shit they were talking about in assembly. That’s just more of their weird cult stuff, right? Not real?”

			David half-jokes as he answers, “I mean, this school is definitely a cult, but I don’t think anyone’s a devil-worshiper.”

			“Hail Satan, also known as Gilbert High,” I joke back, letting the joke unravel the edges of my tension.

			The cafeteria door swings open just then, and Ryan struts out. Ugh, I hope he didn’t hear me. Ryan is so the last person who’d understand a Hail Satan joke.

			“Hey, I was looking for you,” he says, coming to a stop in front of us. “We’re meeting at the church after school to support the search for Elle. I thought you might want to help.”

			Oh! Oh! My whole body lightens at the suggestion. Why didn’t I think of that? It’s still light out when we get out of school. The last time I saw Elle, she was headed out on a hiking trail, and maybe she’s out there somewhere with a twisted ankle. We could easily walk the trails, help the police with their search. I’m so grateful, I could almost hug this skinny little cult member.

			“Thank you,” I say, and mean it with my gut. “I’ll be there.”
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			After school, I run home to change into jeans, collect a backpack, flashlight, first-aid kit, and water bottle, and harness Fantasma. She’s not a search-and-rescue dog, used to looking for living people, but she will tell me if there’s any blood around. If Elle cut herself or fell down a hill by the trail or even just tripped and scraped up an elbow, my superdog will know it.

			She was trained by Dad’s colleague before she came to us. Her original work: helping find unmarked graves for historical research projects. We’re not the best about keeping up her training, but she loves the thrill of the search. She’ll still pull us over to suspicious dumpsters and random fields, where we’ve found everything from blood-soaked pants to sun-bleached bones.

			Fantasma can tell it is work time, and she can’t contain her joy, her body practically folding in half with full-body tail wags. We speed-walk back to the church, her nose to the ground in utter concentration.

			I pause at the doors of the church. The 666 has been partially scrubbed, now just a collection of fuzzy red loops. I’m not sure if I should bring Fantasma inside (my guess: no), but I march in with her anyway. There’s no way I’m tying her up at the door when something weird is already going on in this town. I’d rather be yelled at for breaking a rule than responsible for my dog’s kidnapping.

			“Hello?” I push the door open tentatively.

			It feels weird to walk into the church when the doors are closed, the parking lot mostly empty, the doors still marred by the mark of the beast. The foyer is quiet, dim, a long stretch of hard, industrial carpet, with doors leading into the auditorium to the left and a hall leading back to the right to something else: offices, Bible-study rooms, some weird shit? Who knows with this town.

			I push my way through the doors to the left and relief unknots the tension in my neck just a little. There are about twenty kids from school here, gathered at the front of the room. Monica’s there, as is Ryan. I realize I was dreading the possibility that Ryan’s or Elle’s dads might also be in attendance, and some of my relief comes from the fact that there are no adults in sight.

			“Can she have a dog in here?” Monica asks Ryan when she sees me walking toward them. No hello. No how are you. It’s hard to tell if I hate her or if I kind of love the cut of her jib.

			Ryan startles. “Um, no, you probably can’t. You’ll need to take it outside.”

			“Okay,” I say. “I just came in to tell you I’m here. Fantasma and I can wait outside until you guys are ready to go.”

			“Go?” A girl in a mint-green dress and lacy tights that are inappropriate for hiking pipes up. I guess she didn’t get the memo about searching for Elle. I wonder if one of these other kids dragged her along.

			I wait a second for someone else to explain, and when no one does, my stomach starts to tighten like a fist. What have I misunderstood now?

			“Go—searching for Elle,” I say, my voice fuzzy at the edges as I start to doubt that’s what Ryan meant.

			“Wait, we’re searching for Elle?” another girl chimes in.

			“No,” Ryan says. “We’re here to pray for Elle. God’s better than any search party.”

			“Amen,” someone murmurs, and I recoil.

			“Wait, so we’re not going to do anything? I thought we were going to do something.” I look from one face to another.

			“Um, praying is doing something, duh,” the inappropriately dressed girl snarks.

			“And what would you propose we do? Hold a séance?” Monica’s voice is steel, and she wiggles her fingers like a spooky spoof in front of her. How is it she can say something without swearing and it so feels like being sworn at?

			So, this is what it comes back to. Again. I’m the bad guy, my family are the bad guys. My ideas are the bad ideas. Their ideas—because they’re believers—are the good ones. Period. End of story. No discussion. I let the fury of this build before I answer.

			“You guys are wild, you know that?” I try to infuse my words with the tidal wave of indignation I feel. “You know the séance craze in the 1800s was started by Christians, right?”

			I revel in the way Monica’s mouth snaps shut in surprise and Ryan’s eyebrows fly into his floppy hairline, then go on, “Séances were basically church meetings with singing and Bible verses—the whole nine yards—and the speaking-to-the-dead part was about proving that there was life after death. Christians back then were obsessed with proving the afterlife. Séances were about your fool belief system, not mine.”

			I’ve never been so glad that my dad is the world’s biggest occult history nerd. Because TAKE THAT, assholes. History, as Dad would say, makes fools of us all.

			And I want them all to feel their foolishness from skin to bone. The foolishness of them standing here in a circle of self-righteous do-nothing, holding hands to summon Elle back with magic—and then having the gall to make fun of someone else’s hold-hands-do-nothing ritual. Worse, acting like I’m the bad guy here. News flash: I’m the one who showed up with a flashlight, a cadaver dog, and boots I can hike in. I came to help.

			My words are razor-sharp when I finally speak again. “So, you weirdos can chill, okay? Your people wanted to prove life after death, and now you, my dudes, are screaming ‘demons’ at them across time and space, fighting about which invisible thing is real and which invisible thing isn’t real instead of looking for your fucking friend.”

			Everyone flinches in the most satisfying way when my fucking echoes around their holy sanctuary.

			I have nothing more to say to them, so I whip around, stomp out the doors with Fantasma at my heels, and run the whole way home. Because I need to vent to someone who will listen. And that person is Mom.

			

			—

			I shut Fantasma in Mom’s office with a bone (no dogs allowed in the body-prep areas) and find Mom in the back of the mortuary, perfecting the manicure on a corpse.

			It’s a small, sterile room: white tile floor, white tile walls, two stainless steel gurneys—one empty and with a fan trained on it, steadily whirring, and the other supporting the body of an older woman in a bold purple silk pantsuit with rainbow cuffs. Her hair is bright silver and hippie-long and Mom’s sitting on a stool beside her, holding one hand, focused on the first half of what looks like a French-tip manicure.

			There’s a faint background smell that can only be described as licorice-sewer, and I wrinkle my nose. You’d think Mom’s work would always smell, but not really. Usually there’s a faint lemon-cleaner scent in the air or the familiar cedar-soap smell or some sickly sweet floral perfume a well-meaning relative doused an incoming corpse with. Not today. Today it’s spicy-sweet-eau-de-literal-toilet.

			I make a face. “Gross, it smells in here.”

			“Yeah.” Mom turns from the purple-suited lady and shrugs. “They just brought me a decomp. Died at home and nobody found the body for a few days, poor man.” Mom has endless empathy for dead bodies and sighs deeply. “He’s in the fridge now. The smell should fade quickly. I only hope they don’t want an open casket, because the man is already leaking like nobody’s business. Looks like his cats chomped him to try and wake him up.”

			I wrinkle my nose even more. Corpse-leakage conversations aren’t abnormal with Mom, but still: yuck.

			“So, what’s up?” she follows up, finishing the first corpse hand with a flourish, then dropping the white nail polish brush into the bottle. “How are your feels? Do you need to talk? Was school okay? Any word on Elle?”

			“Ughhhhh.” I groan in a dramatic way that makes me feel a little better even though I sound like my little sister when she’s about to throw a tantrum. “No, no, no, and no. They don’t know anything about Elle, and the only thing they seem to care about is whether there are Satanists in town. We had like a two-hour assembly, and that cop who came to the house kept droning on about Satan worship and how we should tell on our parents.”

			The irritation of the day flares across my skin like a flame, making me jittery, and I flick the air at my hip as I go on. “Then this guy who might be Elle’s boyfriend asked if I want to help, and I thought we were going to check the hiking trails because she loves to hike, but turns out they just wanted to have a prayer meeting. And they basically treated me like a demon for suggesting we actually go look for her.”

			Tears of rage burn at the corners of my eyes and Mom leaves Mrs. Purple Pantsuit, scrubs her hands in an industrial sink on the wall by the door, and then crosses the room to pull me in by the shoulders and kiss me on the head.

			“I thought we were going to do something useful,” I finish. “Maybe she went out in the woods and got hurt and nobody’s looking there because the police are spouting off about Satanists and the town is cooped up in that goddamn church instead of doing something.”

			“I’m proud of you for wanting to help,” she murmurs into my hair, then pulls back to look at me.

			Whoosh.

			A sudden airy sound releases behind Mom and I moan, side-eyeing the corpse as I step out of the hug. “Really, lady, you can’t wait until I leave before you fart?”

			This is a thing that happens with corpses all the time, but you wouldn’t know unless you were a weirdo with a mortician mother. Once we’re dead, bacteria have a party in our guts and produce (you guessed it) gas. Gas with an exit strategy that involves the whooshiest orifices.

			Mom waves a dismissive hand. “Ignore her. Let’s talk about you. What are you going to do next?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, you’re mad—and fairly so—that nobody’s looking for Elle. So, are you just going to be mad, or are you going to do something?”

			Oh shit. Mom coming in with steely-eyed resolve on my behalf. She’s right: just because the town cult isn’t looking for Elle on the hiking trails doesn’t mean I can’t.

			“You’re right. Fantasma and I should go looking for her.”

			“Hold on,” she says, mussing my pixie cut. “Two rules: you do need to come back before dark, and you can’t go alone. Your dad might be at the house if you want to see if his knee is up for it, or your friend David seemed like a very nice, capable young man, if you want to ask him.”

			I’m a little embarrassed I didn’t think to call David. He asked me to call and tell him what was going on (since he had to go home and check in before he could come back out and help) and my rage swallowed that to-do list whole.

			I use the phone in Mom’s office to call David and ask if he’ll come check the woods with me. His yes is a wild rush of relief. I tell him to come to the mortuary and ring the bell at the front when he gets here. Then I return to the prep room, where Mom has shifted her stool and begun Corpse Manicure: The Sequel.

			I lean against the cold tile wall and finally give voice to the other fear slithering through my veins. “Do you think the police suspect Dad for real?”

			Mom purses her lips. “If they do, they’re idiots. But can’t say I’ve known cops to be geniuses before. There’s no reason to worry now, but just—don’t talk to cops, you already know that, right?”

			I nod. It’s a familiar mantra. One the other white kids I know don’t seem to get and everyone else thinks is duh-level common sense. I guess most white kids haven’t seen firsthand the way the cops can twist things up and blame you for whatever they want and suffer approximately zero consequences for hurting you. The guys who hurt Dad’s knee got one month paid suspension—and even that was because oopsy-daisy Dad’s a friendly-looking white dude and a well-respected historian and a couple journalists ran with the story and riled up the locals.

			The front bell dings then. David! I almost start crying because finally we’re going to do something real—at least try to help Elle.

			Beside Mom, there’s another loud whoosh and the faintest scent of methane. Corpse Fart: The Sequel.

			“Dude, I’m outta here,” I say, waving a hand dramatically in front of my face, the starting tears turning into incredulous laughter.

			Mom points at me as I go, fake serious. “Don’t poke fun of bacteria farts. One day, we’ll all have them.”
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			David’s older sister, Natalia—a hot plus-sized girl with mischievous eyes and curves for days—is behind the wheel of their practical cream-colored car. She’s as cool as David described her: a full-time college student with a major in electrical engineering and a side gig that pays her to play video games and find glitches. She even worked on the new Nintendo 64. She’s here to drive us to a favorite hiking spot nearby, because, as it turns out, David doesn’t have a license yet (same, since we didn’t even have a car in New York; I’ve only driven once: in the parking lot of a closed store, and at a snail’s pace).

			David and I pile into the back with Fantasma between us. She wags her whole body in exhilaration at the two new people cooing over her, and Natalia raises an eyebrow at us, her lips puckered in the classic I’m-about-to-tell-off-a-sibling face. “So that’s how it is, eh? I’m just the chauffeur? No one sits up front with me, not even the dog?”

			David tilts his head forward. “You like having the front seat for your bag so it doesn’t sit on the floor.”

			“Oh yeah, good point.” She flips back around, flicking her long, thick hair over her shoulder. “David says you want to go to the lake, yeah?”

			I don’t have a clue where we want to go, but David nods at me and says, “Yes. That’s the place everyone likes to go in the summer. There won’t be many people there now that it’s cold, but maybe she would have gone there. It connects to the trail system behind your house. We can start there and follow the path back to town.”

			I’m relieved that David’s knowledge of the nearby hiking areas seems so robust. I had no plan other than march-into-woods-find-Elle-march-back. Knowing where to start searching is an enormous relief.

			Natalia puts the car into gear and sweeps us out of town and onto a country road. Barns flash by, paint peeling in the sun. Cows stand sentry in the cold. And then we’re turning onto a narrow dirt road that weaves into the forest.

			“So, humor a nosy older sister: who’s this one dating these days?” Natalia asks, wiggling her eyebrows at me in the rearview mirror.

			David chokes on the sports drink he’s sipping. “No one. I told you.”

			“Who asked you? I’m asking your friend with the cool hair.”

			David narrows his eyes, and I laugh. “Sorry, can only confirm that he told me no one, too.”

			“So, that’s a no to that Ryan kid? The one with the guitar. He’s cute.” Natalia’s voice barely holds back a laugh.

			David sputters out an incoherent sound of outrage before stammering, “How dare you both. The only good thing about that man is his guitar.”

			“Ah, I see.” Natalia’s voice goes honeyed in the front seat. “So, he’s always playing his instrument. Dirty.”

			“AHHHHHHH!” David and I shriek-moan in unison, and Fantasma takes that as her cue to join in and howl.

			I can see Natalia smirk in the rearview mirror when she adds, with a shoulder shimmy unrivaled in all the world, “Boys will be strumming.”

			I stick out my tongue in disgust and flail wildly at the thought. “Eww, eww, eww…”

			At the same time, David cries, “Lord, burn out my eardrums!”

			Fantasma howls in solidarity yet again, and Natalia goes back to driving, the work of mortifying a younger sibling done for the day.

			Less than a minute later, we’re there. There being a leaf-strewn roundabout with a trailhead leading into the trees. From here, David informs me, the lake is about twenty minutes away and then the trail veers off toward home.

			Natalia steps from the car and hands David a hefty plastic cell phone, about half the size of our cordless at home. My family doesn’t have a cell phone yet, but it makes sense that someone as techy as Natalia would.

			She kisses her brother on both cheeks and pulls me into a hug. “If you’re not back by dark, I’m sending out a search party. Call me if you find anything or need anything.”

			We both nod obediently. I glance at the trailhead and my stomach does a funny little cha-cha. The ride here was so relaxed that I’d almost forgotten what we were doing. And that’s so weird. In books and movies, they always act like if someone goes missing, it’s all you can think about. Nobody makes jokes. Nobody forgets for a second. Nobody goes on with life.

			But real life is so different. Everything goes on around you, just weirder. Jokes are almost funnier because I’m so on edge. My emotions and reactions turned up to their loudest settings. And my desire to help find Elle hasn’t replaced every other thing I care about. It’s just been added to the list of things my brain has to juggle.

			I feel a little guilty about it now, as we set off along the trail. Now that we’re here, I vow to focus. Because if I don’t, who will? Not the kids back at the church thinking if they say the right words, she’ll teleport into the worship hall. Not the cops harassing my dad.

			If she did get lost while hiking, it’s up to David, Fantasma, and me to figure this shit out.

			

			—

			There are two trails around the lake, and we take the more popular one. I’d like to search both, but David and I will be grounded for a thousand years if we miss our sunset curfew. So, we settle for this one, Fantasma leading the way, head down, focus intense.

			As a cadaver dog, she’s sorting through a thousand smells, searching for any hint of human harm. Death and decay. Normally, to keep up with cadaver dog training, you need to put in a certain number of hours each month. You take some human material (often placenta, and yes, I know, GROSS), hide it somewhere, and reward her with playtime and excitement when she finds it and alerts you.

			Now Fantasma is on the hunt. And I hope the half-assed way we’ve kept up with her training is enough.

			For half an hour, we stay on the trail, leaving the lake behind as we turn back toward town. Shark-teeth-sharp rocks stab up from the edges of the path, and the woods go gloomier as the clock ticks toward sunset, the deep browns of mud and bark growing darker.

			And then: I see something in the distance, off the track to the left. A clearing. A clue. Something not quite normal in the forest landscape.

			Just like this morning with the dug-up grave, and then again with the graffiti on the church, my body knows something’s wrong before my mind does. Pain stabs at my gut like so many needles, and my breath goes ragged at the edges. My skin is ice. Pressure builds behind my eyes.

			David whispers “What is that?” and I jump awkwardly at the sound. Even a whisper feels like a gunshot.

			I don’t know the answer until we get close. Too close. So close I can smell the blood.

			Someone has cleared a circle in the dirt and carved a pentagram violently, jaggedly into the earth. Around the edges, burned-down black candles have been knocked askew. The trees are splashed with sticky, dark maroon. White feathers are caught everywhere—on branches, in tree bark, half stamped in the dirt. And in the center of the pentagram, covered in more sticky darkness: a yellow sweaterdress.

			Elle’s yellow sweaterdress.

			Elle’s yellow sweaterdress, covered in blood.
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			Fantasma never alerted.

			It can’t be human blood because: Fantasma never alerted. I cling to the thought, even though I know we haven’t kept up her training, even though I know her not alerting might be my fault, even though I can see plain as day that this is Elle’s sweaterdress.

			Or, what’s left of Elle’s sweaterdress: shredded half to hell, soaked and stiff, covered in dirt, and barely even yellow anymore.

			David pulls out the cell phone and frowns. “No service. We’ll have to walk back and tell someone. We’re like thirty minutes from town….”

			Then he’s got his camera out and is taking photos from every angle. Feathers and blood and bark and stones like knives jutting from the ground. If it wasn’t real, it’d be a perfect horror montage against a backdrop of ominous music. The axe murderer would be hiding behind a tree just off camera. The demons would pour from the treetops any minute, knots in the tree trunks opening like mouths to spit them out.

			My heart is pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears, feel it slamming against my rib cage, hell-bent on getting away. I don’t blame it. I want to get away too.

			Is this what’s left of Elle? The thought makes my throat burn and I bend in half and retch, aiming away from the scene.

			But Fantasma didn’t alert. It can’t be Elle’s blood. It can’t be. It can’t be.

			It. Can’t. Be.

			Fantasma licks my face and I wrap my arms around her warm, silky body, breathe in her faintly fishy breath. Only then does her sweet doggy affection turn to something else: muscles tensing under her smooth coat, head turning fast over my shoulder, and a low growl in the back of her throat. A growl that says danger. Danger. Something wicked this way comes.

			It takes me a long time to look where she’s looking. Because I can’t take any more. I can’t take more blood. A body. Worse: whoever did this.

			It isn’t until David sucks in a breath that I look up and register the two men standing a few feet away on the trail.

			My first thought: This is how it ends, then.

			My second: What is that in his hand?

			My third: It’s a Taser, and these are the cops.

			And I have no idea whether I’m relieved or terrified.

			

			—

			The first cop is Officer Truck Nuts, Ryan’s dad and as douchey up close as he is from afar. He’s playing Bad Cop with a Taser in my face, growling. “So, did your dad send you out here to clean up?”

			The other guy is a rosy-faced mustachioed fellow who’s playing Good Cop today. I hate him almost as much as Truck Nuts, even though he’s grinning at us like a fool, saying, “Now, now, Craig, put down the Taser, I’m sure these kids want to help us out.”

			He’s the fake-nice version of his partner, the kind of guy who’d come into the diner where Elisa and I worked part-time last summer and ask his server “You want a tip?” and then add something asinine like “Don’t eat yellow snow!” and laugh like he was the first man who’d ever thought of that joke.

			“I said, did your dad send you out here?” Truck Nuts’s voice is venomous.

			“Are you going to tase me?” I ask, getting shakily to my feet, trying to sound braver than I feel. “I’ll report you so fast your head will spin.”

			I know he won’t get in trouble (they never do), but I also hope that if nothing else my threat makes him mad. Because that’s how I feel now. From shaky and sick to hot and furious in less than a minute. If I had the Taser, Truck Nuts would be Electric Nuts.

			He lowers the Taser and scowls at me. “Answer my question.”

			Instead, I glance over my shoulder, where his partner is approaching David. David is quieter than I am, standing a few steps behind me, camera swinging around his neck, hands up in a gesture of surrender. Officer FakeGoodCop tells him to put his hands behind his back and starts to handcuff him.

			Handcuff him. For nothing.

			“What are you doing?” I demand.

			“Taking you both in for tampering with a crime scene.”

			“We didn’t tamper with anything!”

			Don’t talk to the cops, Mom’s voice inside my head scolds, and I press my lips together.

			“Did your dad send you out here to clean up?”

			I press my lips together.

			“Is your dad a Satanist?”

			Drop dead, I say in my head, forcing the words not to come out.

			“Is your dad a member of the Church of Satan?”

			“Are you?” I can’t help that one.

			Truck Nuts narrows his eyes at me. “Have you ever seen your parents participate in a Satanic ritual?”

			What? What is wrong with this town? I could scream with the furious helplessness of it.

			The handcuffs make a metallic sound as FakeGoodCop secures them around David’s wrists.

			“Come on.” He leads David from behind, directing him around me and through the trees, as Truck Nuts grabs my shoulder roughly and starts to push me along behind them.

			“Wait, stop! Shouldn’t we look for Elle? That’s her sweaterdress! What if she’s here?”

			These assholes are more interested in harassing us than protecting a fucking crime scene or searching for Elle. She could be nearby. She could be hurt.

			“Keep moving.” Truck Nuts refuses to answer and I seethe, helpless and scared and cracking open with rage.

			David stumbles and barely catches himself, and I motion toward him angrily. “Why’d you put him in handcuffs and not me? You’re making him march through the forest like that and if he falls, he can’t even catch himself!”

			“Better not fall, then,” FakeGoodCop deadpans, then laughs.

			With nowhere else to aim my rage, I point my sharpest words at Truck Nuts again. Don’t talk to the cops, my ass. I’m going to scream at him until he listens to one goddamn thing I’m saying. “Is he in handcuffs because he’s a boy and I’m a girl?”

			“No.” Truck Nuts is defensive.

			“Oh, I see.” The sarcasm seeps through my every pore. “So, it’s because he’s brown and I’m white. Not sexist, just racist.”

			“One more outburst like that and I’ll charge you with disorderly conduct,” Truck Nuts splutters and shoves my shoulder, barely pulling back in time before Fantasma jumps at him. I pull her back and march on behind David and FakeGoodCop.

			“You haven’t charged us with anything! Don’t you have to read us our rights? You can’t just take us like this! This is kidnapping!”

			“Nagging wife in training, I see.” FakeGoodCop wiggles his eyebrows at me over his shoulder and chuckles at his own bad joke again.

			“You need to learn some respect,” Truck Nuts snaps.

			“Respect is earned,” I retort.

			I’m a whirlwind of impotent rage now. Don’t talk to the cops. How can I not when they’re doing everything wrong? Being sexist and racist as all hell and, maybe even worse, walking away from a crime scene where Elle could be dying nearby, for all we know. Tears sting my eyes and I want to scream, to run, to punch Truck Nuts in his generic old white-dude face.

			How is David so calm when I can’t seem to shut off the flow of words? Probably because I’m in less danger right now. Truck Nuts isn’t going to tase an angry tiny white girl. Or, at least, not as quickly as he’d tase a six-foot-tall Puerto Rican guy. David’s probably less dangerous than me at the end of the day, but there’s no way the cops see it that way.

			It takes us ten minutes to get to an access road, where the police shove us roughly into the back of a truck. Not a police vehicle, but something more rugged that can handle the sharp rocks and deep mud puddles of this not-at-all-well-kept road. The truck—predictably—is decorated with truck nuts and bumper stickers boasting Jesus Saves and I’m Only Speeding Because I Really Need To Poop. On the back window, four American flags circle a Confederate flag, just in case we didn’t already know Truck Nuts was a racist.

			Once we’re in the truck, I turn to David and, figuring Captains Bag-o-Dicks One and Two won’t understand, ask in Spanish, “Are you okay?”

			He nods, whistles a long breath out through his teeth, and shakes his head. “Just complying so they don’t tase the shit out of me.”

			I wrinkle my nose. “I’m sorry they handcuffed you.”

			“Hey, this is America. English only.” Truck Nuts slips into the driver seat and smacks a hand against the side of the passenger seat.

			“Fuck you, shit-eater,” I answer in Spanish with a broad smile on my face as if I’ve just said something very sweet.

			David coughs out an involuntary laugh and shakes his head at me as both officers turn around and frown at us.

			“You kids, you don’t have any clue, do you? No clue how the world works. We’re doing you a favor. Scaring you straight.”

			David surprise-laughs again, raising his eyebrows at me, mouthing the word straight, and then making an oops face that uncoils some of my anger and makes me snicker.

			“I’ve never been that scared,” I quip in Spanish.

			“English.” Truck Nuts clenches and unclenches his fist around the steering wheel, then puts the truck into gear and starts an unpleasantly bumpy ride back to town.

			I bite my lip and try not to punch the back of his racist head.

			After a long silence, I turn to David again, still speaking in Spanish. “It wasn’t human blood.”

			He raises an eyebrow. “How do you know?”

			“Fantasma. She didn’t alert. That probably means it’s animal blood. Or fake, maybe.”

			“ENGLISH!” Truck Nuts yells.

			“Get fucked. How’s that?” I yell back in English before I can stop myself.

			And that’s probably why, when we finally pull into town, David, Fantasma, and I are separated, and I find myself stuck in a windowless room for at least an hour until I have to pee so bad, I consider doing it on the floor.

			I’m being punished, and I know it. No matter how many times I bang on the door, no one comes in. I hope—fleetingly—that maybe that’s because they’ve sent everyone back to the woods to look for Elle. But they haven’t cared about Elle so far. Why would they start now? More likely they took their Captain Racist America truck to my house and are harassing my dad.

			Dad. Ugh. It’s bound to be dark by now. If the cops haven’t called my parents, I’m sure they’re freaking out. And if they had called my parents, they’d already be here. So they’re definitely freaking out.

			And where did they take Fantasma? She’s not here with me, and a cold fear stabs at my gut. They wouldn’t take her to a shelter, would they?

			Guilt twists my stomach out of shape. I shouldn’t have talked to the cops. I’ve been told so many times. Maybe if I hadn’t yelled at them, they’d have called my parents already and saved them the twin stomachaches they are no doubt experiencing. Saved me from worries about Elle and Fantasma and David and everybody my shouting has now rippled outward to hurt.

			I press frustrated hands against the generic white door beside the generic white walls across from the generic metal table bolted into the floor. How long can they keep me here without calling Mom?

			And as if I conjured her with that question—Bloody Mary appearing in the mirror by the sheer force of my will—that’s the moment Mom’s voice rings through the hall. “GIVE ME YOUR BADGE NUMBER. AND YOURS. AND YOURS. I AM GOING TO SUE YOU. I AM GOING TO SUE THIS PRECINCT. YOU’LL BE LUCKY IF YOU HAVE ENOUGH LEFT TO LIVE IN THE OUTHOUSE BEHIND YOUR PROPERTY.”

			I grin. Guess I come by my inability to shut up around the police honestly.

			I’m still pressed up against the door when it opens and I stumble forward a few steps, right into Mom’s arms.

			“GODDAMN, I WAS WORRIED.” Her face is tear-streaked fury, fire and ice, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the skinny, large-eared cop behind her burst into flames or shattered like glass any moment. She has Fantasma’s leash in hand and the dog jumps at me in joy, nipping affectionately at my chin.

			Mom starts to lead me toward the front of the building, but I pull back. “What about David? Is he still here? His sister’s probably freaking out.”

			Mom turns her eye lasers on Skinny Cop, who stutters, “He went home. We called the sister.”

			“OH, DID YOU? AND YOU DIDN’T CALL ME?”

			It’s so satisfying to watch Mom melt this jittery asshole with her rage.

			“Ma’am, your daughter was disrespectful to the officers. She needed a time-out.” The officer tries to sound calm, but I can tell he’s scared of Mom—and about to be even more scared because there’s no way she is going to stand for him telling her how to discipline her kid.

			“Respect is EARNED. Audre doesn’t owe it to you just because you put on an ugly blue suit every morning.”

			Ten points to Mom.

			“Let me use your phone,” I demand of the officer. “I’ll confirm David’s home safe.” Because there’s no way I’m taking a cop’s word for anything, especially when it possibly involves my only friend here being held prisoner.

			I dial David’s home number and Mom takes the phone, because if I don’t run to the bathroom now, I’m definitely going to pee on the floor. And not that they don’t deserve that, but I don’t particularly want the humiliation—or the cold—of riding home in soaked-through jeans.

			When I get back from the bathroom, Mom is calmer. “David’s home safe and sound. They told him you’d already gone home.” Mom glares daggers at Skinny Cop. “His sister said he’s okay and thanked us for calling.”

			Mom’s voice rises then. “YOU”—she stabs a finger in the direction of Skinny Cop, who flinches with his whole being—“will be hearing from my lawyer.”
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			By the time we pull into the mortuary drive, my fury has melted away to despair. We found something horrible out in those woods. Elle’s sweaterdress. The blood. The feathers. I can see why Monica said there are Satanists here. It was clearly some sort of ritual, something dark.

			It doesn’t match up with what I know about Satanists. It looked more like something out of a horror movie than an actual Satanic ritual. But what do I know? Maybe there is some sort of cult out here. Maybe the historical stuff Dad studies isn’t the whole story. Maybe horror movies didn’t make that shit up.

			But whatever happened there, the police are looking in the wrong places. Blaming me and David. Asking about Dad. They didn’t even look for Elle. She could be there somewhere, and they didn’t even look.

			Frustration builds like steam under my skin. Am I the only person in this town who cares if we find her? Because the cops seem more interested in blaming anyone who isn’t like them, and the kids at the prayer meeting weren’t any different, jabbing at me about séances instead of doing literally anything useful.

			If this were a horror movie, everyone would be exactly this incompetent. But at least the writers’ room would make sure I’d have a clue. The main character at least knows where to look next: the creepy basement, the haunted house, the door marked with 666.

			By the time I’m ready for bed, Mom climbs in with me, spooning herself around my back. It’s like I’m a little kid, but I don’t care. I need that warm, familiar feeling. I need to be held. Because Elle’s been missing for less than twenty-four hours, but it feels like a year. It feels like everything bad that could happen keeps happening. And I’m not supposed to have to deal with this. I’m sixteen. I’m supposed to make jokes with David about my crush on Elle and his not-crush on Ryan. I’m supposed to make more friends and finish junior year and then senior year and then go to college.

			Instead, with every minute that passes, I am more certain that if I don’t find Elle, no one in this town is even going to try in any real way. If I don’t figure out why there’s a bloody mess in the woods, no one else will. The weight of those thoughts makes me feel like I’m sinking through the floor. Buried alive by the knowledge that no one else cares.

			Dad comes in a little later, pulls up a stool beside the bed, and pushes a hand through my pixie cut.

			“Did I tell you about the bones they found in the old Fox Sisters’ house?” he whispers.

			I roll my eyes and laugh. The Fox Sisters were the girls who kicked off the Spiritualist craze of the late 1840s. Girls my age who figured out they could trick people into believing in spirits by asking said spirits to rap on the walls (at which point the girls would crack their knuckles or drop apples or whatever to create the rapping illusion). They kicked off a movement that sparked belief in millions. Dad loves them. He’s not only told me about them…he’s told me about them approximately one gazillion times.

			“Do you really think I want ghost stories right now?” I groan.

			“I think you need to fall asleep, and what better way to do that than to listen to your old dad talk about Spiritualism in the 1800s.”

			He’s not wrong: between the comforting fingers in my hair, Mom’s steady breathing at my back, and Dad’s familiar storytelling voice, I start to fade fast.

			“In 1904, sixty years after the sisters brought Spiritualism to the masses, some children playing in the old Fox house discovered a skeleton in the walls. It was the dead peddler the Fox girls claimed to have been communicating with! Vindication for the Spiritualists! Or so they thought.

			“But, alas, it was a hoax. Chicken bones and a collection of ribs. Too many of some types of bone, none of the others you’d expect.”

			Chicken bones. My mind wanders back to the clearing—feathers blown every which way, tacky with blood.

			Dad’s still going, his hand still tracing circles on my scalp. “Yet again, a mystery revealed to be a human hoax. All a person needs to trick the world: cracking knuckles and chicken bones.”

			

			—

			When I fall asleep, Mom and Dad are still with me.

			When I wake up, someone else is:

			Volga.

			My alarm clock blinks 1:00 a.m. from the desk across the room. Volga has climbed into my bed and curled herself against my stomach in a tight ball. She’s breathing fast, and as the sluggishness of sleep bleeds away, I realize she must have had a nightmare.

			I wrap a protective arm around her, whisper: “Did you have a bad dream?”

			She sniffles and answers, throat tight with tears. “I don’t want you to go to hell.”

			Hell? What the fuck.

			“Did you have a dream about hell?”

			“Yeah. But I know it was real. Janie at school said if you don’t go to church, you go to hell and burn forever. I don’t want you to burn forever.” She burrows into me and starts to cry in earnest.

			The familiar frustration of the last couple days tightens in my chest like so many rubber bands. What is wrong with this town that they tell shit like that to nine-year-olds? I hug Volga tighter.

			“It was just a dream. There’s no such thing as hell.”

			“Janie said so.”

			“Okay, but people believe a lot of wrong things, right?”

			“Like what?” Volga sniffles again and presses her small frame harder against me, like she’s checking that I’m real.

			“Like Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny or that girls aren’t as smart as boys.”

			Volga is quiet, thinking, and I can feel her tense little body relax a little. The logic makes sense to her, thank god. Or rather: no thanks to god. Or the Easter Bunny. Or Santa. Or any other fake-ass belief system that wants to hurt my little sister.

			“So…,” she whispers, “you’re not going to hell?”

			“Nope—none of us are.”

			“What happens when we die, though?”

			“What do you think happens?”

			She shakes her head against me. “I don’t know.”

			“Okay, well, what would you like to happen? It would be kind of cool for us all to be ghosts. We could haunt the graveyard behind the house. I call dibs on living in the angel statue.” My voice is light, teasing, trying to pull my sister from her nightmare into something better. A game.

			I can feel her body loosen alongside mine, her voice gone high with hope. “Could we maybe be bats?”

			“Why not? Bats would be cool! We could sleep upside down and stuff.”

			“And eat bugs!”

			Well, can’t say that was what I was expecting her to get excited about, but to each their own. “Yeah, Volga, and eat bugs.”

			“Did you know that frog-eating bats know which frogs are poisonous and which ones aren’t because they listen to the frogs singing and they can tell from their songs?” She relaxes into me now, her breathing evening out. The thought of eating bugs and telling frog calls apart apparently does the trick to snap her out of the nightmare.

			“Bats are pretty cool,” I agree, rubbing circles in her scalp like Dad did on mine a few hours ago.

			I don’t fall back asleep for a long time, but when I do, I have nightmares of my own. I’m back at the clearing, and Elle is screaming in the woods nearby, and I’m begging the cops to go toward the screams, and they keep telling me it’s not real. It’s not real. I’m covered in chicken feathers, cracking my knuckles to get their attention. But it’s not real. It’s not real.

			Their theories about Satanists are real, and the screams are not. Hell is real; the screams are not. And I know Elle is in terrible trouble, and I can’t get to her. I turn into a bat and fly away.
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			When I wake, the sky is rust-orange through my window and Volga’s sprawled across the bed sideways, her feet pushing uncomfortably into my ribs. My body is hot and jittery with the lingering dream and my chest hurts, like something’s leaning on it, pressing me down.

			I slip from the room and find Fantasma sleeping in the hall. She thwaps her tail against the carpet and follows me downstairs, where I pull on a thick winter coat and take her outside.

			I need to move, to walk, to smooth out the skittering bone-deep fear, the hazy sense of unreality. I wish David were here, wish we could talk through what we found yesterday, wish I could see him and know if he’s really okay. Because I’m not.

			Fantasma and I make our way through the cemetery: past the life-sized guardian angel overlooking the most elaborate grave, along a well-worn dirt trail, beside the woods.

			The woods. They reflect back the ominous red of the sky and fade into black where the trees grow thicker. They’re a mouth, a throat, a place to be swallowed. A place for secrets. Rituals. Blood and feathers, shadows that stand and follow girls through the twilight.

			I think about my dreams: Elle disappearing into the woods in her yellow sweaterdress. What is my mind trying to tell me?

			At the back of the cemetery, I stop at the place where I sat the first time I met Elle. Elle-Confused-as-Hell. Audre: Skeptic. Am I still a skeptic? Or have a few days in this town made me into a believer—not in their god, but perhaps in their devil? In something that digs pentagrams into the hard ground and burns down black candles and splashes blood hot across tree bark and dirt and razor-edged rocks.

			I wish I could stop the heavy pounding of my heart, the thin, creeping feeling like featherlight spiders skimming across my skin, the way my breath comes short and fast without my permission. There’s a tightness, not quite pain yet, behind my left eye that matches the tightness-not-quite-pain in my stomach.

			I wonder if this is what Alfred Hitchcock’s leading ladies felt like, knowing something horrible was coming but not knowing what. He’s the famous director, the big shot, the horror genre’s king, but what most people don’t know is how he hurt those actresses. How his method was to torment them until their emotions ran raw, until they were so scared of what came next that the fear bled onto the screen in ways regular acting can’t quite capture.

			Janet Leigh, the woman in Psycho’s iconic shower scene, stood in that shower for days. Days and days and days, worn down, soaked through, exhausted, and then finally released. I read an interview once where someone said she never took a shower again.

			Worse was Tippi Hedren. To get the bird attack scenes from The Birds, she was promised a set full of mechanical birds. But that’s not what she got. Instead, for five days they threw live birds at her, even tied them to her. Panicked, pecking, scratching, screaming. She only escaped when one bird nearly pecked out her eye and doctors forced Hitchcock to back off.

			Is this the feeling they had coming into work? Balanced on a razor, unsure what comes next? Pounding heart, screaming skin. How many days will I stand in the shower and panic? How many birds will they throw raging into my face?

			I pull air deliberately, slowly, through my nose, trace the top of the headstone with my right index finger, then stroke the same finger across Fantasma’s head. Rough stone, silk-soft Labrador.

			How do I make these feelings go away? Janet and Tippi left the set, but Janet took only baths and I’m sure Tippi never looked at birds the same again. The way to fix this must be to resolve it. But how can I resolve a missing girl, a strange town, an accusation lingering over my family?

			I stare at the scuffed Converse shoes I tossed on, dirt-smudged and unlaced, and I know it’s foolish, but I whisper her name.

			“Elle.”

			If you’re out there, tell me what you need. Tell me how to find you. What happened. Where to look.

			I guess this is like praying. Maybe I’m not so different from Monica and Ryan, because it comforts me more than anything else has. Just talking to her. Talking to someone I can’t see.

			“Elle,” I say again, the word request and benediction, a longing for answers pressed up against fear of what those answers might be.

			I start to lower myself to the grave, press my hands against the stone, focus on the trill of waking birds behind me in the woods.

			And that’s when Fantasma, whose cadaver dog training is apparently still intact, snaps her head to the ground and pulls her leash taut, trying to move along the back of the cemetery.

			Panic rushes back, wraps around me like the handcuffs they snapped around David’s wrists, cutting into my skin.

			Because Fantasma only does this when we’re training.

			She only does this when she smells blood and bone and decay.

			She only does this when there’s something—someone—dead.

			Decomposing.

			My cadaver dog has found human remains.
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			Fantasma stops before a dug-up grave—this time truly dug-up, not just a foot or two like before. At the bottom of the deep, mud-dark hole, I can see the casket. Tiny. Baby-sized.

			Someone has desecrated a child’s grave.

			My heart twists. If Mom were here, she’d be furious. People’s death rituals are sacred—be they cremation, burial, or being planted as a tree. If Mom made her own list of seven deadly sins, this would be number one. Or maybe number two, after anyone hurting her family.

			I reach into my pocket for a treat (because of course every coat pocket in our house has treats inside; what do you think we are, monsters?) and reward Fantasma for doing her job. She thumps her tail against the torn-apart earth.

			“Come on, querida,” I whisper, tugging her back toward the house. “We need to tell Mom.”

			When we make it back, though, the tiny coffin disappears from my mind, replaced by another terror.

			The cops are here again, and this time my dad’s the one in cuffs, being pushed into the back of an actual official police vehicle as FakeGoodCop throws questions at him like Tippi’s birds.

			Did you hurt the girl? Are you a Satanist? Did you sacrifice her? Do you do rituals in the woods?

			I freeze, my face suddenly cold, tingling with frozen pins and needles like I’m faceup in an ice storm. Fantasma pulls cheerfully on her leash, trying to get to Dad. Mom stands on our porch, the cordless phone tucked under her chin, her arms crossed tight, shoulders high. I see Volga’s face pale and tear-streaked in the front window, and that’s what unroots me, sends me stumbling toward the house, pulling Fantasma behind me.

			“Tell me your badge numbers,” Mom demands from the porch, but the cops ignore her, climbing into the car and slamming the doors for good measure before they start to back down the driveway.

			Mom bites her lip, fury etching new lines onto her face. “No, John, they didn’t give their badge numbers. We’ll have to call in to the precinct.”

			John is Dad’s lawyer friend from Brooklyn, and as I pass Mom on my way inside to Volga, something inside me loosens a little. Because surely his lawyer can get him back to us. He’s done it before. Dad was arrested a bunch of times back when they were protesting. Mom too. For sure this time will be the same. A short stay and then Dad back at home again. They can’t hold him just because we’re new to town and he was once a member of the Church of Satan for a little while. Can they?

			My heart stretches out in hope, but my throat burns with uncertainty.

			I let Fantasma off the leash in the foyer and she makes it to Volga before I do, licking the tears from her face as my pale, breakable little sister wraps her arms around the dog and presses her face into the jet-black fur of her shoulder.

			I kneel and reach out to run my hand through Volga’s hair. “You’re okay. You’re going to be okay, Volga.”

			Behind me, the door sweeps open with a pffft and smacks closed as Mom crosses the foyer in long strides to kneel beside Volga and wrap her arms around her, kissing the top of her head hard, like the kiss is meant to say it’s being handled, I promise.

			It’s a fierce kiss. A kiss as dangerous as a horse head in the bed, a pitchfork outside Frankenstein’s castle. A kiss that’s a threat to anyone not in this circle.

			Volga turns to Mom and buries her head in her neck instead of the dog’s, whispering, “Is Dad going to hell? Is that why the police took him?”

			“What?” Mom’s voice is ice and fire all at once.

			“Janie said bad people go to hell.”

			Ugh, I guess my pep talk last night didn’t work after all. She’s still stuck on this.

			“Remember what we talked about last night?” I ask, rubbing circles on my little sister’s back. “How people believe things that aren’t true?”

			Volga sniffles and Mom’s eyes narrow as she pulls Volga gently away from her chest to stare her in the face. “Volga, baby, nobody in this family is going to hell. And Dad’s coming home soon. Do you trust me?”

			Volga blinks back more tears and nods.

			“Good,” Mom says, pulling Volga in for another hug.

			Mom meets my eyes over Volga’s shoulder and, well, RIP this whole damn town, because based on the look in her eyes, she’s going to kill every last one of them. Slowly. Painfully. And there’s no one better to disappear some bodies than a mortician with unfettered access to cremation ovens.

			“Okay, up,” Mom orders, standing and pulling Volga with her. “Bad days call for full bellies.”

			Mom goes all-out on her full-bellies proclamation, making her famous crunchy French toast with homemade caramel sauce and a pile of fruit on top. There’s hand-whipped cinnamon cream in the fridge too, because lately all we’ve had are bad days. And as usual, the food is a comfort, a tiny breath of pleasure in a sea of dread.

			I think about how much Dad loves crunchy French toast and my heart throbs like a stubbed toe. Did they put him in the same room they put me in? Is he staring at the white walls, waiting for someone to escort him to a bathroom, worried about how we’re feeling?

			“Would you like to stay home today, or do you want to go to school?” Mom asks, leaning forward on the counter across from me to slice her French toast into little triangles.

			School. The thought makes me want to punch something. If I see Ryan after what his dad did to mine, I’ll probably sock him in his zealot face. The idea of seeing any of the kids from yesterday’s help-Elle-by-wishing meeting doesn’t feel much better. Not to mention the fact that I guarantee you that this whole town is going to think Dad’s arrest makes him guilty. That’s how people act: if the police suspect you, you’re automatically a criminal. Innocent until proven guilty is just a nice idea people have about America until the police accuse them of something. When it’s your word versus the police, the police’s word is law.

			God, and what if Officer Truck Nuts shows up to harass me about my dad? No. I’d rather do literally anything else today than go to school.

			“I’ll stay home, thanks,” I answer, and Mom nods, spearing a piece of toast and twirling it in a glob of caramel.

			“Volga, baby, you’ll come to work with me today, okay?” Mom says. “I would take the day off, but we have a funeral first thing tomorrow. But you girls rest assured I’ll have the phone nearby at all times, so when we hear anything from Dad or John, I’ll be on it.”

			Volga, baby. Baby. Oh shit. I forgot about the grave. What a morning. “Mom,” I say, dropping my fork. “Can you help me with something real quick?” I motion toward the living room.

			She tilts her head, but follows, murmuring “Stay here, baby” to Volga on her way out of the kitchen. And once we’re out of earshot of my little sister, I tell Mom what I found. The big hole and tiny coffin, the earth a gaping maw.

			Her sigh contains multitudes. She thanks me, kisses me hard on the top of my head, and says she’ll go look at it after breakfast. Then we head back to the kitchen.

			Back in her spot across the counter, she reaches over the plates to touch me lightly on the nose, then Volga. “Now, eat up. Angry women need fuel.”

		

	
		
		
			ELLE

			Before

			“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.”

			It’s a Bible verse. Proverbs, chapter three, verses five and six.

			The words usually comfort Elle, but today—as she sits cross-legged on a tarp some careless camper left behind in the woods, staring through the half-naked trees toward home—they taste bitter in the back of her tight throat.

			He shall direct your paths.

			But what if He doesn’t? Elle’s doubts whisper. What happens if God directs your life off a cliff? What happens if God’s plan isn’t the love story of the century, the winning of a battle, the kind of life you wanted—but instead you get Ryan at sixteen and all the other possibilities die right before your eyes? She won’t choose her own college; she’ll follow him to his. Or he’ll stay here and become the youth pastor and they’ll never, ever leave.

			He shall direct your paths.

			Elle shouldn’t think it, because it’s blasphemy, but what about Job—the Bible’s shining example of a godly man? He trusted God to direct his paths, and God sold him out to the devil.

			God was bragging about Job being so great, and then the devil said, “Well, hey, if he’s so great, let’s test him. Bet he wouldn’t worship you if you took away his wealth. Bet he wouldn’t worship you if you killed his family. Bet he wouldn’t worship you if you ruined his life.” And so God wrecked his life—killed his kids, killed his servants, took his health, took his friends—to prove a point.

			We’re supposed to be like Job. Keep worshiping God no matter how viciously He tears you apart. Trust Him and He’ll direct your paths…but don’t question if that path leads straight to the bears’ den. The thoughts taste like ashes. Her world has started burning. Fear lit a match she can’t put out.

			But maybe she’s overreacting, she thinks, clutching at her Bible and a thin thread of hope. Maybe this is a cosmic misunderstanding.

			She folds the tarp and takes it home because it seems wrong to leave it there. Every step of the way back, it cracks and snaps with a plastic noise that drowns out the birds.

			Her parents are on the back porch, sitting at the glass patio table, sipping coffee, reading their Bibles. Her dad must be writing a sermon. She can tell by the way he bobs his head and points a finger into the air, silently mapping out the passionate words in his head, then scribbling furiously on a notepad. He writes so hard he tears the paper every time.

			Her heart simultaneously lights up with relief and sags with dread, seeing them there. Will they tell her this is nonsense and she’s still free? Or will they be glad Ryan wants to take her off their hands as soon as possible? Elle has always found them hard to predict. But she needs to talk to them. She needs—at least—to know.

			“How was your quiet time?” Mom asks, placing a ribbon in the Bible to mark her place.

			“Interrupted.” Elle’s voice sounds breathless in her ears, nerves making the word shiver.

			Dad puts down his Bible and gives her his full attention.

			“Ryan came to find me. He—” She pauses, blinking fast to hold back tears she didn’t realize were coming. “He said God told him he was going to marry me.” She tries to laugh at the end, because if she laughs maybe they won’t take it seriously. Maybe it won’t be serious.

			“Why did you laugh?” her dad asks, steepling his fingers.

			And Elle knows then, because she knows his moods too well, that under the calm he’s already simmering. She looks at her mom, then back at him.

			“Because I thought—well, I thought if that’s what God wanted, wouldn’t He have told me too?” Her heart is beating sickly fast, her head pounding again.

			Her dad sighs, puts a hand to his forehead. “So, you don’t think God could give you a message through a man of God?”

			“No, I didn’t say that. I just…I’m sixteen. I thought…” The words trail off because she doesn’t know what she thought. Or, more accurately, she hadn’t thought anything about marriage yet. She’d never even liked a boy.

			“So, you think you know better than God,” her dad challenges.

			“No, of course not. I just wondered…”

			“You just wondered what?”

			“Why would God tell him instead of me?” Elle’s voice is small, and she hates it. Is the question really so foolish, so blasphemous? Should she feel this ashamed? Heat rising through her body, the unbearable urge to hide screaming across her skin. Shame digging into her, hollowing her out.

			“And what would you say if I told you God told me that’s His will? Would you question me too?” Her dad squints at her, steeples his fingers so hard against each other that she can see the tips turn white.

			“I’d still ask why He wouldn’t tell me. I pray every day for His will in my life.” She knows he won’t like her answer, even if it’s technically the right one. She’s supposed to pray for God’s will to be done. But she’s also supposed to honor her father, and he’ll see the answer as insubordination.

			He shakes his head, blows out a disbelieving breath, dropping his hands flat on the table. “You know, this doesn’t sound like the daughter I raised. It sounds selfish. You want what you want, not what God wants.”

			She wants to tell him it’s not true. But what’s really true is that she thought what she wanted and what God wanted would be the same thing. Or at least God would tell her if He wanted something hard, if she needed to brace herself.

			Her scowling father pushes himself up from the plastic patio chair and turns to go into the house, but not before glancing over his shoulder and saying, “I’m so disappointed in you, Elisheba. I thought I raised a child of God.”

			And her heart is tender as a bruise. Selfish in her house is like the c-word. It’s the worst thing you can be. Jesus said, “Take up your cross and follow me.” He said to sell everything you own and give it to the poor. Selfish is the opposite of all that.

			Elle stares at her dad’s retreating back until she hears the sound of pages shuffling, and her mom starts to read, her finger in the Bible, her voice an indictment.

			“For God did not spare even the angels who sinned. He threw them into hell, in gloomy pits of darkness, where they are being held until the day of judgment…The Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials and to hold the unrighteous for punishment on the day of judgment. This is especially true of those who follow the corrupt desire of the flesh and despise authority.”

			Hell, Elisheba, she means. Shape up or go to hell.

			

			—

			When Elle gets home from school that evening, her room is nearly empty. Her clothes, her jewelry, her books, her favorite pair of hiking boots, the necklace Grandma left her in her will—they’re gone.

			At first she thinks we were robbed as she opens and shuts her drawers in shock, opens and shuts her closet door. But it doesn’t make sense. The rest of the house is untouched. The TV’s on in the living room. The salmon-colored carpet is freshly covered in vacuum lines—no footprints, no evidence of anything except Mom’s cleaning efforts. If they were robbed, the TV would have been a better target than her favorite black pencil skirt and Christian teen apocalypse books.

			Her stomach swoops, then turns to stone. Something else has happened here, and it’s not good.

			“Mom?” Her voice comes out a whisper, and no one answers.

			She drags herself down the hallway of the little ranch house to where her mom is watching a talk show. On-screen, a collection of dopey middle-aged men have been set up on dates with well-put-together twentysomething women. The men on the dates look transcendentally happy. The women look pained.

			“Mom, my stuff is gone.”

			Her mother looks up from her show and sighs extravagantly. “I know, Elisheba. Your father is worried about you.”

			“So…he took my things?”

			“Donated them, dear. He’s worried you’re getting too selfish, too wrapped up in worldly things. He did it for you.”

			Donated.

			Too selfish.

			Worldly things.

			Do-na-ted. The word beats through her like a second heart, pounding violently against rib and skin and bone and eardrums.

			Elle’s throat is too tight to answer, and she struggles to wipe the horror off her face. Because it proves their point. She was attached to those things. And now they’re gone. Not in a box in the basement, but really gone. Donated somewhere. Someone else owns her black pencil skirt and Grandma’s necklace and the hiking boots with the extra-comfy inserts.

			She tries not to cry as her mother rises from the pale blue couch and puts a hand on her shoulder. “We’re hard on you because we love you,” Mom parrots her usual line. “Staying on the Lord’s path is the only way to keep you safe.”

			The words only make Elle feel worse. Because her tears are proof she’s not on the Lord’s path. She’s not safe. And her mom has confessed to Elle more than once that sometimes she sees demons going into Elle’s room at night. The ghost of a black tail whipping through the doorframe, disappearing under the bed, fading into a corner shadow.

			“There’s a darkness trying to swallow us up,” she said when Elle was five.

			“The devil wants to kill us,” she said when Elle was six.

			“I saw a demon go into your room last night, so I came in and prayed over you for an hour,” she said when Elle was seven.

			That was the year the night terrors began, and though it’s been years since Elle wondered if there were demons in her mind, now the unreasonable terror creeps up her spine again. She pictures her mind filling with darkness, smoke that blocks out the truth.

			But that can’t be right. The Bible says Christians can’t have demons, right? If Jesus lives in your heart, a demon can’t.

			Still, Elle can’t keep herself from wondering. A tail whipping around the corner in her mind, blending in with the shadows of her doubts.
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			I don’t go to school, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to waste my time sulking. The only way I can see out of this whole situation—for Elle, for my dad, for anybody who matters—is for me to figure out what happened. If this were a horror movie, I’d have figured that out right away. But real life is so much messier.

			I call David’s house to leave a message with his sister. “Can you ask him to come to my house after school?”

			“Sure, cariño. I’ll bring him over myself. You doing okay? David said the place you two found was pretty scary.”

			I pause for a moment. Because what do I want to say? No, I’m not okay; they just took my dad. No, I’m not okay; I can’t stop thinking about Elle and the clearing. No, I’m not okay; in the middle of the night, my sister asked if she’s going to hell. Not to mention the baby coffin and the graffiti and the way I can’t seem to catch my breath and how somehow two lifetimes have been squashed into thirty-six hours.

			Natalia doesn’t deserve me putting all that on her and she also doesn’t deserve me lying to her, so I just stammer, “Yeah, I’m…as okay as I can be, I guess.”

			“Hmm.” She packs a lot of disapproval into a single syllable, and I laugh in surprise. “Cariño, I know that’s not the truth. Tell a girl what’s going on.”

			And without really thinking about it, I do. She already knows about the clearing, but I tell her about the grave and my dad and that I’m sure if I don’t figure out what happened to Elle, no one will. I even say the thing I haven’t said out loud yet: that I’m scared they’re going to hurt my dad again. This time more than a lingering knee pain.

			Her sigh carries with it the weight of so many emotions—or maybe I’m reading into it. But I feel seen. Relieved to have told someone. Relieved that someone other than my mom cares enough to sigh like that.

			Finally, Natalia answers with more than a sigh. “Well, sounds like you need David a hell of a lot sooner than after school. Let’s break him out, shall we?”

			

			—

			An hour later, I’m waiting in the car while Natalia pulls David out of class. He looks anxious as he exits the building. Then: surprised when he sees me in the passenger seat of Natalia’s car. Then: happy as he slides into the backseat.

			“Okay, detectives, where can I drop you off?” Natalia is all business, pushing up the sleeves on her red blouse, raising a perfect eyebrow. “I’ve got class in an hour, but if you need me, I can skip.”

			I shake my head. “Thanks, but you don’t have to skip class.” I turn to David. “I was thinking maybe we could go talk to Elle’s parents?” It’s a statement but also a question, turned up at the end, double question marks.

			“Let’s do it,” he says.

			“So, do you two want to hear about the day I had? Because holy god in heaven it was a day.” Natalia raises an eyebrow in the rearview mirror.

			David and I turn our heads toward her expectantly, and that’s all the encouragement she needs.

			“Okay, so Jack,” she begins.

			“Jack is the project manager at the video game place who hires her to quality-check games,” David jumps in.

			“Excuse me, whose story is this?” Natalia sends him a get-back-in-line face via the rearview mirror.

			I chortle, something about the normalcy of Natalia telling a story settling my heart.

			“Apologies.” David bows his head.

			“As I was saying, Jack sent me a new game last weekend and today was the day I got into it. Lo and behold, I get ten minutes in, and he’s hidden an Easter egg. It is”—she pauses for dramatic effect—“a dick pic, my friends. A. Dick. Pic. I ask you: what is wrong with men?”

			We both laugh in surprise.

			“Coño. Men, am I right?”

			“What are you going to say to him?” David chokes out through his laughter.

			“That he sent me a very tiny glitch in this game.”

			I snort so loud it drowns out David’s laughter.

			“Let me ask you a question.” Natalia is mock-serious. “Do either of you know if eggplant purple is a natural color?”

			“Ew, ew, ew,” I screech, covering my ears as David groans in the backseat.

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Natalia muses. “Not natural. Poor Jack.”

			After a few moments of head shaking, I change the subject, turning to David. “Sorry I was so chaotic yesterday. I realized afterward that maybe I made it worse for you—talking back to the cops like that when they were already being racist assholes.”

			He shakes his head. “It’s fine. You kind of took the attention off me completely. Would have been worse if they were both just focused on me.”

			“Wait,” I say, suddenly noticing that he doesn’t have his camera with him. I’ve never seen him without camera and notebook nearby. “What happened to your camera?”

			The answer is an angry puff of breath through his nose. “Cops ‘confiscated’ it.”

			The unfairness of it makes me clench my jaw.

			Natalia makes an irritated sound of solidarity beside me. “Power-tripping assholes.” She turns her head vaguely in the direction of the town behind us. “Have the day you all deserve.”

			It’s meant to be funny, but it’s another reminder that things aren’t fair. Because they won’t have the day they deserve. And neither will Dad or Elle or anyone in this car. The world—and this town in particular—isn’t set up for justice.

			

			—

			Elle’s house is on the opposite side of town from mine, but up against the same woods. I guess that’s how she came to be hiking past our cemetery that first day we met and how she planned to go home after her late-night visit. The trails all connect. Weaving from her house to my house, her house to the lake, her house to the Appalachian Trail, the Appalachian Trail to everywhere. You could take a trail and disappear and turn up anywhere or nowhere.

			Her house is a classic suburban one: vinyl siding, fresh white-painted porch steps, well-trimmed yard, identical houses on either side as if the architect used a cookie cutter. It’s weird how the houses here are so huge. Our house, too. Nobody in Brooklyn has half this much space unless they’re a millionaire. Here, it’s normal to have spare bedrooms and lofted ceilings, whole basements dedicated to old junk, two cars in a garage big enough for three.

			When we ring the bell, Elle’s mom answers the door, her face the kind of tired that makes every feature look like it’s been drawn downward. She doesn’t even greet us, doesn’t ask why we’re here, just says “It’s a school day” in a the-dog-peed-on-the-carpet voice.

			David and I exchange a glance.

			“Oh, um, yes, it is. But we were worried about Elle and wanted to know if maybe we could talk to you.” My words run together with nervous energy.

			“No, you should be in school.” Elle’s mom’s voice is cold and final.

			Well, I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this. I try to imagine how my parents would be if I were missing. Frantic, out in the woods, tearing it apart at the seams with their bare hands, digging up trees with their fingernails, begging to talk to any person I might have had contact with. I guess that’s what I expected here, and I have no idea how I’m supposed to react to being iced out.

			“No, wait, I…”

			She starts to close the door, but a hand flicks out from behind it and stops the movement. Elle’s dad pulls the door open and greets us by chastising his wife: “Janet, where are your manners?”

			She murmurs something and steps out of the way, her face—if possible—even more pinched.

			“What do you kids need?” he asks, grinning in a way that seems entirely inappropriate for a man whose daughter is missing. If his wife is strangely cold, he’s the opposite: all sunshine.

			“We wanted to talk to you about Elle.” Nerves jitter through my words like so many spiders, and I hate myself for sounding like a little kid.

			“Of course, of course, come in!” He widens the door and ushers us in, through the small, tiled entryway and into a high-ceilinged living room open to the kitchen.

			“Janet, bring us some water,” he says as he leads us to a blue leather couch and sits across from us in a matching chair.

			He leans forward, elbows on knees, as imposing as when he was onstage in church. I shudder, thinking about it, about the cross crashing down. It’s not the first time I wonder: Is that connected to all this? Is he the target and Elle got in the way? The bears. The fires. The car crash. The cross. And now a disappearing daughter. I guess I can see why everyone thinks Satan’s involved. I’d personally suspect the Mob, except bears aren’t exactly a weapon a human could wield. The thought scrapes uncomfortably against me.

			Elle’s mom comes back with a tray full of water glasses, then sits primly in another chair across from us.

			“Now, what did you want to tell us about Elle?” the preacher asks, steepling his fingers.

			Ah, shit. I feel bad that he thinks we know something when we just came here to see if they know something. I search for something to give them and land on the clearing. Who knows what the police have or haven’t told them.

			“I don’t know if the police told you,” I stammer, “but we found Elle’s sweaterdress.”

			“Yes, they told us. They also said there were signs of Satanism. A ritual.” Elle’s dad’s voice goes softer, less matter-of-fact, and I wonder if the cheerful, straightforward weirdness of his behavior so far is a mask for how worried he is. How helpless he must feel. Would a preacher be able to admit he felt helpless when his god is supposed to be all powerful?

			David’s voice goes soft enough to match the preacher’s. “Do you know anything else? We thought if we put our heads together, maybe we could figure out what happened.”

			“Where are you from, son?” The preacher derails the conversation, the cheerful mask back in place. “Your accent. Where’s that from?”

			David and I glance at each other, and he says, “Puerto Rico.”

			“Do you mean Costa Rica?”

			What the hell.

			If he meant Costa Rica, he would have said Costa Rica. I bite back my irritated retort, my face going hot.

			“No, sir, Puerto Rico.” David is calm. “It’s an island.” A pause as the preacher doesn’t react. “In the Caribbean. It’s an American territory.” Another pause. “Costa Rica is a country in Central America…”

			“Ah, well, then, agree to disagree.” The preacher chuckles, and I hope I have a poker face on, but I’m sure I don’t.

			I glance at David and his poker face is as bad as I imagine mine is.

			David regains his composure first and it makes me think that this has happened to him before and he knows how to handle it, sweep it away, make it stop. The same way that I say “thank you” to all the old dudes who tell me I’m pretty when really I want to stab them with a fork.

			“So, sir, is there anything else we can do to help find Elle? We walked one of the hiking trails, but maybe you know of some other favorite places? We can help you search.” David is eminently reasonable. Pride flickers over my upset for a moment as I think about how he’ll be a kick-ass journalist, keeping his cool in interviews in all kinds of weird situations.

			As he goes on, I stare past Elle’s parents into their kitchen. It is the checkered white and blue of farmhouses, sparkling clean, with an island in the center. A wooden block stands full of knives in one corner, a toaster in another. On the end of the island, facing me, is a cutting board, all pretty dark cherrywood and beveled edges, cursive words carved into the front and painted over in farmhouse white.

			Wait.

			It’s not a cutting board.

			A cutting board wouldn’t have those carved-in words. Plus, it’s longer—more the shape of one of those boards they serve a selection of cheeses on at fancy restaurants.

			It’s not one of those either, though. My focus settles on the thin white lines etched deep in the wood. A Bible verse. In a pretty cursive that doesn’t match with the meaning.

			Proverbs 13:24: Whoever spares the rod hates their children, but the one who loves their children is careful to discipline them.

			My body goes from hot to cold and my breath catches like a barb in my throat.

			Spares the rod. That means…

			Do they hit Elle?

			Do they hit Elle with that?

			Two inches thick with beveled edges, a Bible verse cutting into you with every swing. Panic is a knife in my chest, sandpaper across my skin.

			I’ve heard kids talk about being spanked, but I never thought about it like this. How much that would hurt. How humiliating those cursive words would feel. How every time you walked into your kitchen, you’d be faced with a torture device. A reminder that you weren’t safe here.

			My kitchen is my family’s safe place. A place where we face our bad days head-on with French toast and sour-cream pancakes and omelets and hugs. Elle’s kitchen is somehow the opposite: a bright and cheerfully decorated place where the people who are supposed to love you most keep their weapons.

			Suddenly, I can’t be in this room anymore. I jump to my feet before I realize I’m doing it.

			David stops midsentence and both Elle’s parents stand in alarm.

			“Sorry,” I mumble. “Bathroom?”

			Elle’s mom points toward a small hallway behind me and I force myself to walk instead of run down it. I might throw up. Elle’s parents hit her. The thought stops being a question and starts being an answer. Did they hurt her? Did she run away? But if she ran, why is there a crime scene in the woods? Why is her sweaterdress shredded half to hell and covered in blood?

			I make it to the first door and step through, barely registering that it’s not a bathroom. It’s a bedroom. Elle’s bedroom. I know because of the pictures tucked around the edges of a vanity mirror: Elle in front of a cabin with a gaggle of girls I don’t recognize, all of them in hiking boots and mud-spotted from some sort of outdoor adventure. A much younger but still recognizable Elle sitting on a porch swing with a girl who must be a younger Monica, both of them making silly faces for the camera. Then: Monica again, a little older, blowing a kiss at the camera. Monica standing at the front of the church in a purple dress, holding a microphone. Singing, I think.

			I didn’t realize Elle and Monica were close, but the thought calms me. Maybe Monica will know something. Or Ryan, for that matter, I realize. I never asked him—just got so mad that they weren’t sending out a search party that I left without another word.

			My heart slows. Elle’s parents aren’t the only people who might know something. Maybe Monica or Ryan will have answers.

			The rest of the room is weirdly empty. No jewelry box on the vanity. No posters on the walls. No books or clothes laid out on a chair or sitting on a nightstand. I start toward the closet before I know what I’m doing. Maybe because it’s weird how clean it is in here and I need to see some sign that she lives here—a closet full of clothes, a messy pile of shoes—or maybe I’m just curious.

			Either way, I never make it to the closet.

			“What are you doing in here?”

			I jump and turn all at once.

			Elle’s mom is standing in the doorway, frown lines crater-deep.

			Then the preacher is behind her, and David behind him.

			“Shit.” The word escapes before I can think about the fact that I’m talking to a preacher.

			It doesn’t seem possible, but now Elle’s mom’s face gets even more pinched, anger pursing into a wrinkled, offended circle of lips. “If you were our daughter, that’d be hot sauce on your tongue, right there.”

			Hot sauce on my tongue?

			The preacher gives her an irritated look. Opens his mouth, then closes it, then waves his hands apologetically at us.

			“You kids should probably go. As you can see, we’re pretty upset here. We don’t mean to take it out on you.”

			I stare blankly at them both.

			“Come on, Audre. Let’s go.” David shuffles between the two, trying (and failing) not to jostle them as he takes my arm and leads me back toward the entryway.

			“Sorry we took up your time,” he adds to the preacher. “And sorry if Audre freaked you out. She’s upset. We both are.”

			God, he’s so reasonable. How is he so reasonable when my mind is a beehive, angry buzzing screaming for attention in every direction? When my body feels so jittery I might just step outside my skin: a cryptid after all.

			“We all are, son.” The preacher is gracious as he walks us to the door. “We’re having a prayer service for Elle on Thursday if you kids want to join us. If you want to help.”

			My last thought as he closes the door is that this is fucked up too. Scheduling a prayer service two days from now means assuming Elle won’t be home.
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			We hike through the woods from Elle’s house to mine, but this time the forest is just the forest. No chicken feathers. No blood. No cops. Just a flip in my gut every time a branch cracks under our feet. A cringe when I step too hard on the thorn-sharp stones jutting up from the trails. I look to the trees as if they have answers, but they’re quiet as the grave.

			I can’t decide how I feel about Elle’s parents. Her mom is easy: I don’t like her at all. She’s cold and closed off and mean and made that weird threat about hot sauce. But the preacher—I can’t figure him out. Is he creepy or just a nice guy with some weird beliefs?

			I tell David what I saw at Elle’s house and ask him if he thinks they hit her.

			“I don’t know.” His voice is solemn as the trees.

			My throat burns again. “Do you think she ran away?”

			He shakes his head. “You said that was her sweaterdress in the clearing. She must have been there.”

			I nod, because it’s the same evidence I can’t shake. Even though the idea of her running to safety somewhere would be such a relief. Cool breeze on flushed skin.

			“Do you think…” I trail off because my next question feels like a jinx. The part of the horror movie when you say the thing out loud and can’t take it back. Candyman. Beetlejuice. Bloody Mary. Say the words and ruin your life.

			I take a deep breath and steady myself. “Do you think her parents could have hurt her? I mean, more than spanking.”

			I don’t say murder. It’s the word that can’t be taken back.

			We both go quiet, the only sounds around us the shrill screams of birds, the dull thud of boots on dirt.

			“It’s hard to believe,” he says after a long silence. “It’s hard to believe anyone would. I mean, especially him. He’s kind of a local hero. He’s saved like five people’s lives in this town. It’s hard to reconcile that with someone who’d hit his kid, let alone do something more than that.”

			He’s right. And I feel a little foolish. I jumped straight to the worst-case scenario in there. Over what? A Bible verse? It could mean anything. Maybe they thought the board thing was pretty. It did match the kitchen. Maybe it doesn’t mean what I thought it might. I’m so on edge that I’m seeing danger everywhere, but that’s not fair. That’s not going to get me to the truth, is it? Elle’s mom is cold and harsh. Her dad is a cringey old white dude. But neither of those things means they would hurt her.

			And hasn’t Mom told me like a thousand times that people grieve differently and we should never judge? As a mortician, she’s seen some really weird grief: everything from people who laugh in the middle of a funeral to a woman she found in the mortuary bathroom running cold water over the back of her head.

			The only thing we know for sure from that visit is that Elle and Monica were friends.

			“I think we need to talk to Monica,” I say, and when David looks over at me questioningly, I go on. “There were a lot of photos of her in Elle’s room. I didn’t realize they were that close. Maybe she knows where Elle would go—or who she was hanging out with. Plus, she was the one who told us about the Satanic rituals in the woods. Those kids who followed her. Maybe she knows something. Maybe she doesn’t even realize she knows something.”

			“Hmm.” David’s sigh is hesitation and skepticism, pursed lips and furrowed brow. “I’m surprised about the photos. Elle and Monica had some sort of falling-out. They used to be best friends, but they are painfully polite to each other now.”

			I turn this slice of information over in my mind. A falling-out. Painful politeness. And yet Elle still hasn’t taken their childhood photos down. It’s something. It’s more than we have to go on with anyone else.

			“Do you know what happened between them?”

			He shakes his head. “Whatever it was, it was before I got here, when they were younger. I only know because people gossip, but nobody had any theories worth repeating.”

			I shhhhhish out a tense breath. “This whole thing is so weird.”

			There’s a pause and I look over at David, waiting for agreement.

			Instead, he tilts his head and makes a faux-serious face and, in a perfect imitation of Elle’s dad, shatters our tension with three small words: “Agree to disagree.”

			The surprise forces a laugh out of me. “Oh my god, he did, didn’t he?”

			“He definitely did.”

			“Who responds to facts like that?”

			“That guy.”

			“Is there anyone in this town except for us who isn’t hella weird?”

			David shakes his head. “If all the town’s weirdness traces back to the church, we just met its epicenter.”

			“Too bad that epicenter didn’t give us answers.”

			David shrugs. “In a way, it did. We know more now than we did an hour ago. At the very least, we know we have to talk to Monica.”

			“That’s true,” I say, feeling steadied by the certainty in his voice and the way his joke has made everything feel a little less dire.

			And he’s right. There has to be something in this whole falling-out thing. Monica is the next piece of the puzzle. And we’re going to click that piece into place.

			

			—

			When the bell rings and the school day finally ends, Ryan finds us in the parking lot before Monica comes out. Instead of his usual button-up, today he’s in a T-shirt with a Jesus fish eating the Darwin fish. Classy.

			“I’m glad I caught you.” His upbeat tone is as troubling as the preacher’s, and David and I exchange a what-the-hell glance. “We’re having a revival meeting tomorrow night. You two should come.”

			How is this guy still thinking about revival meetings when his supposed-fiancée is missing? I have the strong urge to punch him in the nose. Instead, I say “Uh, no thanks,” and at the same time David says “Bro” in a disapproving tone, and I almost laugh because that’s a perfect response.

			“All right. What are you guys doing out here?” Ryan seems unfazed by our disapproval.

			“Waiting for Monica,” David answers.

			“Ah, sorry, man, she already left for the day. Had one of her migraines.” He says migraines like he doesn’t believe her. Like he actually means: women, am I right? As if suddenly David is his ally, even though it was only a few days ago that he was treating him as competition.

			I hope he steps barefoot on a Lego every day for the rest of his life. I don’t even like Monica, but come on, dude.

			My first instinct is to get as far away from Ryan as possible, but I also realize this is an opportunity. Ryan knows Elle too—and he knows her parents. If Monica might know something, so might Ryan.

			So, I do the last thing in the world I want to do. Ask: “Ryan, do you think the three of us could go somewhere and chat? About Elle? We’re worried, trying to figure stuff out.”

			Ryan frowns. “I’m sure my dad has got the investigation covered.”

			“Agree to disagree,” David mouths just outside Ryan’s line of sight, and I struggle not to snicker.

			Before I can respond, Ryan changes his mind. “No, you’re right. Let’s talk.” Then he gestures toward the car, and David and I fold ourselves into the backseat.

			We end up at the fast-food stand in the gas station on the edge of town: a favorite haunt of high schoolers and college students alike. You wouldn’t think so, but the French fries are to die for. I say that as someone whose mom makes hers with truffle salt.

			Ryan grabs a meatball sub and David and I share some fries, all of us settling around the lone picnic table over by the air pump you can use to top off tires. There’s a hitching post a little to our right because this is Amish country and there are hitching posts at all the major shops in town, but I do wonder why you’d need one at a gas station. Fueling up the horses much? Maybe the Amish like the fries here as much as I do.

			David’s got his notebook out and open and I’m grateful when he takes the lead. If there’s anything this morning taught me, it’s that I’m not great at asking questions on the fly. Putting everything in my head into words.

			“So, this one’s an obvious question, but you don’t know where Elle’d go, do you?” David asks.

			Ryan gives us an are-you-simple look. “She didn’t go anywhere. You were the ones who found that Satanic ritual stuff. You know something happened there.”

			I flinch. “You say that so matter-of-factly. Aren’t you freaked out?”

			He shakes his head. “I trust god. I trust that god’s will is going to be done here.”

			David clears his throat. “Okay, but let’s say some cult took her…and she escaped…any idea where she’d go? Where she’d hide?”

			Smart, David. Let him have his delusion and give him reasons to answer our questions anyway.

			Ryan blinks at him. “Back here, I’m sure. She’d come home.”

			“If she couldn’t come home for some reason.”

			“I mean, she has an aunt in New York, but that’s far away and her aunt already said she hasn’t heard from her.”

			An aunt in New York. I guess that’s something. But I wish Ryan was taking this more seriously, mining his memories for something that would help us. He’s way too calm, this whole god’s-will thing getting in the way of urgency that could save her.

			I think about Elle possibly marrying this douche and my stomach sinks.

			I change tactics. Ryan knows Elle’s family. So maybe he can solve other mysteries for us.

			“We went by Elle’s house today,” I say. “Her mom said something about hot sauce as a punishment. Do you know what that’s about?”

			He groans, the kind of groan you make when something is sad and funny all at once. “Ohhh, the hot sauce. My dad does that too. Say a swear word in my house and you’re holding habaneros on your tongue for sixty seconds. No water. No swallowing. Me and my brother”—he pauses at the mention of his brother, goes more serious—“we learned our lessons fast. Never took the Lord’s name in vain again after the first time.”

			“How old were you the first time?” David’s voice is quiet, and Ryan doesn’t hear the horror in it, but I do.

			“Six or seven, I think. Man, that stung.”

			My stomach churns, and an ache starts behind my right eye. I pop a fry into my mouth as if it’s medicine.

			“That’s kind of…fucked up.” I say it way more tentatively than I mean it, and I mentally pat myself on the back for my restraint.

			Ryan shakes his head viciously. “No way. Our parents just want us to go to heaven. Can’t blame them for that! I remember after my brother and mom died”—he’s full-on solemn now, hands pressed into the table, brows pulled together—“I was so mad at god. I was raging. And I told the preacher god had left me alone. He’d never help me find my way again.”

			David lets a sharp breath out like he knows something bad is coming. Ryan takes it as a cue to go on.

			“You know what the preacher did? He saved me—he brought me back to god. He took me in his car, put a blindfold on me, and told me to trust him. Then he drove for an hour, turning every which way. I didn’t know where I was.”

			Ryan’s face is full-on zealot shining now. “And when he stopped the car, it was twilight on some farm road and he said, ‘Now’s your chance to prove it. Prove if god will lead you back home or not. Prove if he can help you find your way.’ ”

			Ryan punches a fist softly against the table and tilts his head, finding the rhythm of his twisted sermon. “I walked all night, and my feet were bruised and bloody, but god stripped away my anger and I found my way home. And I never doubted god again.”

			“How old were you?” David asks.

			“Thirteen.” Ryan’s voice is proud.

			My stomach swoops and then clenches, a stone at my center, hard and sharp. Ryan thinks this is a good story. But the terror of the idea—an adult basically kidnapping you and dropping you in the middle of nowhere and telling you to find your way home, at thirteen, no less—makes me want to throw up. I wish I hadn’t eaten those fries.

			This is what Mom meant when she said that’s real horror. People in this town are so obsessed with demons and Satanic rituals: the wicked unseen, an invisible danger. The terrible things in their own lives don’t even register. Hot sauce held in your mouth for saying oh my god. Left in the middle of nowhere—vulnerable to everything from drunk drivers in the twilight to crimes of opportunity—to walk home bloody-footed. The horror of it is invisible to Ryan, the very person it happened to.

			I talked myself out of that whole paddle thing a few hours ago, but now it looms large again in my mind. Because the kind of person who’d drop a kid on a dark country road to find his way home is the same kind of person who would hit someone with a thing like that. My stomach twists like a corkscrew.

			David has placed a hand over one eye, but what I can see of his face mirrors the shock that must be on mine. Face: pale. Mouth: open. Visible eye: wide.

			Ryan takes both those shocked looks as confirmation of his triumph. “Right? So sometimes leaders have to guide us in ways that seem harsh at the time. They’re saving us. That’s all the hot sauce is.”

			“Ryan.” My voice is softer than usual. “That’s horrible. He abandoned you in the middle of nowhere at night…. Anything could have happened.”

			“Did he leave you water? Food?” David’s found his voice, too.

			Ryan looks between us, incredulous. “No, but I’m telling you, he was teaching me to trust god. I mean, what would you do? What if your kid was going to hell? Wouldn’t you do anything to save them?”

			The darkness of the question wraps itself around my soul. Anything. Wouldn’t you do anything. A thought breaks free and sets my heart racing. Maybe it’s not Elle’s parents I should be focusing on. Maybe it’s Ryan.

			“What would you do to save someone?” I ask.

			How far, my heart adds silently. How far would you go, Ryan? Do you think Elle is your responsibility? Would you kidnap Elle if you thought she doubted your god? Lock her up somewhere and brainwash her? Hurt her? Would you kill her if you thought god wanted you to? It’s like that Reese Witherspoon horror flick that came out a couple months ago: Fear. Her boyfriend seems nice at first, until the possessiveness kicks in, the manipulation, then worse.

			“If I really thought they were going to hell? Anything. I’d do anything. God demands everything from us.” Ryan throws a hand up like the answer is obvious. Normal.

			Anything. That word again. Once the thought lodges in my throat, I can’t shake it. Is the boy across the picnic table the one who left feathers and blood and a shredded sweaterdress in a clearing in the woods? Did he dig up the graves? Did he do something to Elle?

			I might throw up.

			“Where were you the night Elle disappeared?” I ask, and Ryan startles.

			“Are you accusing me of something?”

			“No, just asking.”

			He’s angry now, thin-lipped, the killer in my horror movie, feigning righteous indignation, furious that he’s a suspect. “Not that I have to tell you anything, but I was at home, reading my Bible.”

			So no alibi, I think.

			“So no one was with you?” David echoes my mind.

			Ryan doesn’t answer. Only narrows his eyes at us, tosses his used napkin on the table, gets back in his car, and starts it up, shaking his head as if we’re the ones who’ve done him horribly wrong.

			“Find your own way home,” he says, voice as sharp as hot sauce held on your tongue.

			

			—

			Back at my house, David and I sprawl on the floor in my bedroom, his notebook open between us. Mom has tried to ply us with more food—pumpkin bread and toasted seeds—but neither of us can stomach it right now. I press play on my boom box because I can’t stand the silence, and Limp Bizkit comes on, screamy and comforting in the background.

			“I think we should go through all possible theories and write them down, with proof for and against them,” he says, logically, the more organized person in the room.

			The idea is a relief. Because right now, none of it makes sense. Maybe saying things out loud will make them clearer.

			“Option one: she ran away,” I offer.

			He writes it down. “Proof for?”

			I shrug. “Her house is scary. Her sort-of boyfriend is scary. This town is fucking scary.”

			“Fair. Proof against?”

			“The bloody clearing with her sweaterdress in it doesn’t fit. If she ran away, she’d have her sweaterdress. She’d just…go, wouldn’t she? No dug-up graves. No clearing. No graffiti on the church.”

			“I guess the graffiti could be a statement. But it doesn’t seem like her at all, I agree.” David leans forward and continues writing.

			I sigh. “Okay, option two?”

			David cringes. “Her parents killed her.”

			Ugh. My stomach is a stone, my airway a straw. “I don’t even want to think about that.”

			“We have to. We have to put down every possibility. We can’t skip one because we hate it.”

			I whistle out a long breath. “Okay. Proof for?”

			He jots a note. “Well, the hot sauce, the paddle, the story from Ryan about being left in the middle of nowhere. Her dad is creepy. Maybe he killed her by accident. Maybe he did the same thing to her as he did to Ryan and something happened and they’re hiding it.”

			By accident feels a little less scary than on purpose, but it still makes me want to cry. How did we end up here? How is it possible that I’m looking at someone’s parents thinking did you kill her? My head feels so light that it’s almost disconnected from me, a balloon on a thin string, barely kept from floating away. I think about my friends’ parents, my own parents. I’m not naive; I’ve seen news stories about parents killing kids. But it never felt possible with anyone I knew. It’s come too close to me now, a faraway nightmare suddenly standing in the doorway of my mind.

			“Proof against?” I ask. Because there has to be proof against.

			“The scene in the woods. The graffiti on the church. It doesn’t match up with an accidental death, even one being covered up. It doesn’t match with them killing her on purpose either.”

			The thought steadies me a little and I rush on, desperate to get away from that possibility. “Okay, option three: she got lost. She went for a hike and is hurt somewhere. It’s only been two days. She could be okay somewhere.”

			He nods, adds it to the list. “Proof for?”

			“She loves hiking.” I know it’s proof of nothing, but I etch it into possibility, cling to it.

			“Proof against?”

			“The woods. The scene in the woods still doesn’t make sense.”

			“Unless…” He sits up a little straighter and stares at me.

			“What?”

			“Unless she went into the woods and stumbled on something she shouldn’t have.”

			“The secret Satanists? Monica’s boogeymen.”

			“Yeah.”

			I press my fingers into coarse carpet, lean forward, stretching my back just to do something, to move this body that feels so constantly wrong. “Proof for?”

			“The clearing makes sense then. Some sort of ritual. The pentagram. The feathers.”

			My mind pushes against it, not wanting that to be the answer. The answer that this problematic town will take as proof that they’re the good guys, that the devil is after them because they’re the heroes of this story. They’re the final girls in the horror film, the ones who knew what the monster was and killed it in the end.

			But my own aversion to the story isn’t a reason to disbelieve it. I ask, “Proof against?”

			And David shakes his head. Neither of us has proof against the theory.

			“Ryan,” I say after a long silence. “Our next scenario is Ryan. You heard what he said—he’d do anything if he thought he was saving Elle’s soul. Anything could mean kidnapping. It could mean murder.”

			David makes a face that says this scenario scares him the way the parent scenario scares me. The thought that someone with a crush on you could hurt you that way.

			“Proof for?” David asks.

			“Most violence is committed by men and particularly men in their teens and twenties,” I say, parroting something from one of Mom’s domestic violence awareness flyers. “Plus: what he said about doing anything to save someone. Plus: no alibi. Plus: he doesn’t seem that bothered that she’s gone.”

			“Neither do her parents,” he says ominously, flipping back to add that to the list beside them as well as Ryan.

			“Proof against?” I prompt.

			“I think he really loves her.” David blinks fast, keeping back tears.

			“I think that’s the point. He thought being kidnapped was love. He thought hot sauce in your mouth to teach you a lesson was love. His love is abuse.”

			Abuse. It’s a word that shatters the facades built up around us, a word that puts us on our guard. A word I know well because of Mom’s work with women’s shelters and her insistence that I know the signs. But a word that’s heavy as a stone in my mouth all the same, a word that ripples its pain out through every nearby life.

			“Anything else?” David asks after a long silence.

			I breathe. “Monica.”

			He raises an eyebrow but scratches her name on the list. “Proof for?”

			“They had that falling-out and we don’t know what it was about.”

			“Flimsy,” David says.

			“Everything we have is flimsy,” I remind him. “Monica could have secrets too. In fact, she’s the one who told us about the Satanists in the woods. Maybe that was some on-purpose misdirection of some kind.”

			“I mean, she told us that story before any of this happened.”

			“Which means if she did something, it was planned in advance.” The thought sits heavy on me. Somehow evil planned out seems so much more evil than evil by accident.

			“You really think she could be involved?” David sounds incredulous.

			I shrug. “Maybe not. All I know is that we need to talk to her.”

		

	
		
		
			ELLE

			Before

			Elle owns three outfits now: the yellow sweaterdress with blue tights that she was wearing the day they donated her clothes, a pair of ripped-at-the-knee jeans and a long-sleeved Bible camp shirt she normally wears when the church volunteers with that house-building charity in the summers, and a black floor-length skirt and simple black sweater. Somehow, her dad managed to leave behind the clothes she likes least, the ones most likely to get noticed at school.

			With the yellow sweaterdress in the wash, the next day Elle chooses the black-skirt-black-sweater combo with the black boots that are the only shoes she has left.

			Sure enough, Monica notices the moment she walks through the harvest festival-decorated front doors of the school.

			“What happened to you? I haven’t seen you in all black since…never, actually. You look gothic, like that new girl.”

			“New girl?” Elle latches on to the only part of the conversation that doesn’t make her feel like crying.

			“Yeah, some girl from New York. She has a nose ring.” Monica sounds judgmental and impressed. “Yesterday, Mrs. James sent her home for wearing purple nail polish.”

			The bell rings, and Elle is saved from any danger of being asked again about her so-called gothic attire. Or so she thinks, until her teacher raises an eyebrow as she drops into her usual spot at the front of the class. “I hope you’re not going through a gothic phase, Elisheba.”

			Her skin tingles with warmth. “No, ma’am.” She scrambles for something to end the conversation, then smiles the biggest fake smile she can muster. “Laundry day.”

			The teacher chuckles. “Oh, yes, we’ve all been there. I did laundry in a bridesmaid’s dress once when I didn’t have any clean clothes after my friend’s destination wedding.

			“Hawaii,” she adds dreamily before calling the class to order.

			

			—

			“What’s wrong?” Monica catches Elle by the elbow on her way out of school. And Elle doesn’t mean to start crying, but she needed someone to ask so badly, and once the words are hanging in the air between them, she can’t help the tears.

			Monica frowns and pulls her around the back of the school. “Come on. Let’s go somewhere we can talk without this whole place putting you on their prayer list.” Elle knows as well as anyone that prayer list means gossip list, and she lets Monica lead her briskly across the football field to the edge of the woods.

			Elle and Monica haven’t been close for years, but somehow in that moment, all the silences that have built up between them don’t matter. Elle doesn’t care that Monica stopped coming over, that they’re only friends at school now. Because all Elle’s soul wants is to talk to her former best friend, to be buoyed by her sarcasm, her surety, the anger Monica turns on anyone who wrongs a friend. Monica is all opinions and sharp edges and love that protects.

			They make it to the edge of the woods and drop onto a memorial bench dedicated to Ryan’s dead brother.

			“Spill.”

			Monica doesn’t mince words, and Elle doesn’t hold back.

			Out flows every second of the last thirty-six hours. Ryan’s proposal. Her uncertainty. Her parents’ reaction. The punishment. The way she’s felt like all day long everyone’s eyes have been on her, staring at her black-on-black outfit, knowing the dark selfishness that lurks beneath it. She’s ashamed that she’s not a better Christian. And she’s angry that she has no choice. And she’s ashamed that she’s angry that she has no choice.

			Monica listens and scowls, and Elle doesn’t stop. She chokes out sobs and details in equal measure.

			“I didn’t mean to be selfish. I just feel so trapped. Do you think this is really what God wants for me? Would He really do this to me?”

			Monica’s voice is twice Elle’s volume when she answers, spitting mad. “No. Freaking. Way. God would tell you. Why would He tell everyone but you?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe I’m—unworthy.”

			Pshaaa. The noise that leaves Monica’s lips is pure skepticism. “Elle, FYI, you’re like the best person I know. You volunteer all summer at those horrible building projects. You don’t date. You never even curse. You’re like…God’s mascot.”

			Elle laughs-sobs-hiccups and both girls giggle at the outburst. But guilt creeps in around the edges of the comfort. Because God’s mascot is some big shoes to fill, and Elle isn’t sure Monica has all the information she needs to make that kind of claim.

			“But what if I have secrets?” Elle whispers, swiping the heels of her hands across her eyes.

			Monica cocks her head. She’s always loved a good secret, always needed to be in on whatever’s going on.

			Elle pauses and a hundred emotions roll through her at once. Does she really want to tell Monica? Can she bare her soul? A desperate need for someone to see her—see the real her, just once—wars with an equally desperate fear of what it means to be seen. Judged. She knows her church, her town, too well to think they’d love her as she is. But all she can see if she keeps pretending is a long, straight march to her doom, tightly wrapped in a wedding dress like she’s a gift, bound to someone else’s choices forever. Can she be safe if she tells the truth? Can she be safe if she doesn’t?

			Elle scuffs a black boot in the hard dirt, resolves herself.

			“I don’t think I like boys.”

			Six words shouldn’t feel so terrifying to say out loud. She looks at Monica’s tidy sneakers, the cuffs of her jeans, as if she could intuit her reaction without looking up.

			Eventually, the silence is too much and Elle glances up. Monica is nodding, looking thoughtful. And then—finally—she says, “Okay.”

			Just okay. No fanfare. No judgment. No big deal.

			Okay.

			Tears well in Elle’s eyes again, this time with relief.

			“There’s a group of kids coming to my house tonight,” Monica says. “Do you want to come?”

			It’s the first time Elle’s been invited to Monica’s house in years, and she nods, every part of her body lightening, the relief so visceral she wonders if she might pass out.

			“What’s the group?”

			“Oh, well…you’ll see.” Monica’s response is uncharacteristically cryptic, but Elle doesn’t care. Sounds like they both have secrets and Monica’s opened the door for Elle to know hers in a few hours.

			“Come by around six, if that works,” Monica says, standing. Then: “I’ll walk you home.”

			Elle stands too, wiping her arms across her face, sucking in a breath so deep it turns into a whistle. And then they turn to the woods, weaving in on a tiny trail, into the darkness.
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			When my alarm goes off the next morning, I wake up gasping and paralyzed, like the demons this town believes in are sitting on my chest, my heart thudding painfully, trying to throw them off. It’s dizzying, nauseating, and if I could breathe, I’d cry for my mother like a toddler lost in the wrong grocery aisle.

			Am I having a heart attack? At sixteen? The terror of it rattles through my bones, sinks deep into my gut.

			I think of Elle: her yellow sweaterdress disappearing into the woods in my mind. I think of Dad: still at the police station, kept overnight in some cold, grim cell. Can a broken heart cause a heart attack? Because my heart must be in a thousand pieces now. Every time I think it can’t shatter any smaller, it somehow does.

			It takes forever for my heart to slow and the heaviness on my chest to lift, and when they do, I’m shaking.

			“Mom,” I whisper, too afraid to move, knowing she can’t hear me from her room down the hall.

			I press my hand to my slowing heart, sit up, drop my feet to the floor, and walk, shakily, toward her room.

			“Mom,” I say again, louder, in her doorway, and she’s up like a shot.

			“What is it? Something else happened?” Her face is pale in the early morning light coming in through the windows as she rushes to me and puts her hands on my shoulders, searching my face.

			I tell her about my heart, the heaviness, the paralysis, and the telling breaks a dam inside me. Before I know it, we’re sitting on her bed. Me: sobbing. Her: holding.

			“I’m so sorry, baby. I think you had a panic attack,” she murmurs into my hair, stroking my back.

			“A panic attack?” I don’t understand. Wouldn’t that be all in my mind? This was in my body. My heart. My chest. Deep in my stomach.

			“Yeah, your dad has them sometimes. He describes them the same way.”

			Dad. My heart kerthunks heavily again. What if he’s having them in a cell? With no one there to comfort him. The thought shatters me further and I press my face harder into Mom’s shoulder.

			“What do I do?” My voice is so soft it could be drowned out by a single breath.

			“Breathe slowly, tell yourself what it is, tell yourself it’ll pass.” She rubs circles into my back. “I’m so sorry, baby. You shouldn’t have to deal with this.”

			She stands then, pulling me with her. We head to the kitchen, where the ingredients for bacon, eggs, and crispy home fries crusted with Parmigiano emerge from fridge and cupboards. This is Mom’s love language: full bellies and furious rants. Rage and risotto.

			“Your dad says when he has his panic attacks, he does deep, slow breaths and counts the things he loves until his heart stops racing.” Mom offers up advice as she drops seasoned potatoes into hot bacon grease.

			My heart is back to normal now, but I follow the thread of that advice in my mind. Things I love. One: Dad, a history weirdo who trains our cadaver dog with me in his spare time. Two: Mom, who likes to remind us that Egyptian mummies probably smell like pumpkin spice because of their spicy embalming process. Three: Volga, who knows more about bats than any kid has a right to. Four: Elisa, back in Brooklyn, who taught me Spanish and my times tables and how to roller-skate, who shaved te quiero in an undercut on the back of her head and used to lift her hair anytime I needed a reminder. I miss her.

			Five: David. My only friend here. David, who lost it over the bicho on my neck. David, who stays calm when I’m a ball of incoherent fury.

			Six: Fantasma, who can’t greet me without a ball, a sock, or a toy in her mouth. Seven: Brooklyn. I miss it. I miss being normal, accepted, part of the neighborhood. Not the new freak show in town. Eight: bacon. God, it smells good. Nine: pixie cuts and black mascara, deep-red fingernails, combat boots. Things that make me feel like me.

			Ten: Elle. (No, I don’t mean in love; don’t get crazy.) I know she’s special and I want her back because I still need to figure out why. Why is she Elle: hiker, confused-as-hell? Why did she hold my hand? Why is she so in focus in a world where so many other things are blurry? Why is she in Technicolor when the rest of the movie is black-and-white?

			Mom piles my plate high with over-easy eggs, bacon, crispy potatoes. I breathe out long, cool. The residue of the panic is gone now, even though some of the people I love most are the reason for the panic in the first place. Listing them like that left me grateful more than afraid.

			“Thanks, Mom.”

			“Bad days, you know,” she murmurs, her hand reassuring on my head.

			“Full bellies,” I return.

			

			—

			After school, David and I go back to the lake to search the other side of the lakeshore hiking trail. The water is a cloudy blue under an overcast sky. The drying leaves on the trees rattle like so many snakes. And I’m thinking about Monica.

			She missed school again. Another migraine. And I hate to join Team Ryan on this, but what if it isn’t a migraine? It shouldn’t be a big deal that she’s out, but with everything else going on, something sinister slithers around my heart. I think back to the first night I met her. The bonfire, the story I’d started in my fool mind.

			If this were a horror movie, I’d decided, Elle would die first and Monica second.

			Monica second.

			Now Elle is definitely missing, and Monica is mysteriously absent. Absent with a migraine? Absent with grief? Or absent because something is wrong, because she’s hurt or missing or knows something?

			A thought won’t leave me alone, and even though I know it’s impossible, it feels so true it hurts: What if by picking them off in my mind, casting them in a horror flick, I’ve somehow made this happen? Summoned a demon like the church believes. Thrown the first Jumanji dice. Put a pin in the graveyard map, like in the classic fifties horror flick I Bury the Living, and watched in shock as the very-living owners of the grave plots dropped dead like the map was a voodoo doll.

			The thought was so relentless all day, I kept thinking I was going to have another panic attack. In first period, I left for the bathroom without a hall pass, the teacher sputtering behind me. I got called to the office for that. The principal lectured me about leaving without permission until I stopped him dead in his tracks with words designed to make a straight man blush: menstruation and gushing blood. At which point he threw his hands up and said, “Don’t do it again.” Then waved me out of his office like he was shooing away a persistent New York pigeon with an eye on his croissant.

			I would have laughed if I hadn’t felt so dire.

			Maybe if I talk about something—anything—else, I can stop feeling like it’s my fault. “Your sister is cool,” I say. It seems relevant since Natalia just dropped us off, regaling us with a perfect impression of the principal followed by a perfect impression of a protesting David followed by a Celine Dion serenade, which David most definitely joined in on. Even thinking about it makes my heavy heart a little lighter.

			“Eh, she’s all right.”

			“But for real, you two seem close.”

			“Yeah,” he says, fondly this time. “She’s the best.” Then: “What about you? Your mom seems cool. Do you get along with your family?”

			I blink fast, thinking of Dad. “Yeah, my family is a bunch of weirdos. I fucking love them.”

			“Weird how?”

			“Well, did I tell you my sister is obsessed with bats? She’s building bat boxes for the backyard. Supposedly, when you put them up, bats will come sleep in there during the day and you can watch them fly off to hunt at dusk.” This small talk is a little like my anti-panic-attack strategy, and my relieved heart settles into it.

			“That’s cool.”

			“You already met Mom. She’s a mortician and loves to cook and rage against the system.”

			“Classic.”

			“And Dad…” I tighten my hand on Fantasma’s leash. Is he okay? Is he scared? I hope his knee is okay. I hope they haven’t hurt him.

			I swallow hard, go on: “Dad’s a big old nerd. He’s writing a book about the history of Ouija. He’s obsessed with the Fox Sisters—the teenage girls who convinced everybody they could talk to a dead man by rapping on the walls.”

			“That’s creepy.”

			“Yeah, they got pretty famous. It wasn’t until way later that they confessed they’d all learned to crack their knuckles really loud and stuff.”

			David groans. “So not an unexplained mystery, then. Only a hoax?”

			“Yeah. But it was so easy for people to believe back then.”

			“I mean,” David gestures in the direction of town. “It’s easy for people to believe stuff now.”

			“True.” I roll my eyes. “They actually had better reasons back then. The telephone had just been invented and people figured if you could talk to someone a hundred miles away, it was only a matter of time before you could talk to someone beyond the grave. It was science, as far as they saw it.”

			David laughs.

			“Dad’s main flaw is that he’s tragically straight.” I shake my head in exaggerated dismay.

			David raises an eyebrow. “And your mom’s not?”

			“Nah. Dad’s the first man she ever dated. She says you fall in love with a soul, not a gender.”

			“Hmm.” David’s voice is thoughtful, and we both go quiet.

			The only sounds now: the sharp crunch of dead leaves under our feet, the loud sniffing of Fantasma as she works, head down, focused on the trail.

			And then, as he’s about to speak again, the leash tightens in my hand and I stumble forward, making an unladylike whoosh, not unlike a corpse fart.

			David reaches out to steady me, but my focus has narrowed in on Fantasma. She’s pulling, excited, small whines escaping her throat.

			“David,” I say, because it’s all I can say in that moment. The rest of both my languages have fled my mind. All that’s left is the movement in my legs, the stumbling forward. The breath frozen in the center of my chest. The panic that’s been peeking around the edge of my heart all day.

			Fantasma is alerting. Stopping beside the lake, her feet in the water, aiming her snout toward the deep, black-blue depths.

			She’s found something. Again.

			“Elle,” I whisper before I realize I’m saying it out loud.

			“Elle.” David inhales the word like the shock that it is.

			And then he pulls Natalia’s cell phone from his backpack and calls the police. This time, with just enough reception, the call goes through.
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			It can’t be Elle. It can’t be Elle.

			It.

			Can’t.

			Be.

			Elle.

			No.

			The words are screaming through my head, shredding me like knives. Elle is somewhere off a hiking trail with a broken leg. She’s kidnapped by Ryan, hidden away in a cabin. She’s anywhere but here.

			It must be a hiker who wandered off the trail. An old grave nobody knew about. Something, anything, other than Elle.

			I wish I could rewind the day. I wish David hadn’t called the police. Though I know he had to.

			By the time the cops get here, I’m sitting at the water’s edge, perched on stabby rocks, holding Fantasma, who’s still whining, wondering why she hasn’t gotten her toy, no doubt. I can’t make myself pull it out of my backpack. Can’t make myself tell her she’s a good girl. Even though she is. Because all I can do is sit here and think:

			It can’t be Elle.

			“So, what?” Officer Truck Nuts starts in without preamble. “Your dad asked you to come out and get rid of some evidence? Or plant something?” He narrows his eyes.

			I look up at him and the simmering panic of the last hour spills over into anger.

			“You’re such a dick,” I say before I can help it.

			Predictably, this gets me detained in the back of his truck, David wedged in beside me again. Truck Nuts’s partner directs the other people arriving: another cadaver dog (this one obviously more official), someone pulling diving gear from a trunk. And Truck Nuts is saddled with the task of delivering us to the police station again where I’m back in the blank, boring room, this time with a camera trained on me and Truck Nuts seated across the table.

			“Tell us what you found at the lake.”

			Don’t talk to the cops. Does that apply when we called them? I guess it’s safe to answer this one question.

			“My cadaver dog, Fantasma, alerted at the lake. Unless it was a false alarm, that means there are human remains. So we called you.” I try to keep my voice steady, even though I feel like throwing up.

			“Did you see the remains in question?”

			“No.”

			“Who told you to look at the lake?”

			I’m confused by the question for half a second before I realize this is where innocent questions turn into traps. Snares in the woods. The first few steps safe and then WHAM, you’re a rabbit hanging by a foot if you’re lucky, by the neck if you’re not.

			I press my lips together in a firm line.

			“Who told you to look at the lake?”

			No answer.

			“Did your dad tell you to look there?”

			I narrow my eyes at him.

			“Or did you already know to look there?”

			I blink fast. What does that question mean?

			“Maybe your dad didn’t do anything.”

			He tries to make his voice sympathetic, but only manages to be more patronizing. Where is he going with this?

			“Maybe your dad is covering for you.”

			Well, shit. That’s where he was going. If it’s not the former member of the Church of Satan who just moved to town, it’s his daughter. Obviously. Couldn’t possibly be any of the weirdos already here. I want to scream, but instead I force my mind to repeat the words to myself: Don’t. Talk. To. The. Cops.

			“Is your dad taking the heat for you, Audre?”

			Get my name out of your fucking mouth. My skin is simmering with hot fury.

			“Were you and your friend dabbling in Satanism?”

			Don’t talk to the cops. Don’t talk to the cops. Don’t talk to the cops.

			“Did you get the preacher’s daughter into something, and you don’t know how to get out?” His tone is patronizing again. “You can tell us.” He motions to the skinny cop behind the camera. “We’re your friends. We’re here to help you figure it out.”

			Tears of stifled rage are running down my face now, but he takes them as a sign that I’m about to break.

			“There, there, tell us what happened.”

			Finally, I speak, and say the only words that feel safe, working hard to keep my voice even: “I want my mother and my lawyer. You can’t hold a minor here without calling her parents.”

			Truck Nuts’s expression is ugly. He expected me to be difficult, but not to ask for a lawyer, I guess.

			The camera clicks off. They both leave the room. And I press my face into the cold tabletop to keep from screaming.
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			The first stage of grief is denial.

			It’s the stage you won’t see in a horror movie. Your friends could be dropping like flies, but you’d accept it. Because you’re the hero, and you’re too busy trying not to die yourself to deny what Alfred Hitchcock just did to your prettiest blond friend.

			In real life, denial is where I’ve been living ever since Elle disappeared. Never mind that they say if you don’t find someone within forty-eight hours, the chances of finding them at all go knife-edge slim. Never mind that every cold night that’s passed could have killed her from exposure alone if she got lost or hurt somewhere out there in the Appalachians.

			I’m sitting cross-legged on my bed, still as stone, quiet as the earth, my thoughts pulling me down, down, down, out of stage one and into something else. I’ve been hanging on to hope. Even when we talked about all the people who might have hurt her, I never believed it. Never, never.

			But now. Now. Now: they have remains.

			That’s all we know. Fantasma alerted at the lake. They called in a diver. And then: remains.

			They haven’t confirmed it’s Elle, but who else would it be? Maybe it’s time for me to admit the cold certainty that’s been sneaking up on me, the hair that rises on the back of your neck when someone is watching, the creeping feeling that something in your room has been moved when no one else has been there.

			Elle isn’t coming back.

			It’s the thought I couldn’t look at before, and now it’s all I can see.

			She isn’t toppled in a canyon nursing a broken leg. She isn’t chained to a radiator in one of a thousand quiet barns around town, Ryan visiting her for brainwashing sessions.

			I can’t say the word dead yet. I skirt around it, brush against it, but still don’t look it full in the face.

			I press my face into my pillow and let myself ask all the questions I never thought I’d ask, starting with the one that hurts my soul the most: Could this town be right? Could demons be real and after the preacher’s family?

			I keep coming back to the bears. I could explain away the other things that have happened to Elle’s family. Fires and crosses falling off the ceiling could be horrible coincidences or the work of some sinister person. Satanists, mobsters, a hit man with a vendetta. Take your pick. But nobody is weaponizing black bears. They usually run from people, unless you corner them with a cub. I read about it before I moved here.

			Why would the bears try to break into the cabin? There are no reasons that make sense. Only the one that doesn’t, the one the preacher warned about: demons.

			My mind rebels against the idea, but my heart is bunched up with doubts. I don’t know what I believe right now. Don’t know what I should believe.

			I leave my room and call David on the phone in my dad’s office as I ease my favorite Ouija board off the shelf again. The house is quiet, Mom down at the police station with something from Dad’s lawyer, trying to get him out, Volga at the babysitter’s.

			“Come over,” I say when David picks up the phone, and he does. I’m only alone for fifteen more minutes before he’s there and wrapping me in a bear hug, then we’re seated on the floor of the office with candles flickering on the desk and shelves around us.

			I press both hands into the Ouija board, then place the planchette with my fingers delicately on it. David looks nervous but does the same.

			“Elle,” I whisper. “Are you dead?”

			Normally, I speak Spanish when I’m with David, but this time I choose English. Because I don’t know how ghosts work. Maybe Elle can understand all languages now, or maybe she’s still an English-only girl.

			We sit, quiet, listening to the thin ticks of the clock in the front hall, the faint rattle of our nervous breathing.

			“What does it mean if she doesn’t answer?” David whispers, as if speaking too loud will offend the spirits.

			“I don’t know. I don’t even know if I believe in this. I just…wanted to try.”

			He breathes out, loud, a whispery hehh noise.

			“Elle, if you are here, will you tell us what happened?”

			I close my eyes and nudge the planchette. Maybe I’ll move it and she’ll guide me. When I open them again, it’s pointing at No.

			Rude.

			“Why not?” David asks.

			I close my eyes again, stretch my heart out to her. Tell us something, Elle. Tell us something.

			Wrong, says planchette.

			I look at David. “That is the one word that sums this all up.”

			He nods.

			“It’s wrong that she’s gone. Wrong that they have my dad. Wrong that they’re trying to blame me now. Wrong that we’re here asking for answers from a game.” I flick the planchette off the board with my fingers, press my hands over my face.

			If you bring her back, I’ll believe in you, little game. The thought flickers across my mind, unwanted, and I laugh. I really am losing my senses.

			“I think—” David hesitates until I look up expectantly. “I think if her spirit could hear us, even if she can’t say anything, maybe it’d be nice to tell her we miss her, how we feel.”

			Tears spring immediately to my eyes at the suggestion, and David takes that as his cue to go on.

			“Hey, Elle,” he says. “I know we weren’t close, but I always admired your kindness. I never saw you be mean to anyone, even though you could have. Could have stayed popular and been as mean as you wanted to. But you never did. That’s pretty cool.”

			“Elle.” I take up the conversation. “I don’t know why you were confused as hell, but I hope you got your answers. I hope if there’s an afterlife that there’s some sort of all-knowing concierge who can explain every confusing thing in the universe.”

			I take a deep breath, swipe at my tears with my thumbs. “And I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t walk you home. Sorry that I was mad at you after the Hell House. I know we made up, but I hope you don’t still feel bad about it. I know it wasn’t your fault, that you didn’t mean to upset me, that you didn’t know what the Hell House would be like.”

			David moves around the board and takes my hand.

			“And we’re sorry for whatever was going on in your house,” he says. “We saw the paddle, heard about the hot sauce. And that’s wrong. I don’t know if anyone ever told you it was wrong, but it’s wrong. You didn’t deserve to be treated that way.”

			I’m making a horrible sob-squeak noise now because what we saw and heard at Elle’s house was awful and David’s words are so right. I tried to talk myself out of it before, but the reality roots down in me now. I was right to feel horror there. I hope someone told Elle that she deserved better. I hope she knew that she mattered.

			I squeeze David’s hand, then say, “I wish I could have gone hiking with you. I know it was your favorite thing. I would have loved to go with you to see the trails. There was something so…I don’t know, magnetic maybe, about you. And I wish I could have known you better, held your hand again. I don’t know if you liked me too, but I liked you. Still like you.”

			Behind me, the door swishes open along the carpet and Mom, who I hadn’t realized was home, lowers herself beside us at the Ouija board, taking my other hand.

			She must have been listening for a while because she takes up the conversation: “Elle, darling, you are loved. Clearly by these two. Clearly by so many others. Wherever you are, you are loved.”

			Mom squeezes my hand with both of hers, David squeezes my other hand. And the three of us together, we sit. Quiet. Tears streaming down faces. Bound together, hand in hand, sending love out to Elle with every bit of our hearts.
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			In my dream, Elle and I are standing in the cemetery in front of a blank headstone, so fresh it hasn’t been chiseled. No dates. No name. No: Wife, Mother. Daughter, Child of God. Hiker, Singer, Pain in the Ass, Confused as Hell.

			She threads her fingers through mine like Mom did last night, her hand soft and warm and familiar. She’s wearing the yellow sweaterdress, not shredded, not bloody, and it makes her hair look blonder somehow, her eyes darker.

			“I’m sorry,” I say, but she leans over and quiets me with a kiss. Soft lips. A hand tipping my chin upward, gentle as a breeze.

			“Thank you for caring,” she says.

			I snap awake with Fantasma stretched out beside me, her hot breath on my chin. The dream left me feeling warm, loved. Maybe Elle heard us last night, understood us. Maybe the dream is her way of telling me that if there is a ghost world, an afterlife, she’s okay.

			I pad downstairs, take Fantasma for a morning pee break, and settle in at the kitchen counter. Mom is on the other side, busy with steel-cut oats and fresh chopped fruit and cinnamon sugar. I wonder how many days in a row she can keep it up. Normally our bad days don’t go on and on like this.

			The peace of my dream starts to fade as I think about it. Elle gone. Dad still not home.

			“Did the lawyer say anything? I thought you said he’d be home yesterday.”

			She looks and sounds so tired when she answers, and it makes my chest ache. I’ve never heard her like this before. “I thought so. I took the lawyer letter down to the police station, but they gave me a horrible runaround. I bought a ticket for Dad’s lawyer, though. He’ll be here tomorrow evening. They’re not supposed to be able to keep Dad for more than forty-eight hours without charging him. If they haven’t let him out by then, our lawyer will take care of it in person.”

			“Mom.” Volga’s voice is tiny behind me, and when I turn, she’s standing with her shoulders hunched in the Halloween pajamas she wears year-round (because bats).

			“Volga?” I’m not sure what I’m asking, but her name is a question because her stance is all wrong. Something is all wrong.

			“What if…” She pauses, shivers, goes on. “What if I’m the one who dug up the graves?”

			“What?” Mom and I answer at the same moment.

			“What if I dug up the graves?”

			Well, this is a twist I wasn’t expecting. Why in the world would my little sister dig up a grave? And how? She’s strong, sure, but so tiny. I don’t think I could dig up a coffin, and it seems unlikely that she can.

			“Volga, honey, what do you mean?” Mom crosses the kitchen and goes down on her knees to be face-to-face with my hunch-shouldered sister.

			“The kids at school said Dad is possessed by a demon, and he did something bad. And last night I had a dream that I was possessed by a demon, and I dug up the graves. What if it’s true?”

			My bewilderment flips to fury. What the fuck. This fool town is teaching its fool kids this stuff and it’s getting off-loaded onto my innocent little sister.

			“Oh, honey. There’s no such thing as demons.” Mom hugs Volga tight. “They’re make-believe. Like Santa Claus and your sister’s horror movies.”

			I shift my shoulders, the doubts from yesterday still lingering. Are they make-believe? Do I still think that?

			“But Katie said she can’t come over to our house because it’s demonic.” Volga’s already-fragile voice shatters with this admission and now she’s sobbing.

			I push off from the counter and join them in a group hug on the floor, my anger sucker-punching my doubts. A bear attack is a flimsy thing to hang a doubt on. And until I prove to myself that this either is or isn’t supernatural, I’m sticking with facts.

			“Oh baby, I’m so sorry,” Mom coos. “That’s not fair to you at all.”

			Mom lifts us all to our feet and settles Volga and me at the counter with bowls of oatmeal, then she leans in across from us. “I think we need to have a talk about all this. I think I’ve been so busy running around that I haven’t made some things clear.”

			She reaches across the space to tap Volga affectionately on the nose. I can hear the rant coming from a mile away, but this time Mom’s softer, quieter than usual. Tired, I realize. She’s just as passionate, but infinitely more tired than she was last weekend.

			“Thing one,” she says, holding up a finger. “No matter what anybody says to you, you are in charge of your choices. And everyone around you is in charge of theirs. Demons can’t hurt you. They can’t make you do things you don’t want to do. You choose the things you do.”

			I reach over and squeeze Volga’s hand to let her know I agree with Mom. I’m so mad at this goddamn town for making Mom have to explain this again, but somehow it’s a good reminder for me too. The choices the people in this town are making are their choices. No matter what they believe about demons.

			“Thing two: if you dug up the graves, you’d remember doing it. And baby, digging up graves is a lot of work. You’d need major machinery, which we would have heard from here, or you’d need to be really strong to dig it up by hand. A grown-up did it. Not a kid. Not you.”

			Or a teenager did it, I add in my own mind. Ryan is skinny as all get-out, but I bet he could manage if he was committed. Especially if he thought god told him to do it. Monica too. If they thought it was a religious edict, they’d work their hands bloody with a shovel at the back of the cemetery.

			My thoughts screech to a halt, knock into each other.

			Bloody hands.

			Wouldn’t someone who dug up a grave have calluses or soreness, bruises or cuts—some small injury to show that they’d spent a night digging up a baby coffin?

			I try to picture Ryan’s hands the last time I talked to him, but I come up blank. I wasn’t paying attention. And Monica—Monica’s been gone more than she’s been at school since this all happened. I don’t remember anything being wrong with Elle’s dad’s hands. Ugh, I wish I paid more attention.

			It’s been days since the grave digging, but maybe there’d still be a clue on someone’s hands. Maybe if I could see everyone, I could figure something out. Because the grave desecration has to be connected to Elle’s disappearance, doesn’t it?

			Today is that church service, the prayer service for Elle. I could go, pay attention to everyone’s hands this time. Ryan, Monica, Elle’s parents—everyone will be there.

			I’ve missed the end of Mom’s speech, but Volga seems to be feeling better as she starts shoveling oatmeal into her mouth and telling us the story of how millions of bats moved in under a bridge in Austin, Texas, in 1984.

			I approach my next question carefully, so as not to upset Volga again. “Mom, there’s a prayer service for Elle at the church after school today.”

			Mom turns from where she’s crafting her own oatmeal bowl and smushes her eyebrows together warily.

			“I think I’d like to go.”

			Now the eyebrows fly upward and then straight back down—surprise into worry in a second flat. She’s about to say something when Volga chimes in:

			“I want to go!”

			“What the—NO!” Mom and I answer in unison.

			“Why not?”

			I guess Volga doesn’t understand the connection between her school friends’ dickhead ideas about demons and where those dickhead ideas are coming from. But there’s zero chance I’m taking her to a church service when the last time it was all Pokémon is the devil and demons are trying to kill the preacher.

			“Honey, church is a grown-up place. You have to be a grown-up to decide to go there,” Mom says, rounding the counter to hug Volga.

			“Audre’s not a grown-up.” Her voice has taken on a whine.

			“Audre’s close. When you’re sixteen, if you want to go to church, you can go to church. And you”—Mom motions to me now—“are you sure?”

			I nod. “I need to go.”

			“Okay, just be so careful, please. And take David with you.”

			I nod again. That’s the plan.

			

			—

			The graffiti on the church door is gone now. In its place: a fresh coat of paint. Robin’s-egg blue, like it never happened.

			There’s something disturbing about that. Like by painting the door, they’ve erased Elle. The cosmetic change feels like pretending everything is okay now. I almost wish they’d left the 666 for all to see. At least that little ugliness was a visual reminder that all is not well in this tiny Pennsylvania town.

			But no, the door is robin’s-egg blue. The church is the same as it ever was. Or even better. And the people inside are acting like it’s a regular day: greeting at the doors, sitting with their friends, shaking hands with a hearty, booming chant: god-is-good, all-the-time, all-the-time, god-is-good.

			All the time? God is good when one of you is missing?

			David takes my elbow and steers me farther into the church, scanning the crowd for one of our targets. He agrees that it’s possible that the person who dug up the graves would have scars or scabs on their hands. As Mom said this morning: digging a grave by hand is hard. It’d take at least five or six hours, and if you weren’t used to it, you’d probably be in a lot of pain afterward. Cuts, chafing, there has to be some trace left, even a few days later. At least I hope so.

			So, our mission: check everyone’s hands. Shake hands with the pastor, Ryan, Monica. Look for anyone else suspicious.

			I don’t see any of the people we’re looking for, but as we reach the front of the church, I hear a small-voiced “Audre?” and turn to see Elle’s mom standing behind us. I’ve only ever seen her dressed up—nice blouses, pressed skirts—and it’s startling to see how differently she’s dressed today: black cloth pants, black T-shirt, white gloves. Like a mime. Her hair is pulled back in a bun and her face is freshly scrubbed, no makeup. She looks more like Elle without it, but an Elle more exhausted, more suspicious: narrower mouth, narrower life.

			“Can I speak with you two?” Elle’s mom asks, motioning toward the wall as David and I nod in unison and follow her.

			She pauses for a long time before speaking. “Look, I’m sure you two mean well. I can tell you cared about Elisheba. But you’re upsetting people with this Scooby-Doo investigation of yours. You need to leave these things to the police. My daughter wouldn’t want you upsetting her fiancé or her father, going through her room, coming to church services just to be disruptive.”

			In the few seconds it takes her to say all that, my mind cycles from hope to frustration to outrage to that bruise-tender feeling of being misunderstood. Why does this whole town think I’m so useless? That my questions are useless? That wanting to help Elle is useless? That I’m showing up “just to be disruptive”? Is my existence really that unsettling to them?

			And then there’s that word: fiancé. So, Elle’s mom also thinks Ryan and Elle are engaged. Does she know it for a fact or is it something he told her after Elle disappeared? And why is everyone in this goddamn town so okay with that?

			I try to picture my mom’s face if I told her I was engaged, and the idea is so unexpectedly hilarious that I snort out loud.

			David makes an oh-shit-what-are-you-doing face and Elle’s mom’s expression goes from patronizing to pinched in less than a second.

			“Sorry,” I mutter. “That wasn’t about what you said. I—”

			“Look.” She holds up a white-gloved hand. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. I wanted to tell you that I think Elisheba would be ashamed of how you’re attacking the people in her life. And”—she pauses here, weighing her words, watching my face carefully—“if you continue to harass the people I love, I will be speaking to your pare…mother.”

			I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to punch an adult before, but I do now. We’re the only people even trying to find her daughter. You’d think she’d be grateful—that she’d want to help!

			I open my mouth to answer, but David cuts off my outrage before it comes out. His own retort is curt and irritated, but not as mean as mine would have been.

			“Thanks for the tip.”

			And then he’s got my elbow and we’re tucking ourselves toward the back of the church in two empty chairs that creak when we sit.

			Before I can speak, the lights in the church dim, music snaps on in the background, and everyone lowers themselves into chairs, pointed obediently frontward. The preacher’s still missing, Ryan and Monica too, but it seems that the service is about to start.

			And then the reason for Elle’s mom’s mime-like garb becomes clear as four figures walk onto the stage: Ryan, Monica, and both of Elle’s parents. Everyone in black pants, black shirts, white gloves.

			So much for checking hands at this service. Thank you very much, universe.

			The skit is about the preacher and Ryan trying to save Monica and Elle’s mom. I’m sure I miss some of the subtleties, but the two women turn away again and again, and the two men are relentless in their pursuit. Until, at the end, Monica embraces the men and Elle’s mom turns away, only to be escorted off the stage by two men in all black. Demons, I guess. The gatekeepers of hell. The prison guards of a judgey god ready to torture anyone who doesn’t interpret a two-thousand-year-old book exactly right.

			This service is supposed to be about Elle, but the skit feels like the same message they’ve been lobbing at me since I got here:

			Become one of us or go to hell.
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			Pantomime over, music faded into the background, Monica and Ryan leave the stage and the preacher clears his throat.

			“What would you do to save your child from hell?”

			My heartbeat throbs in my ears.

			“What would you sacrifice?” His voice echoes through the hall. He pulls off his first glove—his hand pristine, unmarked. The second glove: the same.

			“Would you give up your happiness? A piece of yourself? Would you, as Jesus told us, take up your cross and follow him?”

			The emptiness above the pulpit where the huge cross fell last weekend stares at me. The preacher’s eyes narrow.

			“Do you know what that means? To take up your cross? It means giving yourself up, your whole life. I don’t mean just coming to church. I don’t mean praying over your meals. I mean being willing to die for your god.”

			Is there such a thing as being quieter than a grave? Because this room is it. The silence is a physical thing, thick on our skin, heavy on our shoulders. Silent alarm bells clang through my body, something in his words scraping against the tender parts of me with a wrongness I can’t define.

			Ryan made it clear that he’d do anything to save a soul. The preacher’s actions and now his sermon make it clear that he feels the same. Does the solemn silence of this whole damn room at the proclamation that dying for god is a possibility—or some kind of twisted life goal—mean they aren’t the only ones? If you’d die for your god, you’d kill for him too, right? Could the whole congregation be in this together?

			Cold despair settles in my gut, because if they all agree, it could be any of them. Solving this mystery was already impossible, but now it feels even more so. Like I’ve been dropped into The Stepford Wives. If everyone’s in on it, there’s no getting out.

			Something invisible runs cold up my neck and I shiver even though the church is warm. I’ve been dancing around this idea, joking about it, but this sermon forces it out of jokes and into the light: this church is a cult. The bold-faced preacher and his modestly dressed wife, the boy strumming “Amazing Grace” in the background, the little old lady handing out pamphlets—they’re the danger, not some shadowed, lurking figures in the woods.

			And I’ve been thinking about who could hurt Elle, thinking it was one person. But what if it’s all of them? What if the hurt is coming from every direction? What if the call is coming from inside the house?

			“My daughter is missing.” The preacher pauses for a beat. “And I’m here for us to pray for her soul. For god’s will to be done. He may give her back to me; he may take her away. I will not pray for her return, but for god’s will to be done. I will not let the devil win, let him drive me to distraction from my real purpose: the saving of souls.”

			David looks as uncomfortable as I feel. He doesn’t care if she comes back. It hits me like a paper cut, sudden and sharp. It’s why he seemed so fine when we visited. It’s why now he can lecture his congregation about what they should believe instead of crying out to his god to save his daughter.

			She is not his priority. Her soul is. A cosmic tick mark on his souls-saved checklist. A deposit in god’s bank toward the preacher’s heavenly mansion.

			He finishes on a crescendo. “If I am Job, then I am Job. If the devil takes what’s mine, then so be it. I will keep my eyes trained on heaven, stand strong in my god.”

			What’s mine. The words lodge in my mind like splinters. Elle is what he means. Elle is what’s his. Not her own. Not something precious that’s missing. Not someone he’ll spend every breath seeking.

			And is it because of his beliefs, or is it because he knows she’s never coming home?

			Elle, I think. Elle, Elle, did your dad hurt you? Did they all hurt you? His hands are clear, but are the hands of the congregation? How many people will I have to check for scars?

			By the time they start passing out communion, explaining that the tiny bloodred cups of grape juice are Jesus’s blood and the sticky, paper-thin wafers are his body, I’m holding David’s hand like I can keep myself from flying away.

			The church downs their blood in unison, places the wafer on their tongues with an “Amen.” And then the preacher looks right at me, his eyes as deep and dark and dangerous as the lake where they found the remains.

			“If anyone would like to come forward and pray to be saved, now’s your time. If you know anyone who needs to be saved, bring them forward. Encourage them! Bring them up.”

			And then Ryan and a boy I don’t know are standing beside me, taking me by the elbows, starting to lift me from my seat.

			“Come to Jesus,” Ryan says. “You’ll feel better.”

			I go rigid, hang on to David’s hand for dear life. “No. What are you doing?”

			“Helping you. The preacher said to bring you forward. Elle would want this.”

			People around us are turning in their seats. No one stops the boys, who aren’t forcing me but aren’t letting go of my arms either. The woman nearest to me dabs at her eyes as if witnessing something beautiful.

			“Let go of me,” I warn. My heart is in my throat, every muscle in my body tense.

			“Audre, Jesus loves you. Jesus wants you.”

			The boys tug harder on me, but David stands—taller and broader than all of us—and pries them off me.

			I’m too distracted and frozen to notice that the preacher has left his post, followed by the devout, and now they’re encircling us, holding their hands out toward David and me, closing eyes and swaying back and forth.

			“If people are too shy to come forward, go to them. Pray with them! Jesus doesn’t care if you stand up front at the altar,” the preacher declares. “He’s the shepherd coming to his sheep!”

			“Shannnallanaanaalaa,” someone trills eerily as the circle closes in around us.

			“In the name of Jesus,” more than one murmurs.

			“In Jesus’s name, I cast out the demons,” Ryan starts in.

			I’m too shocked to move. What is happening? Like my little sister, they think I have demons? How did a service for Elle turn into an exorcism for me?

			It’s nothing like the exorcisms in books and film. No heads turning fully around. No priests with crucifixes in hand. No holy water. No being held down on a bed. And yet somehow it feels just as scary. I’m trapped by their bodies, their outstretched hands, the sheer number of them. Trapped by the freezing of my own body, the complete surprise of being surrounded. No one needs to hold me down and douse me with holy water. I want to scream even before they touch me.

			And then they do: touch me. Unfamiliar, unwanted hands heavy on my shoulders, my head.

			“Shalalalalanananallala.”

			“Satan, we cast you out!”

			David has his wits faster than I do and I feel his arms come around me from behind, and then he barrels us through the circle, knocks over a chair, and pulls me from the hall.
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			We take to the trail in the woods before I start breathing on purpose again. Birdsong trills around us and my anger builds to a crescendo. They touched me. They grabbed me. They prayed for me without my consent. They trapped me. They judged me. I hate them.

			I. Hate. Them.

			“Motherfucking Christians!” I burst out after a minute of silence, kicking at the crispy piles of leaves that line the trail. “They’re psychopaths, every single one of them. They don’t care about Elle! They don’t care about people! They don’t care about anything that matters! It’s just stories and demons and whispering wishes into the sky instead of doing anything!”

			I kick at a tree root this time.

			“I hate them all.”

			David purses his lips. “You know when you say that you’re talking about me, right?”

			“No.” I draw my eyebrows together.

			“Yes. I’m a Christian. You can’t lump us all together.”

			His voice has an edge like broken glass, and it only makes me feel more frustrated. “Why are you a Christian, then? It’s a ridiculous fairy story! It’s holding you back! Making you dumber! You don’t need this shit. You’re better than them.”

			“You don’t get to tell me what to believe.” The edge in his voice grows sharper, the volume louder. “You don’t get to call me dumb for believing in god. I never once tried to tell you what to believe.”

			“Because I don’t believe in brainless bullshit!”

			I can tell I should stop now. I can tell I’m making my only friend mad. But I can’t stop. The frustration, the powerless rage, the way I want to cry and vomit all at once, it’s coming out in one way or another and David’s the only target here. And I’m not wrong: he is better than them, deserves better than them.

			“Wow, so what I believe is brainless bullshit? Great, that’s just great, Audre. You’re so right and the world is so wrong, and I didn’t do anything to you, but you’re taking it out on me. You of all people.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Your dad is literally in a jail cell because people think he’s a Satanist. You think that’s different than judging someone for being a Christian?”

			I press my lips together. How dare he bring my dad into this. “It’s totally different! He’s being judged for something he doesn’t even believe!”

			“Or maybe they have something on him that we don’t know about.”

			It’s like a punch in the gut, and I can’t breathe after he says it, my rage sizzling into raw hurt. “You think my dad hurt Elle?”

			“No, it’s not what I think.” He tries to backtrack.

			“You of all people should know the police don’t have to ‘have something’ on you to steal your fucking life!” As the tears start running down my hot face, my temper returns full force, my voice rising to a shout. I can’t believe he’s saying this. I can’t believe he’s just another one of them—this goddamn brainwashed town that believes we’re dangerous. For being new. For being other.

			His voice goes stony now. “And what does that mean? I of all people?”

			“Because they handcuffed you for nothing and stole your fucking camera!” I’m screaming now and I don’t care. I’m done tempering myself, even for the only person in town I’ve felt safe with.

			David deflates a little, but he’s still angry. I can tell by the ice in his voice, the tightness on his face. “Stop yelling at me.”

			“Then stop being an idiot!”

			He stops walking and shakes his head, lets out a loud, huffing breath. “Walk yourself home. I’m done with this.”

			And with that, he turns and marches back along the trail the way we came, boots smashing through dead leaves. Abandons me in between the trees. Fists: clenched. Heart: broken. The proverbial knife he shoved in my back: stabbing me to my core.

			I don’t call him back. Two can play at the stomp-away game.

			

			—

			All I want in the world is to find my mom and rant until my voice goes raw, until the stinging fury racing across my skin calms. But when I emerge from the woods and wind through the cemetery to the house, still stomping, still kicking at loose leaves, my stomach leaps into my throat, rage turning to ice.

			Our house is full of police. Truck Nuts and FakeGoodCop and others I don’t recognize. They march in and out, talk to each other on the front lawn, carry things to their cars.

			What. The. Fuck.

			We are Frankenstein’s castle, and this town is full of pitchforks. We’re the sinners in their skits, the teen girl minding her business, tied down on the bed to have her demons exorcised. We’re the demons. We’re the threat. The outsiders. The target.

			Nobody cares about Elle. They care about punishing us.

			“Mom,” I call tentatively at the doorway.

			“Living room,” she says, voice clipped.

			I find her, Volga, and Fantasma on the couch, watching the police search. Volga’s been crying and Mom’s stroking her hair. She’s got that look in her eyes that says if she wasn’t afraid of being charged with some disorderly conduct bullshit, she’d let every one of these cops hear the full contents of her mind.

			“What’s happening?” I ask.

			“Sit,” she says. “We’re supposed to stay put while they search. They’ve got a warrant.”

			While they search. Search. Search our house. Oh god, are they searching my room? The thought of Truck Nuts putting his grubby hands on my vintage T-shirts and underwear drawer and CD collection makes me want to hit something. And the kitchen. I can hear them in there and I want to cry. The kitchen is sacred.

			Dad’s office. I can hear them in there, too, and I hope they don’t hurt the vintage Ouija boards, the fragile divination cards, the papers meticulously stacked, his research, his stories.

			The cop in the living room is checking inside CD cases, leaving Sarah McLachlan, Whitney Houston, and the Empire Records soundtrack facedown on the ground in an uneven pile. It’s too much, and even though I so don’t want them to see me like this, my face crumples and I start to cry.

			Volga wraps her skinny arms around me, and Mom reaches over her to place a hand on the back of my head. It says I know and I’m here and I’m sorry.

			They’re probably only here for ten more minutes, but it feels like hours. When they’re done, I’m spent. Dried up. Nothing left. My face is hot and tear-sticky, and I’m sure my mascara is everywhere, but I don’t care.

			I don’t care about anything except proving the police wrong about my family. Even Elle takes a backseat in my mind. She’s gone, but Dad’s not. He’s trapped. And if I can find out what happened to Elle once and for all, I can at least have him back. At least have my family back.

			I desperately want to talk to Mom, want her to hold me like I’m five. But as soon as the cops leave, she tells me she needs to follow them to the station and demand an update on Dad. That’s when I realize how bad she looks. Her face is drawn and thin, the place under her eyes dark as a bruise. I don’t think I realized how hard Mom’s been taking all this.

			So when she asks if I’m okay, I lie and say I’m fine. And then she and Volga are out the door: Volga on her way to a neighbor, Mom on her way to the cops. Again.

			When the door latches shut behind them, I cry again. Weep, even. The ugly kind: tears and snot in an unholy union, face the blotchy red of half-cooked chicken insides, mascara pooling under my eyes like the makeup on a horror-movie corpse about to rise from the dead and kill us all. I can feel the ugly even if I can’t see it.

			I am not okay.

			On top of everything else, I’ve lost David. Part of me wants to scream at him all over again for defending them, defending their beliefs. Another part keeps asking if he really did. How could he stand with them? my heart screeches. He didn’t stand with them, my brain answers. He got you out of there.

			But he believes what they believe. The first part of me clings to my anger with both hands. Not everything, the second whispers. Not the things that matter.

			I swipe at my tears with the meaty part of my hands and make my way to the phone. A big part of me doesn’t want to call him, to give an inch to the belief system this town has been using to stab at me since I got here.

			But this is David. Not the town. He hasn’t used his beliefs to cut me. But I did use my lack of belief to lash out at him.

			Goddammit, now I’m mad at myself too.

			When I call, Natalia answers and says David’s not there. Dammit again.

			“Oh, okay, I’ll call back later.” I try not to sound like I’m about to scream or cry again (and I might do both in tandem).

			“You okay, cariño?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine.”

			“You need a ride someplace?”

			“No, it’s okay.”

			“For real, though, you know you can call me anytime, right? Even if David’s not coming along. I’ve got your back.”

			For the first time in hours, a real smile sneaks up on me. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

			When I hang up the phone, I’m too full of emotion to sit still. The anger has gotten all mixed up with a sinking shame about how I treated David and a jittery, anxious impotence that I’m standing here doing nothing when Elle is still missing and Dad’s still in jail.

			The only thing I can think to do to rip these feelings out from under my skin is get back on track, try to help Elle. I still haven’t talked to Monica, haven’t seen her hands, haven’t found out why she and Elle had a falling-out.

			And goddammit, it’s time for some answers.
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			My whole body feels tender as a bruise as I try to reset my mind with a hot shower, letting the water pound away salty tears and smudgy makeup, leaving my skin blotchy pink with heat. I wish I could call Elisa, hear her voice. Wish even more that I could see her, hug her, take her with me for what comes next.

			Instead, I go it alone. I meticulously trace the rest of my morning routine, even though it’s evening now: jeans, black hoodie, safety-pin earrings and necklace, mascara, lip gloss. I coat my fingernails with a layer of black even though I know I’ll have to remove it before school tomorrow. For now, it’s armor. It’s me. It’s my way of being as comfortable as I can be before I go see Monica.

			The school directory told me Monica’s house isn’t far from Elle’s. Backed up against the trees a few blocks closer to my house, her place is another cookie-cutter suburban wet dream. On the front door, a thin wooden sign reads This home is blessed in swooping cursive.

			I guess they’re not wrong. Their daughter isn’t missing. Their dad isn’t in police custody. That’s about as blessed as you can get in this town.

			The front windows are dark, but there’s a light on somewhere deep in the house.

			I knock and wait.

			There’s a shuffling, muffled voices somewhere inside, and then the light goes out.

			I knock again.

			Nothing.

			The irritation under my skin shimmies hot and itchy. Someone is home and is pretending not to be. Why? For the same reason Monica has been hiding out instead of coming to school, only showing up for a quick church service and then disappearing again? Is it all connected?

			I smack my hand hard against the door once. Answer your damn door, Monica.

			I’m not going home empty-handed. Someone is clearly here, and I need answers. So instead of marching myself back down the street, I slink into the shadows and around the house, pressing my hand up on the windows like a burglar. I can see Mom’s disapproving face in my mind, but whatever. A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.

			I reach out toward the next window, the last one on this side of the house, when I feel something spiderweb-like brush against my ankle and fear spikes through me, releasing with a gasp. I jump back and look down.

			A cat. A fluffy blue-gray cat wearing a demanding look. It steps toward me and rubs against my leg yet again.

			“Damn, you scared me,” I whisper, squatting to pet it and letting my heart rate drop back to normal.

			This side of the house is secure, and I move around to the back, starting to realize what a horrible idea this is. What am I going to do? Break into Monica’s house? I’m sure the police will be super understanding and won’t at all think this has something to do with me covering for some nefarious act of my dad’s.

			God. What is wrong with me?

			I interrupt my own internal lecture with an involuntary intake of breath. Because maybe I’m not a fool. Maybe walking around this house was the best thing I could have done.

			At ground level in the middle of the backyard, a small rectangular window opens into the basement—and a flickering beam of orange light fans out onto the yard.

			Whoever is in the house is in that room. A basement room. The kind of room you’d keep someone in if you were a horror movie villain.

			I squat beside the window, take in a deep breath, and look through the orange square of light.

			Five teens are sitting on the floor around a coffee table, ugly seventies corduroy couches pushed back against the walls. The light is low and orange: candles. Their faces are intense, concentrated on the table between them. It’s hard to tell what’s on it, though, with too many heads in the way and the light too low.

			What are they doing? Why in a basement in low light? Why are they pretending no one’s home?

			I don’t see anyone who looks like Monica, and I don’t think she has siblings, so if she’s not there, why are they and who are they and…

			I never finish the thought. Instead, a voice behind me speaks up.

			“What are you doing?”
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			If this were a horror movie, this would be the moment I die. The curiosity that killed the cat. The axe murderer who snuck up behind me as I tried to play the hero. Goodbye, cruel world. Hello, darkness.

			Damn, am I the dimwitted white girl who goes bouncing into the basement to investigate the mysterious noise with no weapons, just boobs?

			Luckily, this isn’t a horror movie. The person behind me might be a murderer, but for now she’s still playing it cool. Monica: hands on hips, pursed lips, foot tapping, finger snapping.

			“What. Are. You. Doing?” she repeats herself, snapping her fingers near my face. Her hands, I notice, are perfect. No scars, no blisters, nothing.

			Two can play at that game. I stand, hands on my own hips, slightly shorter than her. “What are you doing? Who are those people in your basement?”

			She wrinkles her nose at me. “I’m not the one skulking around somebody’s house in the middle of the night like a creeper! Tell me what you’re doing, or I’ll call Ryan’s dad.”

			Gross. I imagine Truck Nuts’s glee at finding me here with a Peeping Tom complaint. I fold like a cheap church chair. “I’m doing what I’m always doing in this damn town. I’m trying to figure out what happened to Elle. If you’re not doing anything shady, why didn’t you answer the door?”

			She makes an irritated noise. “Look, come inside. I don’t want the neighbors to see us.”

			Okay, now I’m really the dumb blonde bopping to the basement about to be axe-murdered. What if Monica’s involved in Elle’s disappearance? Am I going to follow her into the house?

			Yep. Yes, I am. Because I’m too mad and desperate and reckless right now, and I want to know what the hell is going on.

			The inside of Monica’s house is as cookie-cutter as the outside: white tiles, white walls, clean countertops. A place for everything and everything in its place.

			“Please don’t tell anybody.” It’s the first thing she says and the last thing I expected.

			“What?”

			“About the Dungeons & Dragons group. Don’t tell anybody.”

			Is that what they’re doing? What I saw in the basement snaps into focus. Kids around a coffee table, a game spread out between them.

			“I won’t tell anyone.” I say it slowly because, at first, I can’t even figure out who I’d tell or why it’d matter. But then that snaps into place, too: the church hates D&D. Didn’t they say the game was demonic, that if you burned it, it screamed because you were burning demons? (And never mind the logistics of that, because couldn’t the demons just leave the game before getting burned into little ash cubes? But whatever.)

			“I mean, you are friends with that David guy, right?” Monica goes on, arms crossed in front of her like a gate.

			I nod, wondering where this is going.

			“He wants to be a journalist. He’s always looking for stuff to write about in the school paper. I can see it now: secret teen D&D group at the church elders’ house. It would be a disaster. FYI: my parents would send me to boot camp.”

			“Boot camp?”

			“Yes.”

			“For playing a board game?”

			“Yes. Don’t you listen when people here talk?”

			“So, this is a game group? Just a bunch of people from school playing a game?”

			“Yeah.”

			Then, a skinny kid in a Mario Kart T-shirt opens the basement door and joins us in the kitchen. “Everything okay?”

			I hold up a hand to silence Monica. If her story is real, Dude will need to corroborate without her saying a word. “Wait, Monica, don’t talk. Dude, tell me about your character.”

			He runs a hand through his shaggy blond hair, glances at Monica, who nods slightly. “My guy’s a dwarf fighter, he’s got a beard down to his knees and a badass scar through his face.”

			Not that I know that much about D&D, but it sounds legit. I let my hand drop along with my guard.

			“So, you were avoiding me because you didn’t want David to write about this?”

			“Duh.”

			“He wouldn’t do that to you—and he really wouldn’t do it if I asked him not to,” I say, feeling defensive and then mad at myself for being defensive on his behalf and then ashamed because, goddammit, he deserves defending and I treated him like the enemy like two hours ago.

			The outrage I’ve been holding up like a shield since then fizzles into full-on remorse. I need to make amends. First, though, there’s more I need to know about Monica. Because having a D&D group doesn’t mean they’re not also secretly some creepy cult, right? And I still don’t know why she and Elle aren’t close anymore.

			“Can we talk alone?” I look pointedly at Dude. I’m guessing Monica will be more forthright one-on-one.

			He looks at her and she nods, then he descends into the basement again.

			“What happened with you and Elle?” I ask. “I was in her room, and she had all these photos of the two of you. It looked like you were best friends. But now you don’t even sit together at lunch. You seem—cordial. Like adults who kind of don’t like each other.”

			She looks hard at the ceiling, then decides—for once—to answer me. “Look, I don’t want to speak badly of anyone. But I couldn’t be around her dad anymore.”

			Well, that wasn’t what I was expecting. Her dad is scary, but how scary do you have to be to push two best friends apart?

			I don’t have to ask, because once Monica has decided to spill the beans, there’s no stopping the flow. “When we were kids, like in middle school, we were best friends. And my dad got me the My Little Pony movie and Elle had never seen it, so I brought it over to her place and we were going to have a sleepover and watch the movie and eat nachos and hang out.”

			She sighs extravagantly before going on. “But when I got there and her dad found out what movie we were going to watch, he asked her in this weird voice, ‘Are you sure you want to watch that? There are witches in it.’ And I was confused because FYI the witches are the bad guys. It’s not like the movie was teaching us witchcraft or anything. But whatever. Elle was in a little rebel phase or something, so she said, ‘Yes, we want to watch this.’ And he said, ‘Then you can live with the consequences.’ ”

			She pauses again, and I don’t know if it’s for dramatic effect, but I feel something crawling on my spine. This was the man who dropped a thirteen-year-old off on a country road as a life lesson. What kind of consequences was he threatening two little girls with over a cartoon movie?

			“And then he left, and we went down in her basement and started the movie, but we were like five minutes in when someone slammed the door at the top of the stairs and then the power went out.”

			Monica’s face is crumpled now, as she remembers that night. “It was terrifying. Pitch-black and we both sat there really quiet waiting for the lights to come back on, but they didn’t, and I started to get so scared, and I started crying. Elle said don’t worry and she got up and felt her way to the stairs because it was her house and she knew where things were, even in the dark. And she crawled up the stairs on her hands and knees, and when she got to the top, she tried the door, but it was locked from the outside.”

			My heart sinks as she goes on. “We started yelling for help, kind of quiet at first. She was knocking politely on the door, but nobody came to help us, so then she got louder, and I got louder, and then we were screaming, and I was so scared I couldn’t breathe.”

			Her fists are balled at her sides and her breathing is short—angry, terrified. She’s back in that basement, pitch-black and unfamiliar, locked in.

			“He left us in there for an hour,” she finishes, her voice growing smaller now. “And when he finally turned on the lights, I ran all the way home, left the video behind. They never gave it back. Probably burned it. The church does an annual bonfire where you can burn any sinful things in your life. You know, rock CDs, R-rated movies.”

			I’m pressing a hand to my mouth now. Picturing little Monica from the photos running, sobbing, home without her new video.

			“I never stopped loving Elle, but I couldn’t be close to her anymore after that. What if her dad came after me? Especially now, since I play D&D.”

			I choke on a laugh at the thought that Monica—toe-the-line, modestly dressed, in-every-church-skit-I’ve-seen-so-far Monica—is the church rebel.

			“Monica.” I say her name half statement, half question. “Do you think her dad could have hurt her?”

			A heartbeat. Two. Three. Then: an ardent head shake. “No, I think he wants to teach people lessons. I think he could send her away to boot camp or conversion therapy.” My heart skips a beat at that, but Monica doesn’t notice the fear that flashes across my face. “I think he could pull her out of school and force her to homeschool if he thought she wasn’t doing the right thing. But he’s not scary like that. Like a person who could hurt someone for real.”

			I thank her for sharing and tell her I’ll let her get back to her game, but all I can think about is all the lectures I’ve gotten from Mom because of her work with domestic violence shelters. Nobody thinks a man will hurt them until he does. Nobody thinks he’ll hurt them worse until he does. Everybody thinks whatever they’re going through isn’t abuse—abuse is something worse. If he slaps you, abuse is only a closed-fist punch. If he calls you stupid but never hits you, abuse is when he slaps you.

			The men who could hurt someone for real are the men who hurt them a little. There isn’t as much of a difference as people think.

			I step out the front door and Monica catches me by the shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone,” she reminds me.

			“Don’t worry. Your secrets are safe.”
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			I shouldn’t be walking home in the dark like this. Not with one girl already missing in this town. But something about Monica’s story made me want to get out of there so badly that I didn’t take the time to call Mom or Natalia to come get me.

			So I walk: through the sinister, cookie-cutter, white-picket-fence-whiter-inhabitant houses of Elle’s neighborhood, then onto Main Street with its old colonial-style townhomes and redbrick mansions now converted into library and office space.

			I’m so lost in thought that I almost barrel straight into David who, also lost in thought, apparently, is marching down the sidewalk toward me.

			“David! What—” I feel my chin drop in surprise, like a cartoon.

			He looks just as startled. “Oh, sorry, I—”

			Then we both stop talking, laugh awkwardly, look away from each other.

			My heart eases with the relief of him being here. I hadn’t realized how exposed I felt without him, how tiny on these dark street corners, passing by the empty library, its windows watching me like too many deep, black eyes.

			But then the relief fizzles into shame. I wasn’t expecting to run into him. I haven’t figured out what I’m supposed to say, how to fix what I broke.

			I shrug one shoulder involuntarily, look up.

			“I tried calling,” I say weakly.

			“I missed it,” he mumbles, not meeting my eyes.

			“Oh. Where were you?”

			“Walking around.”

			“Because of our fight?”

			He glances up and doesn’t need to answer because the look he gives me says duh louder than any words could.

			I press my hands together so hard it almost hurts and say the words that hurt more. “I’m sorry.”

			He looks up.

			I say it again: “I’m so sorry.”

			“For?” he demands.

			“For lumping you in with those jerks. You’re not like them. I was so mad that I…I wasn’t fair to you. Wasn’t fair to what you believe.”

			His shoulders drop a little, tension uncoiling. “You were mean.”

			“I know. I’m sorry I said you were dumb. You’re not dumb. You’re super smart, and just because we disagree, I don’t get to decide you’re not smart anymore.”

			His shoulders relax and he lets out an audible breath. “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have said that about your dad.”

			Tears spring to my eyes. “My dad wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

			“I know,” he whispers. “I’m sorry I made it sound like I thought he did. That was unfair.”

			He opens his arms then, and I step into them: a bear hug for the ages, mascara on his shirt but he doesn’t seem to care.

			He nods, turns, and motions to the sidewalk in the direction of my house. “Let’s walk.”

			I start and he falls into step beside me, my body humming with a shaky relief.

			“So, we’re okay?” I whisper, to make sure.

			“We’re okay,” he says back, soft.

			I take his hand and squeeze it, then I swear him to secrecy and tell him where I’ve been and what I’ve found out.

			“Dungeons & Dragons? For real?”

			“Yeah. It doesn’t let Monica off the hook, but it’s why she’s all secretive. And her hands were normal. I don’t think she’s been digging up any graves lately.”

			“Lately.” David guffaws. “As if that’s what she used to do with her free time but now she’s given it up.”

			

			—

			Halfway through town, we dip into a side street and follow a narrow dirt path into the woods. David carries a little flashlight on a key chain, and we use it to navigate the path home, still talking.

			“Monica said one thing I don’t think we’ve talked about yet,” I say, my heart skipping a beat.

			David is quiet, listening.

			“She said she thought Elle’s dad was the kind of person who would send her to conversion therapy.”

			“Damn.” David’s voice is strangled.

			“I know.” I pause, bite my lip. “But that couldn’t be what happened here, right? Or at least not the whole story? Because they probably wouldn’t tell us, but they would tell the cops. They wouldn’t be looking for her. Her family wouldn’t have been calling around town, right?” The questions spill out of me in a breathless rush. Because it doesn’t make sense, and I need to hear David say it doesn’t make sense to him either.

			“Yeah,” he says. “I guess they could have tried to send her and something else happened. She ran or she fought and got…hurt.”

			“All the ritual stuff still doesn’t make sense if that’s what happened, though,” I counter.

			“Yeah, I know. Every theory I come up with doesn’t work because of that.”

			I nod even though he can’t see me in the dark. I feel weirdly relieved and agitated all at once. Relieved because David and I are on the same page. Agitated because I’m still thinking in circles. It still doesn’t make sense.

			We walk on in silence awhile, and it isn’t until we should have already been home that I realize we must have taken a fork in the trail that’s led us deeper into the woods. Fear tickles cold at the nape of my neck. My heart thrums in my ears.

			“David”—I put a hand on his shoulder to stop him—“I think we’ve gone off the trail.”

			He stops, sweeps the small penlight around us. Normally the town is so close on the left that you can see houses or barns or shops through the trees. But now it’s nothing but trees: thick and thin, tall and stunted, twisted shadows of a haunted wood.

			“Sorry about that,” he says, his voice artificially light. “We’ll retrace our steps. We haven’t been walking that long.”

			But in the beam of the penlight, something white as bone shines back at me from a clearing to the right. It stops me in my tracks.

			Did I just see what I thought I saw?

			I stop breathing. Can’t speak. Just grab David by the edge of his sweatshirt, tug, and then point toward the clearing, to where I want him to aim the penlight.

			David puts a warm hand on my shoulder, and I can feel the concern emanating from him as he points the light in the direction I indicated. A flash of white paper against dark tree. Another. Another.

			The clearing is full of Missing posters.

			Dozens and dozens of them stapled to the trunks of a dozen trees.

			I crunch through leaves and into the circle of trees.

			Elle’s face, grim, stares back at me from every direction. The word above her picture in all caps:

			MISSING.

			“What the ever-loving fuck did we just find?”
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			There’s nothing else in the clearing. No chicken feathers or sticky, deep-red blood. No shredded sweaterdresses. And no Elle. Of course: no Elle.

			I pry one of the posters off the tree with my fingernails. In addition to MISSING and a large photo of her, there’s a message at the bottom: If you see this girl, call—and then a number. If I call it, I wonder who I’ll get. Elle’s parents? The church? Or someone else?

			“Okay.” David has his journalist voice on now. “Why are these here and why are there none of them anywhere in town? I haven’t seen these on phone poles or the grocery store bulletin board. Why?”

			He’s right. If someone was going to make Missing posters, wouldn’t they be all over the place? Unless some creeper made them specifically to paper this clearing. The thought gives me chills.

			“It’s creepy” is all I say. “It’s like one of those serial killer stories where they take trophies, make shrines.”

			“You know, we don’t have to do this anymore.” David’s voice shivers through the rapidly cooling night air.

			“Do what?”

			“Look for Elle.”

			I turn toward him, my movement sharp.

			He puts up a hand. “She’s gone. We know she’s gone. We already found the remains at the lake. We did more than anyone in this town. But this”—he motions to the creep show around us—“this is something else. There’s something ritualistic about everything we keep finding. I think we might be putting ourselves in real danger. It was different when we thought she might be alive. But now we’re for-real looking for a murderer, out here by ourselves in the woods. I think…we’re being foolish. Getting ourselves killed won’t bring her back.”

			Despite the icy air, my body flushes with heat. “I can’t give up on her.”

			I press a fist to my chest and pause, then: “She deserves justice. And what about every other girl in this town? We’re supposed to walk around not knowing why she’s gone, not knowing if we’re next? We’re supposed to accept that everyone gives up on girls, that we just go missing sometimes and there’s nothing anyone can do?”

			“I didn’t mean—”

			I interrupt him, fluttering a hand in front of me. “I know you didn’t. I know you’re just worried. But solving this thing matters. Even if it can’t bring Elle back. I don’t feel like I’m in less danger if I stop; I feel like I’m in more. Because there’s a murderer in this town. And who knows what they want or who they want or who’s next, if anyone is. Justice matters because it makes all women safer, not just because it gives closure to one.”

			I bite my lip before continuing. “Plus, there’s my dad. The lawyer flies in tomorrow, but who knows what shit the cops have made up about Dad already? I’m scared—I’m scared that if we don’t figure out what really happened, they’ll put him in prison. We’ve had friends that happened to. Everyone believes the cops, so all they have to do is lie and say someone’s confessed or, worse, coerce them into confessing.”

			Pressure builds in my face, and I’m crying now. Everything has happened so fast this week, I haven’t even had time to tell David how scared to death I am about Dad. I want Dad’s ridiculous, nerdy lectures back and our days hiding placenta in random places for Fantasma to find and the way he presses a finger to Mom’s lips and makes us all feel safe and loved with that one tiny gesture.

			David crosses the two steps between us and wraps me in a hug. He’s warm and smells comforting: faint cologne and campfires. I press my hands against my face to keep the tears from making a wet spot on his sweatshirt. And then, when I’ve taken enough deep breaths, bid the tears retreat, I take a Missing poster, fold it carefully, and put it in my back pocket.

			As we make our way back to my house, we whisper our suspicions.

			Monica: yes, she’s part of a secret group. But her hands are clean, and the secrecy makes sense, and I can’t think of a reason she’d hurt her former best friend.

			The preacher: creepy as hell, but his hands are clear too, not a callus, not a red mark. I still have a bad feeling about him, but I don’t think he dug the grave. Which means if he did hurt Elle, he had accomplices. He is basically the leader of this whole town’s weird cult, so it’s not that far-fetched. If that is the case, though, how in the world would we prove it?

			Ryan. His hands: unconfirmed. His motive: some kind of zealotry. There’s something unstable about him. I wonder if Elle broke it off. Maybe they were engaged, but she said no. Could the thin line tying Ryan to this world have snapped? Could the man who thought it was a good thing that someone drove him into the middle of nowhere and left him to walk home at thirteen…could he have done something similar to teach Elle a lesson? Maybe this town’s creepiness has a domino effect. The preacher plants the idea that you can teach someone a lesson by hurting them. The parents take up the charge. And then someone like Ryan takes it ten steps further than anyone else has.

			Maybe I was right before: maybe he kidnapped her to try and change her mind. And maybe something went wrong. She tried to run, to scream, to get away. An obsession turned tragic accident. I picture her running through the woods, wishing her sweaterdress wasn’t so bright yellow against the black trees.

			It’s getting late by the time we get to my place, and I don’t want to disturb Mom, but I do need to call the number on this flyer as soon as possible. So we stop at the mortuary.

			I run my hand along the inside of the planter on the windowsill, find the key, and unlock the front door. It is, as it should be, quiet as the grave. The only sound the persistent buzz of refrigeration systems.

			David follows me into Mom’s office, where I lift her phone and dial the mystery number. Brrinnggg. Goose bumps race up my arms with the sound of ringing on the other end. Brrinnggg. My breath catches in my throat.

			A pissed-off male voice answers the phone.

			“Do you know what time of night it is?!?!”

			My heart stops, skips, stops again, and I almost drop the phone.

			I know that voice.

			Officer Truck Nuts.

			I fumble the phone back to my ear. “S-sorry…is this the police station?” I’m so confused.

			“What kind of prank is this? This is my private home number!”

			“S-sorry,” I stutter again and drop the phone in its cradle, blinking fast as I put together what I just learned.

			The number belongs to Officer Truck Nuts.

			Not the police station.

			His house.

			Which means the number on the flyer belongs to the town’s resident creeper, the person my heart told me was dangerous all along: Ryan Wayne.
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			When I wake the next morning, my chest is an anvil—hard and heavy and weighing me down. I can’t speak, can’t breathe. And I start to panic until I remember what Mom told me before. This is a panic attack. Dad has them too. Count the things you love.

			One: David. I’m so glad we made up.

			Two: Mom. I wish I could hug her right now. Something smells good and I know she’s in the kitchen, the cast-iron skillet full of food that soothes the soul.

			Three: Dad. I miss him. I picture him romping with Fantasma like he’s a little kid, which is basically all he does for half of our so-called training sessions with her.

			Four: Fantasma. Her puppy breath warm on my cheeks.

			Five: Volga. Bat facts in my ear and screaming joy and that time she decided she wanted to look like me and tried to give herself a mohawk (oh lord, that did not go as planned).

			Six—my heartbeat slows now, the tension in my chest melting: Natalia, who told me to call her anytime, even if David wasn’t with me.

			Seven: Elisa. Best friend. Partner in crime. Another person I miss so much it hurts.

			Eight: the chocolate chipotle cake Mom made for Dad’s birthday. I can still taste the spice crackling at the edges of the sweet.

			I sit up, my breathing normal now, my stomach rumbling. I slip my feet into big fuzzy socks. Nine: big fuzzy socks, the way they feel against my toes.

			Ten: the way the hallway and then the kitchen smell when I make my way downstairs. I was right. Mom’s standing over the cast-iron pan searing sausages and flipping over-easy eggs, patting shredded potato into patties and letting them crisp in the sausage grease. Rain patters the windows in time with the popping of the grease.

			Mom stops and dances a few steps across the kitchen to sweep me into her arms and kiss me on the head. “How are your feels?”

			“Better than last night, thanks.” It had been another night of me falling asleep with Mom in my room, running her fingers gently across my scalp as I tried to push thoughts of Ryan and the creepy clearing out of my mind.

			“Do you need to take another day off school? You can.”

			“No, thanks. I’ll go.”

			I don’t add: because I need to see Ryan’s hands. Because I need to ask him about the flyers. Because right now my best guess about what happened to Elle is that Ryan did something terrifying.

			

			—

			After my first class, we’re ushered into another assembly. Truck Nuts is here again, standing onstage talking to the principal. My body sizzles with an electric, nervous feeling. It’ll be something about Elle. Confirmation about the bones in the lake? News that they’ve arrested someone other than my dad? I turn to David with questions in my eyes, but he only shakes his head.

			We sit in the back. In case it’s not good news, I don’t want Truck Nuts staring me down the whole assembly. Back here, I feel hidden.

			“You should have seen my sister when I told her about our fight,” David says as we sit. His face is a fake cringe. “I think she’s still considering disowning me for saying that about your dad.”

			I laugh, whatever tension or weirdness that might have still lingered between us disappearing into the jest.

			“You laugh, but you’ve never seen my sister mad.” He makes a fake-scared face.

			“I can picture it.”

			“Can you? It’s worse than Momsy. I thought she was going to melt me with her glare alone. She used swear words I’ve never heard. She said, ‘No brother of mine is going to be walking around committing emotional arson. Do it and get burned.’ ”

			I snicker. “Tell her thank you from me.”

			I didn’t see Ryan before my first class, so now I scan the auditorium for him. I find him near the front, standing in the aisle, talking to Monica with his hands in his pockets. I frown. How is it possible for me to see him two days in a row and not be able to confirm whether he’s got wounds on his hands? And has it been so long now that maybe he doesn’t have any wounds even if he did before? I press my knuckles against my mouth in frustration.

			Then: three quick taps on a microphone, the lights dim. The principal introduces Truck Nuts again, as if anyone in this school would forget the assembly we had earlier this week.

			The room goes still, the last rusty squeaks of chairs and half-told jokes dying out, replaced by a heavy, anticipatory silence. Then: a long prayer (because of course). Then: Truck Nuts speaks.

			“As you know, one of your schoolmates, Elle Mason, went missing last weekend. I’m here to ask you, once again, to please come forward if you know anything about Elle’s disappearance and whereabouts.”

			Huh. Is this just another generic call for information? My heart sinks. Maybe I was wrong about there being news.

			He goes on. “Many of you know that we found human remains in that lake you kids all love so much. Since then, fewer people have been calling in with tips, so we want you to know: the remains do not belong to Elle Mason. I repeat: the remains are not Elle Mason.”

			Not Elle Mason. I turn to David, breathless. He stares back, hand pressed against his chest. Could we have been thinking about this wrong for days now? Could Elle still…be alive?

			My eyes flash to Ryan. He’s too far away for me to make out much, but he seems calm. Like he’s taking it all in stride. Of course, that is his dad up there. Maybe he knew before we did.

			His dad is still talking, and I force myself to listen. “The remains appear to be some kind of prank. Bones from the local cemetery planted at the lake by a certain Satanist.”

			My skin flashes cold then hot. The dug-up baby grave. The bones were from the dug-up baby grave. Planted by a certain Satanist. He’s blaming Dad again. I want to scream: WHY? Why would Dad do that? What motive can you possibly think he would have to hurt Elle and dig up a baby grave and plant bones at the lake? I know the answer. This whole town thinks we’re cartoon villains, motivated by our demon puppet masters. They made that clear enough when they tried to cast demons out of me in church.

			My fists clench so tight I can feel the half-moons of my nails digging into my palms. I press my lips together to keep from yelling that they’re a bunch of religious zealots with no consciences and that their fairy tale is ruining my life.

			

			—

			Ryan manages to avoid me in the halls between classes, and by lunch I still haven’t seen his hands or studied his face. Then, at lunch: no Ryan. I wonder if he left school early, maybe with his dad. Ugh, the universe never gives me a break.

			David and I grab our rubbery, formerly frozen lasagna and retreat out the side door to our usual bench. The day is still overcast, though the rain has stopped now, and the trees in the distance look smudgy and dark with wet.

			“Maybe she’s not dead,” I blurt out as soon as he sits.

			He looks pensive. “Maybe. But—Audre—I’ve been reading up on missing persons stuff and everything I find says if you don’t find someone by now, they’re probably not coming back.” He shifts uncomfortably as he says it.

			“But now we don’t know. Before, we thought we knew.”

			“I guess that’s true.”

			“If it was true, what are the options? Where could she be?” Desperation has crept into my voice. I keep going over the same things again and again. I want something new to present itself, some option that explains the planted bones and graffiti on the church, the clearing full of Missing posters, the chicken feathers and shredded sweaterdress. Because if I’m honest with myself, the doubts from the other night are still there, knocking at the back of my mind. It looks like the town is right about there being some creepy cult shit going on (I mean, in addition to their creepy cult shit). And the last thing I want in the world is for this town to be right.

			To my disappointment, neither of us has an aha moment. The options are the same as they ever were: If Elle is alive, either she ran away, or someone (Ryan) has her locked up someplace. But then nothing else—the chicken feathers, the mark of the beast on the church doors—makes sense. The only way those things make sense is if there’s someone (or multiple someones) doing rituals in the woods. Like Monica told me on the night of the bonfire.

			“I think she’s probably dead, even if the bones weren’t hers,” I finally say, hating myself for saying it because it feels like betrayal. As if by clinging to hope that she’s alive, I was keeping her alive. Fool brain, still in denial.

			David puts a hand over mine but doesn’t say anything. Together, we stare into the smudgy, dark forest.
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			I’m home alone when it happens.

			It’s twilight, the house growing slowly darker around me. Mom has been gone all afternoon, picking up Dad’s lawyer from the airport, meeting with him, going down to the police station to try to get Dad out. Volga’s gone too, sleeping over with a friend Mom trusts just in case Mom needs to hold vigil at the station late into the night. Fantasma went with Volga and the house is the kind of quiet you can hear beating in your ears.

			My heart is sick and my head throbs with the start of a headache. Nothing I’ve done has gotten me any closer to the truth. Ryan leaving school early has left me even more frustrated. And when I think about it, my plan is laughable anyway. Confronting Ryan and trying to get him to crack seems like the kind of thing that only works in the movies. If only it were that easy: point dramatically at the killer and he spills all his secrets! Then tries to kill you. In real life, I imagine people are better at keeping their secrets. Especially devout people.

			That’s what I’m thinking when the doorbell rings. And it’s clear how much I’m not thinking when I answer the door, throw it wide. I don’t know what I’m expecting. I’m not afraid, just frustrated. My mind not on the door but following Elle down a dark wooded path.

			It takes me a moment to realize how foolish I am.

			Four figures stand on my porch, shadows against the fast-fading light. They’re my age—I know instantly, though I can’t say how because they’re all dressed in black, their faces covered by ski masks with uneven eye holes. The only identifying feature is that one of their T-shirts says Scream—a promotion for a horror movie coming out later this year.

			I freeze. I don’t even scream as two grab me by the arms and pull me from my house. A third drops a black bag over my head. Before he does, though, I take in the skinny physique. A whiff of Tommy Hilfiger cologne. A certain way of moving.

			Ryan. It’s Ryan under the ski mask. Ryan’s number on the Missing posters. Ryan’s voice echoing in my head: I’d do anything. Anything to save a soul.

			Fuck.

			And then there’s a bag over my head and all I can think is get away. Get away, get away, get away.

			I hear my front door slam behind me, and I start to struggle when we reach the porch steps and they pull me clumsily down them, banging my ankle hard against the last step.

			“OWW, MOTHERFUCKERS!” Now I’m screaming. “LET GO! LET ME GO!”

			I lash out in a vicious kick but connect with nothing. And then I’m being pushed hard against something solid at waist level. It folds me over with an audible oomph. I realize too late that I’m being pushed into the trunk of a car. Someone flips me over and in, and before I can kick out again: a slam.

			I kick and connect with something solid. I rip the bag off my head and see darkness.

			I am in the trunk of someone’s car.

			Double fuck.

			This is really the part of the horror movie where I die. Say goodbye, because I think I’m about to find out what happened to Elle—and I’m about to join her.
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			So, this is the answer.

			There’s a reason those Satanic ritual setups didn’t feel all that Satanic to me: they’re a bunch of Christian kids’ versions of Satanism. Not the activist Satanists who work for religious freedom or the rebel Satanists enthralled by the idea of an angel telling god where he can stick his ten commandments. These are Christian kids playing at something, taking their cues from the movies.

			I kick at the trunk in a regular rhythm, hoping we’ll pass someone who’ll hear and call the cops. The thought almost makes me laugh: I want someone to call the cops.

			Kick, kick, kick, kick. The rhythm is a No Doubt song. I’m just a girl, guess I’m some kind of freak. What the hell, brain. Focus.

			Did these kids kill Elle? Did they take their cinematic Satanism too far?

			An alarm bell rings in the back of my mind.

			But Ryan seems so devout. Could a guy that blindly devoted to god secretly be doing Satanic rituals in the woods? It feels wrong.

			Something is missing. Some piece of the puzzle isn’t fitting right.

			Then: the car stops. We haven’t gone that far. Oh god, maybe we’re close enough to town that someone will hear me scream.

			I brace myself to kick the teeth out of whoever opens the trunk, but when it pops open and I kick out wildly, no one is there. They’ve anticipated the kick, all standing in a half-moon around the trunk. Two grab my ankles and pull me out. A third—Ryan again, I think—pulls the bag back over my head, holds my hands behind my back.

			We’re near the woods somewhere. I can smell it: piney and wet and mud-drenched from this morning’s rain. My heart kerthunks in my ears. I need to get away from them. Now. Before there’s another clearing, another chicken, my My Little Pony T-shirt shredded in a pool of blood.

			There are four of them and only one of me, so my only chance is to break free and be faster than all four. Find a place to hide, maybe.

			They’re marching me forward, kicking and spitting, and so I do the thing I think they won’t expect: I go limp.

			Sure enough, the person on my right lets go of my shoulder. The person behind me stumbles and falls with me to the ground, releasing my wrists. I grab the bag and wrench it off my head again, then flip off my stomach onto my side and kick out at the guy on the ground with me, my heel colliding with his shoulder.

			“AUUURRRGHHH!”

			It’s definitely Ryan’s voice, but I don’t stay long enough to figure out more. I’m up on my feet and running, trying to take in my bearings as I do. They were marching me toward a small ranch house with a well-lit front porch. To my left, a cow field leads toward a slice of forest. To my right, another field stretches toward a road.

			I dart left, hoping to make it to the trees. Someone’s calling my name behind me now, but I don’t even try to figure out who. Trees, trees, trees. Focus on the trees.

			That’s when he tackles me, the skinny bastard, all bony elbows and sharp knees and a hint of sweat under his gross cologne.

			I hit the ground with my left shoulder first and something tears, I can feel it like fire spreading from my shoulder outward to my back, my arm, my neck.

			I scream and grab my shoulder, too shocked to get up, too shocked to try and push his heavy weight off me.

			“Audre, calm down! It’s me. It’s Ryan!” He pulls the balaclava off his head.

			“I know! Just let me go!” I’m sobbing now. “I promise I won’t tell anyone!”

			I just want out. If I can convince him I don’t know anything, maybe he’ll let me go. It’s an obvious lie that I won’t tell anyone (like hell I won’t), but I’m desperate, so I lie. I lie with all my heart.

			“Tell anyone what?” He looks genuinely confused.

			I cradle my shoulder, sit up in the cow field. “About you. About this. Just let me go.”

			“What do you think this is?”

			What? What does he think he’s playing at? My fear spikes to fury. “What do YOU think this is? You think I’ll go missing and my parents won’t ask questions? You think you can get away with it twice?”

			I try to rise. I still need to run. Even though every movement drives a fiery knife into my shoulder.

			The other kidnappers have caught up now. They stand around us and pull of their masks. I recognize them from the prayer thing for Elle, though I don’t know anyone’s names.

			“We didn’t mean to scare you,” a blond girl says, reaching out a hand toward me as if I’m being unreasonable.

			“It’s a youth-group kidnapping,” says another girl, chipper. “You know—we come grab people for revival meetings.”

			My brain can’t catch up to what they’re saying. Youth group. Kidnapping. Revival meeting. Are they saying this is some church shit, not a Satanic cult? They look so much less ominous without the masks. Just some fool kids playing a prank.

			“MOTHERFUCKERS.” They all flinch away from the word.

			I can’t tell if I’m mad or only stunned now. Who in their right mind would think this was a good idea?

			My voice goes low. “You realize a girl disappeared a week ago, right? Fuuuck.” The last word is a long, rushing, outward breath. A release of tension in my chest. “You scared the shit out of me, you psychos.”

			“Please, watch your language,” the blonde says, as if my language was the problem here.

			“Please go fuck yourself, kidnapper.”

			“Come inside, Audre. You’re holding your shoulder funny. Let me get you some ice.” Ryan holds out a hand, as if I would ever let him help me. I shy away, but march toward the ranch house anyway. Because ice or no ice, I need a phone to call home and get a ride out of this hellscape.
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			Monica’s inside, standing in an ugly country-cottage-decorated kitchen with a plastic cup of something that’s most definitely not alcohol because I can’t imagine any of these people at an actual party.

			“What happened to you?”

			“I was kidnapped by your asshole friends.”

			She raises an eyebrow as Ryan comes up behind me and throws his hands up protectively. His hands. I was too scared to notice before, but I do now: Ryan’s hands are clear. Not a scar, not a scab, not a splinter.

			“Hey, we knew she wouldn’t come if we invited her. It was supposed to be a fun prank.” Ryan rubs his shoulder, and—clear hands or no—I hope I hurt him as much as he hurt me.

			I narrow my eyes at Ryan, too mad to hold back now. He might have clear hands, but he’s still got some explaining to do. “Explain your creepy Missing poster shrine in the woods.”

			It’s the first time I’ve seen him scared, and I soak in the feeling. Good, be scared. Be scared that I know who you really are.

			Monica glances between us, uncertain. Ryan presses his lips together in a line.

			“Well? Explain yourself!” My voice is rising again as I turn to Monica because I need someone on my side. “He put up like twenty Missing posters with Elle’s face and his phone number in the middle of the woods.”

			“How do you know?” His voice is a low rasp.

			“I found the place! I called the number! Your dad answered!”

			Monica crosses her arms and faces him, every inch of her body language demanding he answer my question.

			“I just…” He runs a hand through his floppy hair. “I thought we should have Missing posters, so I made some, but Elle’s dad said it was Satanists and having the posters wouldn’t help and I shouldn’t put them in town. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to give up. So, I put them in that clearing that Appalachian Trail through-hikers sometimes camp in. Because maybe then if they saw her on a trail, they could call me.” He runs his hands through his hair again. “It sounds weird now. I wasn’t being creepy, I promise.”

			I soak in the explanation and wonder whether I believe him. Did he come up with that just in case someone ever found the place? Then again, it does make a little sense—trying to let hikers know she might be out on the trails.

			“I put them in other places on the trail too. I didn’t want to do nothing, but I didn’t want to disobey the preacher either.”

			Disobey the preacher. Why does every little thing in this town come down to obeying some invisible dude and his more-visible emissary?

			I don’t know if I believe Ryan, but I can’t think of any other questions, my shoulder feels like it’s been ripped to shreds, and I want to hide in a hot shower and cry until I can barely breathe.

			When I don’t answer, Ryan says, “She needs some ice.” He motions to where I’m still holding my liquid-fire shoulder.

			“What I need,” I say, snapping out of my silence, “is a phone to call my ride.”

			Monica motions toward a cream-colored phone on the wall with a long, curly, tangled cord. “Go to town.”

			I dial home first, but no one answers. Mom’s still at the police station, I guess. Then: David’s house. The phone rings five times before an answering machine comes on with a voice I don’t recognize that must be David’s Momsy.

			Coño. How am I going to get home?

			Ryan and Monica are still in the kitchen, watching me curiously.

			“Okay, which of you two has a car here and can take me home?” I ask, defeated. Stuck in a car with one of these weirdos is one of the last places I want to be, but staying here is worse.

			Ryan throws his hands up, the vulnerability of being caught pasting up Missing posters in the woods gone, the True Believer mask back on. “God wants you here. Otherwise, you’d have a ride already. I’m not going against god’s will.”

			I grind my teeth and look around for something to throw at him. He wisely leaves the room.

			Monica’s response is less odious, but equally frustrating. “Sorry, my mom dropped me off. I don’t have the car tonight.”

			She grabs a bag of frozen peas from the freezer and hands them to me. I press them to my shoulder.

			“Why would he do this?” I ask. I know he said he’d do anything to save a soul, but this all feels so extreme.

			Monica shrugs. “Which part?”

			“All of it. Missing posters. Kidnapping me.”

			She shrugs again. “The poster thing…He loves Elle. He always has. He had a crush on her even in like elementary school when none of us even knew what crushes were. I don’t think he wants to break a rule, but he had to do something.” She sighs. “And the kidnapping thing…He cares about people. Doesn’t want to see anybody go to hell. He thought bringing you here would help you.”

			“And why do you all think you get to decide if I’m going to hell?” I draw out the why and push all my fury into it, all the unfairness of the situation. How am I the bad guy here? What did I ever do to them to make them think I was some terrible, evil demon-possessed monster?

			She shrugs a third time, not getting how close I am to throwing these peas at her foolish fanatic face. “You can’t blame him. Your family is pretty spooky.”

			“I can blame them! This is real life, not some thousand-year-old fairy story where the devil stands on the road and makes trades for people’s souls!”

			She laughs in surprise.

			I didn’t notice, but the blond girl has come up behind me. Her tone is indignant when she speaks. “Stop making fun of us. Stop persecuting us!”

			“Persecuting you?” My eyebrows arch upward. “Persecuting you? What the…your fucked-up town sent me home from school for wearing nail polish, arrested my dad for his previous religious affiliation, and literally kidnapped me to try and convert me to your cult. I’m not the one targeting people for their beliefs! I’m not the bad guy here!”

			“We’re not bad guys either! We are trying to help you! And all you keep doing is saying swear words and yelling at us!”

			“You hurt my shoulder, scared me half to death, and dropped me in the middle of nowhere with no way to get home! If there’s any scenario where I get to use the word motherfucker, this is it!”

			Blond girl rolls her eyes at Monica, as if to say see what we have to put up with and then leaves the kitchen while I seethe.

			“I thought they were going to kill me,” I admit after a long silence.

			Monica looks startled. “Why?”

			“Because Elle went missing like a week ago. Because I found her sweaterdress shredded all to hell and covered in blood. Because you told me there were Satanists sacrificing animals in the woods here.”

			She makes a face that tells me it has finally dawned on her how fucked up this situation is. “Oh yeah. I didn’t know they were going to kidnap you kidnap you, like for real. Normally they show up and say you’re being kidnapped and then bring you like a fun surprise. We’ve all been kidnapped before. It’s usually not a big deal…but I can see how this week was a super-bad week for that…”

			I make a strangled, exasperated noise.

			“But you’re not wrong. There’s definitely a Satanic cult in this town,” Monica says.

			“Oh yeah, I know. There’s definitely a cult here. They drink blood and eat flesh in their church services. They think it’s cool to make kids hold hot sauce on their tongues and lock kids in basements in the dark for the so-called sin of watching My Little Pony. And they kidnap people. For fun, apparently.”

			Monica purses her lips, not liking that I think she’s in a cult, I guess.

			Someone calls from the other room, “We’re about to start worship!” And I am done. Done with them and done with this conversation and done with being here.

			For all I know, there’s a real killer out there waiting in the dark for me. But I’ll take my chances. I’m not staying in this place one more minute, not letting them try to convert me, not listening to them talk about how bad a person I am.

			I press the peas harder to my shoulder and walk. Out the swinging screen door, past the circle of light from the porch, down the dark drive, toward home.

			Nobody follows to make sure I’m okay.
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			It’s late when I get home and my feet have joined my shoulder in feeling like fire. It took forever to get back, following country roads and occasional signs for town. And not only is my shoulder throbbing like a heartbeat, but I’ve realized that I can’t lift my arm above my hip. Something is really, deeply wrong.

			Even worse: no one is home. The house is dark and quiet.

			New tears well in my eyes. I needed Mom to be here. I’m so tired—so bone-deep, achingly, painfully tired. I ease out of my shoes and flick on lights as I make my way from entry to kitchen, where a note from Mom hangs on the fridge, big red exclamation marks drawn at the top so I can’t fail to see it.

			
				Audre,

				I went to the women’s shelter this evening and have something urgent to do. I’ll explain when I’m home, but in the meantime, please don’t leave the house. Stay home. And don’t answer the door.

				
					Love,

					Mom

				

			

			The scrawl is hurried, some of the words running into each other, and something about it raises the hairs on the back of my neck. Why all the urgency? Why not explain? The most hopeful answer is that maybe they’re letting Dad out and she had to go get him at the station. But why warn me to stay home? What does she know that I don’t?

			That’s when I hear it: the creak of a stair. The noise that could be our old house settling or could be something worse. Satanist, fanatic, ghost, intruder.

			Every muscle in my body tenses as I back from kitchen to entryway, scanning the stairs, ready to run.

			Nothing moves.

			Nothing breathes.

			Including me.

			And then I see them: the slight indent, the uniform shadow of dirty boot prints on the stairs. Leading up, deeper into our house.

			Mom would murder any of us who wore our shoes past the entryway. Dad would help her dispose of the body. This is not a shoes-on household. Dirty boot prints can only mean one thing:

			Someone else is in my house.

			Someone who isn’t family.

			I am not safe.

			I am not alone.
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			The day of her disappearance

			“Your mom has been crying for an hour over your rebellion.”

			It’s Sunday morning before church, and Elle’s dad is in the doorway to her room, arms crossed over his chest. He always looks so out of place here, against the baby pinks and purples of her childhood room, never painted over.

			Her heart sinks.

			“First you refuse to listen to God about your future, and then you sneak off to some bonfire without our permission.”

			She didn’t sneak off. She left a note about where she’d be. She even took Ryan because she thought it’d make her dad happy. To see she was playing nice. Coming around. Sure, she wanted to go because of the new girl—Audre. Audre Weaver, she said: Skeptic, Pain in the Ass. She was the first person Elle had ever met who didn’t seem to instantly want her to be someone else. Elle had introduced herself as confused and Audre hadn’t said “Well, then, let’s fix your confusion” or “Confusion is doubt and doubt is sin.” She’d just laughed and shaken Elle’s hand. Like it was okay for Elle to be whatever she was.

			Elle had wanted to know more. And Audre had passed out flyers a few days ago about having a bonfire the Friday after Halloween, so it just made sense to go and see her again. Was it so wrong to want to go? Hadn’t Elle made every concession by taking Ryan even though she hadn’t wanted to?

			But those concessions weren’t enough. Her dad in her doorway is the proof.

			“You’re making your mother sick with your poor choices. Is that all right with you? You want to give her an ulcer?”

			Elle hasn’t breathed a word, and she still doesn’t.

			“You aren’t becoming one of those feminazis, are you?”

			His voice is dangerously calm, still, small waves concealing a riptide. Anyone else would think he was fine, calm, but Elle knows when he’s coiling to strike, the snake under his skin just waiting for her to make one wrong move. Elle’s face is frozen, and she hopes it looks contrite.

			“Go talk to your mother.” He uncrosses his arms, sighs like the most put-upon man in the world, then leaves.

			Once he’s gone, Elle changes out of her pajamas. There’s something so much more vulnerable about talking to them in pajamas. She dons her yellow sweaterdress like armor.

			“Mom?” she murmurs a few minutes later, pushing her way out onto the back porch where her mother sits with coffee, her Bible, and a perfect view of the tree line—bloodred and sharp yellow. If Mom was crying before, she’s not now. She stares into the distance, her thumb marking the place she stopped reading somewhere in Psalms.

			“Dad says you wanted to talk.”

			“He wants me to talk some sense into you.” Her voice is thin and distant.

			It’s easier—safer—to be angry with her mom, and Elle feels the resentment scrape its sharp edges across her hot skin. “And what kind of sense do I need?”

			Her mother turns and looks at her for the first time, raising her eyebrows at the hint of sass. “The kind that reminds you that Eve ate the apple first, my dear. Women are easier to deceive. That’s why the board threw all the women’s résumés in the trash when they kept applying for the youth minister position, and it’s why you need to learn to trust your father. He loves you, and he’s been praying for your soul, and he believes God wants you to marry Ryan.”

			“But why wouldn’t God tell me? Why tell everyone but me?”

			Mom purses her lips. “Maybe there’s sin in your heart. Maybe He wants you to trust Him. God’s a mystery, Elisheba. His ways are above ours.”

			Elle has never been so frustrated with a nonanswer, and the irony of it hits her full-force for the first time. She always loved the idea that God’s ways were a mystery, beyond any human understanding. It was such a poetic notion, a romantic one. It was the wardrobe that led to another universe, the miracle simmering under the surface of this world.

			Now mystery feels like danger. If God would only tell her this was His will, she thought she could come to terms with it. She thought she could obey. She thought she could deny herself, take up her cross, and follow Jesus, just like Matthew chapter sixteen says to do.

			But she couldn’t throw away her life with both hands if He didn’t tell her to do it. She couldn’t throw it away on the power of someone else’s conviction.

			She doesn’t know how to say this to her mother, so she doesn’t. Just stands there feeling her doom tick toward her, second by second. They’ll wear her down. They’ll force her into this engagement. And the more she pushes against it, the more it’ll hurt her, like trying to shove razor blades away with your bare hands.

			Her mother is done with the conversation too, she realizes, as she rises, smooths down her modest, deep-green pantsuit, and turns to face Elle. “You can’t wear the same thing two days in a row. You can borrow my pink pantsuit.”

			

			—

			After church, Elle walks the trails behind her house until they meet the Appalachian Trail and then marches along it until the soles of her feet are hot and tight. She doesn’t know if she’s punishing herself or just moving for the sake of moving. Because she can’t say the things she wants to say, but she can express her fury, her confusion, her bottomless fear by pushing every muscle in her body, feeling the cold autumn air burn at her throat.

			When she gets home, her mom is in the kitchen with a puzzle. Christian pop bounces in the background. Your choice is black-and-white, the band called Avalon croons like God timed the song just to mock her. Not a shade of gray. Because in love there’s no such thing as halfway.

			Can’t God just leave her alone for a second? Can’t He just give her a day to breathe?

			She doesn’t mean to try and talk to her mom again, but she can’t help it—the tiny kernel of hope that something she says might get through. “I don’t want to marry Ryan.”

			Her mom looks up from her puzzle.

			“What will you do if I say no?” She’s surprised by her own boldness, but she supposes she’s too emotionally and physically worn out to hold back now.

			“Elisheba, what has gotten into you?”

			“Myself,” she snaps. “I’ve been listening and listening and listening to you tell me that God’s testing me, and I need to honor my parents, and women are easy to trick, and God wants me to just trust someone else to choose my whole life for me—and not one of you has asked me what I want. Not you, not Dad, not Ryan, not God. God didn’t even tell me what He wanted. I’m just supposed to trust that none of you are misinterpreting the answers to your prayers.”

			The relief of saying it out loud is intoxicating and terrifying all at once. Elle has never yelled at her mother before, but now her voice is rising, the power in her chest pounding out her words. “If this is how God does things, God is an asshole!”

			Her father’s voice behind her stops her before she can keep railing, drives a spike of fear through her heart, even though he hasn’t raised his voice. “This is not the daughter I raised. I’ve seen many teenagers rebel against God and their parents, but I didn’t think you’d be one of them, Elisheba.”

			She turns to face him: her the criminal, him the firing squad.

			“I’m so ashamed of you right now. You know the Bible says the wages of sin are death. Death, Elisheba. Not just here on earth, but for eternity in the lake of fire. Is that what you want for yourself?”

			She doesn’t speak. She’s too afraid to. But he takes that as more rebellion. “So, you’re turning away from God, then? You think you know better than He does?”

			It wasn’t what she’d said at all. It wasn’t what she’d thought. She’d questioned Ryan’s motives, not God’s. She’d asked why no one treated her like she had a say in this. She’d tried to get through to someone—anyone—to be seen as a person instead of a piece in some heavenly game of chess. Did God give her free will just to torture her for using it?

			She still doesn’t say any of it. And she realizes in that moment just how scared of her dad she is. Whenever she’s pushed back against him in her life—no matter how small the infraction—she’s ended up destroyed.

			This is the most she’s ever talked back to him, and she wonders what the punishment will be now. What punishment fits this crime, as he sees it? The Bible says if your eye offends God, pluck it out. Will her dad take her tongue? Her voice? Her self? In some way she can’t yet imagine?

			He answers her without knowing she’s asking a question. “Better you were dead than unsaved.”

			Out of the corner of her eye, Elle sees her mom’s face lose its calm and its color.

			Fear.

			The last time she saw her this scared was the night before her car went off a cliff, the night before God saved her mom from almost certain death.

			It was also the night Elle heard her mom ask her dad for a divorce.

			They don’t know Elle overheard them. They never knew how much she eavesdropped. She always thought her mom’s accident was God punishing both of them—Mom for saying the dirty word divorce and Elle for listening in when she wasn’t supposed to. But now, for the first time, a thought so terrible she’s never been able to fully look at it breaks free in the back of Elle’s mind.

			Did Dad cause the accident?

			Was it just a more severe version of hot sauce on your tongue for using bad words, another version of being locked in the dark because of My Little Pony?

			It’s the look on Mom’s face that convinces Elle she’s right. Mom crossed a line and almost died for it. And now Elle has crossed a line too, and Dad has spoken his benediction.

			Better. Off. Dead.

			She must be crazy, right? She must be overthinking this. What a horrible person she is for thinking her dad—a man of God—would ever do something like that.

			And yet.

			What if he did?

			What if she’s next?

			What if it’s not her voice that’s offended, but her life?
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			I back slowly toward the front door, cursing myself for locking it behind me. My own attempt at safety coming back to haunt me when the danger isn’t outside but in. I always roll my eyes at the part of the horror movie where they open the door, but now I know sometimes you aren’t sure what’s safer—in or out.

			That’s when he appears on the landing and starts down the stairs.

			The preacher. Shirtsleeves rolled up, toothy smile, fire and brimstone eyes.

			My heart tightens into a fist as I freeze. He’s in the dark, walking through my house with his shoes on, but he’s smiling, walking normally. Like I invited him in. Like he belongs here.

			“Audre, glad you’re back. Is she here?” His voice is so normal that my brain tries to convince me that I’m overreacting. That there’s some explanation for why this man would be in my house.

			In the dark.

			With his shoes on.

			Part of me knows that’s ridiculous, and part of me relaxes. Could Mom have let him in to wait for me? (In the dark? Come on, brain.)

			Then my brain homes in on his question. He asked if she’s here. Is he looking for Elle? Here at my house? Does that mean he doesn’t know where she is? Does that rule him out as a suspect? Did he break into my house because he really thought we did something to her? And does that make it okay: him a desperate dad instead of a creepy stranger?

			Confusion roots me in place. I don’t know whether to run or fight, laugh or scream. Should I be scared or angry, upset or feel sorry for him?

			“Seriously.” He reaches the foyer and stares me down, and I settle on a mix of confused and scared. “Where is she?”

			“Why are you in my house?” I ask instead of answering.

			He steps toward me and takes me by the shoulders, shaking firmly, the casualness of his voice sharpening. “Where. Is. She.”

			His touch on my injured shoulder is like being stabbed and I screech and pull away, finally unfrozen. “Don’t touch me. I don’t know where Elle is. I’ve been looking for her too.”

			I put my right hand on the front doorknob behind me but keep my eyes on him. Why would he think Elle is here? If it is something about my dad being arrested, why didn’t he show up days ago?

			He doesn’t seem to care that I’m about to bolt out the door. He sighs loudly, turns, and goes deeper into the house again, gross shoes swiping across tile and carpet, his voice a boom. “Elle! ELLE! Enough of this. Come out.”

			“She’s not here. No one is here!” I say, letting go of the doorknob and following him. I don’t want to leave. He’s not making a move to stop me. I don’t think he’s here to hurt me. The Desperate Dad theory is the best one I’ve got. But still, he needs to go. “How did you get in here? You need to leave.”

			He doesn’t listen—just marches through every room in our house like it’s his, this time switching on lights as he goes. The more I follow, the more unsettled I feel, the less sure I am about my decision to stay in the house. The more I realize how very alone I am.

			Mom out. Dad still at the jail.

			Cold settles on me and I turn away from him as he walks into my parents’ bedroom. I walk down the stairs and into the kitchen, goose-bumped and shivering. Who ever thought I’d call the police even once, let alone several times in the same week? But here I am. I don’t feel safe. I have no way to call Mom or Dad. And I don’t think he is going to leave without being forced.

			I pick up the phone and start to dial when I see something out of the corner of my eye and the phone is yanked from where I’ve cradled it between shoulder and ear and flung to the ground.

			The preacher is standing over me, pink-cheeked in anger. “Who are you calling? Elle? Tell me where she is.”

			I sputter, “I al-already t-told you I d-don’t know.”

			Mom’s fancy knives are in a block on the counter to my left and fear zings through me. Is it ridiculous to be afraid that he’ll take one and stab me with it? Is it ridiculous to wonder if I could do the same: protect myself by slashing into another person? I feel sicker than I ever have before. The fear of a movie is so different from the moment when you ask yourself what you’re capable of.

			But Elle’s dad backs away from me. He believes me, I guess.

			He doesn’t say anything else. Just leaves. Out the door the way he came, the sound of a car revving down the street. Then: quiet. The quiet of shock and shivers. I think I might throw up, and it seems like such an overreaction, but my body disagrees with my brain and flips my stomach once, twice, thrice.

			I step, shaking, to the door, and turn the bolt. It echoes in the cold, still room. And I have this unreasonable fear that even though I saw him leave, heard him leave, he’s still somewhere in the house. That he’s hidden himself under my bed, in my closet, climbed into Mom’s old steamer trunk, tucked himself behind Volga’s door.

			It’s not like he threatened me directly, but I feel so threatened.

			And confused.

			He wouldn’t be looking for Elle if he did something to her, would he? Why did he think she’d be here? And if he thinks she’s here, does he think she’s alive? And if he thinks she’s alive, is he right?

			I go into Dad’s office because for some reason it feels like a safe place to be. Like the Ouija boards and oracle cards will ward off any rogue preachers. They’re the cross that keeps the vampire at bay, the garlic this kind of evil can’t stand.

			I lower myself to the carpet, my body shaking involuntarily, and I push my back against the bookshelf, trying to figure out what to do.

			What if he comes back? What if he has a key? What if—

			I don’t even know what other what-ifs I should be worried about. My fear is a collection of unknowns, just like he is a collection of unknowns. A person I’ve never been able to really pin down.

			Mom told me to stay here, but now staying here doesn’t feel safe. All I want in this moment is my parents. One’s in a jail cell, unreachable. The other…

			She said something in the note about the women’s shelter. Maybe she went back there.

			I’m on my feet before I realize it. That’s the only clue I have: Mom might know something, and Mom might be at the women’s shelter. And if both those things are true, that’s where I need to be.
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			I call David and get his answering machine, leave a barely coherent message saying I’m going to the shelter. I’m too jittery to stay here but feel like someone should know where I’ve gone just in case Mom isn’t there.

			No one’s here to drive me. No David or Natalia answering the phone. I’ve only driven once in a hella empty parking lot going five miles an hour, but this is an emergency, so I slide behind the wheel of Dad’s car and start the engine.

			Then: I’m off, car jerking awkwardly as I find the balance between gas and brake. I hate the feeling. Hate it even more with my throbbing, stabbing shoulder and the headache now knocking at my temples.

			The shelter’s less than an hour away but driving sucks. And thinking about the preacher sucks more. And feeling like my body is going to crumble into ash at any moment sucks worst of all. And by the time I get there, I’m a sweaty, shaking mess. I’m so glad no cops pulled me over.

			I put the car in park and turn off the engine, staring at the huge, old brick house. It’s in a meadow up against the forest with a small, mud-dark path leading from the house into the trees, lined with little solar lanterns. I think if you were running away from something, this place would feel safe: strong brick walls and nature right beside you, not too close to town, not too far away. A fortress and an escape route. Plus, you’d be surrounded by other women. Safety in numbers, safety in lack of toxic masculinity.

			I suddenly feel foolish. There’s no sign of Mom’s car in the little parking lot. She’s not here. I drove all the way out here, and she’s not here.

			Unless maybe she rode with someone else. A tiny hope nudges at me. I guess I should at least ask. Even if she’s not here, maybe she was here. Maybe they know where she’s gone. Maybe I can feel safe here until we can find her.

			I take a deep breath, open the car door, march unsteadily up a stone walkway, and knock. But before anyone answers, I hear a breathless voice to my left, coming around the corner of the house. Out a back door, I suppose.

			“Audre?”

			Tears rise and burn in my eyes before my brain even realizes what’s happening.

			It’s not Mom.

			Not even close.

			It’s the person I’ve spent this whole week desperately looking for, the voice I didn’t think I’d ever hear again.

			Elle.

			Elle is here.

			Elle is safe.

			Elle is alive.
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			She doesn’t want to go inside and disturb anyone, so she leads me into the woods. We walk in silence until we reach a pretty, weather-worn gazebo in a clearing surrounded by trees with leaves that shine bright red and yellow in the light of a handful of lanterns. Then: we sit, our backs to the house, facing deeper into the woods, dark and twisted in the moonlight.

			I’m sobbing even though I don’t understand it all yet, holding her hand to make sure she’s real. All I can choke out is “You’re alive.” And I’m relieved and mad all at once, because if she was alive this whole time, we could have skipped this whole horrible week. Dad in jail. Police going through our things. Her dad stomping through my house. The panic attacks. The fights with David. All of it was for nothing. The crying is a release of pressure, but it’s also anger. Because what the fuck?

			I have no idea what question to start with, but it doesn’t matter, because Elle is talking, a story spilling from her again like it’s been just under the surface, waiting for someone to hear.

			“The bears,” she starts, her voice a shiver. “Remember the bears? My dad saving us from the bears? Here’s the part I didn’t tell you, the part I always tell myself I dreamed because I was a little kid, and it couldn’t be real.”

			She pulls her hand from mine and taps in a rhythm against the wood of the gazebo bench, tip-tap-tap-tap, tip-tap-tap-tap. “My dad didn’t just chase away the bears. He brought them there. I saw him. I saw him gutting a couple rabbits for dinner and instead of throwing away the entrails, he scattered them around the cabin.”

			Tip-tap-tap-tap. “He wanted the bears to come. He wanted to punish us for something.”

			Punish. The word is a knife, a tooth, a trap.

			Tip-tap-tap-tap. “That’s what he does. When he thinks you’ve wronged god, he tries to bring you back in whatever way he can.”

			She glances up and her face is pale, her breath short. “I think he tried to kill my mom. I heard them. I heard mom talking about divorce, and then her car went off a cliff. He called it a miracle—she was alive. She stayed. But I think she stayed because she knew he wouldn’t let her leave.”

			He wouldn’t let her leave.

			The horror snakes through my throat, cold and tight, choking me. It’s one thing to be uncomfortable with her weirdo dad—to know about kids locked in basements and forced to hold habaneros on their tongues—but it’s another to hear it like this. Blunt as a punch in the gut. Her dad isn’t a little bit dangerous. He’s a lot dangerous. He’s Freddy Krueger, Norman Bates, the monster, the alien, the vindictive ghost that takes us all out in the end.

			I need to tell her he’s looking for her. But first I need to know how the pieces fit together. Because baby graves and 666 on the church doors and chicken feathers still don’t fit. The sweaterdress doesn’t fit.

			Unless…Elle didn’t run away on her own. Unless: Elle had help.

			“Did someone help you? There was a whole crazy ritualistic thing in the woods and your sweaterdress bloody and graffiti on the church. Everyone thought it was Satanists or demons or something. It didn’t make sense to think you’d run away.”

			She blinks hard, surprised. Then: “Mom.”

			Tip-tap-tap-tap. A moment of stunned silence passes.

			I repeat the word as if repeating it will help me take it in. “Mom.”

			Tip-tap-tap-tap. “Mom dropped me off here and said she’d take care of it. She told me not to leave. I don’t know what she did, but it makes sense that she’d have to make it look like I didn’t leave on purpose. Dad would never let me leave on purpose.”

			My heart drops into my stomach, the fall of the roller coaster, the moment in the horror film when you realize the villain is in the house.

			“Elle,” I breathe, “he knows.”

			Her eyebrows fly to her hairline.

			“He—I—he was at my house looking for you. He knows you’re alive, that you’re hiding.” I pause. “What if he comes here? You’re too close. I think you have to go somewhere else.”

			And then, as if we’re in a real horror movie, a branch snaps behind us like a shot and we both jolt and turn.

			First I see the gun: a shotgun, hunting gun, the gun promised by a thousand bumper stickers on a thousand trucks.

			Then: the hands holding the gun, masculine, pristine, hands that don’t do their own dirty work.

			Then: him.

			Elle’s dad.

			His face is grim, and he holds the gun with ease.

			“Too late to run now,” he says. “God sees everything.”
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			This is where people get everything wrong.

			They’re deathly afraid of Alfred Hitchcock’s killer birds, Satanic ritual murderers hiding in the woods, demons taking over mind and body. The screaming woman on the bed with her head spinning in circles. The ghost clawing her way out of the TV. The cackling madman, clearly crazy with his eyes going every which way. We’re afraid of the invisible, the unusual, the worst-case scenario.

			But the real horror is the things we’ve learned to accept.

			The real danger of Alfred Hitchcock’s movies wasn’t the birds, the psycho. It was the man himself: having actresses followed, dictating what they ate, throwing live birds at them for five days straight when he already had the shots he needed. “The trouble with today,” he said once, “is that we don’t torture women enough.”

			Here, it’s the same. It’s not the demons we should scream at but the man who told us they were real.

			Elle and I are both standing now, her with both hands out in front of her, me with my good one up in the same gesture, palm facing out. Meaning: stop. Meaning: please. I’m shaking without meaning to, my whole body cold as ice.

			“Elisheba.” His voice is disappointment and blame. “What am I supposed to do with you now? You’ve run away from god’s will, hidden out here like you’re some sort of abuse victim.” He says abuse like it’s an impossibility. Like he’s the good guy come to bring back an errant child.

			She says nothing, lowers her hands, and raises her shoulders, her whole upper body tight as a rubber band pulled to its limit. She stares at the worn wooden floor of the gazebo.

			“Do I treat you as the prodigal son, Elisheba? Will you come back and embrace god’s will for you?”

			Still, she says nothing.

			“Or should I hate you?” He goes on and the words spear through me. How could a dad even ask a question like that? “As the Lord says in Luke fourteen, twenty-six, if a man doesn’t hate his own children, he can’t truly follow Christ.”

			His voice is so calm, so reasonable, and the next words make me sicker. “Leviticus twenty, verse nine, Elisheba, do you remember that one? If a child curses their parents, they shall be put to death. Are you a curse on me, Elisheba? Are you a curse?”

			My breath is coming hard and fast now. Is he going to kill her? And me? Because he’s saying all this in front of me—a witness. Should we run? He’d shoot us before we got three feet.

			Now his voice is louder. “Answer me, Elisheba. God is asking you a question.”

			God. Does he think he’s god? Or that his god—this horrible character who says to kill kids who curse their parents—is asking questions through him? Does it matter? Does it matter which things he believes? Are we safer one way over another?

			I never thought beliefs would be dangerous, just actions. But this—he’s calm because he believes he’s right. He could kill us and not even cry over it. Actions and beliefs aren’t two different things. They’re one and the same.

			Elle breaks her silence, looking up at her dad, clasping her hands tight against her abdomen. “Did you try to kill mom? Did you cut the brakes or something?”

			He jerks a little in surprise, not expecting that question. Then: “Everything I do, I do for god and my family.”

			A nonanswer, then.

			“Did you put entrails around the cabin? Did you want the bears to come?”

			He stares, shakes his head, but not as a no. As if he can’t believe she’s questioning him.

			Her voice is clearer now, her eyes on his. “Did you start the fires? The one that burned our townhouse down? The one that killed Ryan’s brother and mom?”

			I suck in a breath. This is so much bigger, goes so much deeper than I realized. I shouldn’t have come here alone. I should have told someone other than David’s answering machine. We’re about to die. He’s killed before. Not only endangered Elle and her mom, not just scared Monica and Ryan. He’s killed.

			“Was it you, Dad?”

			He sighs, ignores the question. “Elisheba, I’m so disappointed in you. You’ve lost perspective. All that matters in this life is god—saving souls, Elisheba. And I can tell your soul is too far gone now…”

			I realize too late that he’s talking himself into something. Justifying what he’s about to do.

			He raises the gun, makes a motion toward the path deeper into the woods.

			Deep, deep, dark, and twisted. The quiet woods where no one can hear you scream. Where he’ll have all the time in the world to decide what to do. I wonder, in a weird, detached way, if he’ll bury us somewhere and act like we ran away, or if he’ll take up Elle’s mom’s Satanism theme, dig a pentagram into the dirt, rub our blood on tree bark, blame the demons. Always, the demons. The Satanism. My dad.

			Dad. The thought is a weird kind of comfort. At least they can’t blame my dad. He’s in jail. If the preacher kills us here and now, even the cops can’t twist that into being Dad.

			Kills us. The heaviness of that squeezes my lungs. Elle and I exchange a look and I search for any hint in her eyes of what she thinks we should do. Run? Scream? Push some panic button in the gazebo? This is a shelter, right? Maybe they have something like that.

			But before any hint comes, before Elle can tell me what to do, another branch cracks.

			Another rough male voice slices through the forest. “God, help me.”

			Ryan.

			I recognize the voice, but I don’t know how to feel. Has he come to save us or cosign our death certificates? Does he love Elle or the twisted god of her father?

			The preacher turns toward the noise, his gun swinging away from us. And as I’m wondering whether I should run or attack, Ryan beats me to the answer.

			He throws himself from behind a tree and into the preacher.

			A shot goes off, so loud I feel it in my bones.
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			I’m holding my breath, waiting for Elle’s dad to stand up and shoot us like he shot Ryan. But my brain just jumped to the worst-case scenario, because the truth is that Ryan is still kicking, punching, screaming.

			“You killed my brother! You killed my mother! You-killed-you-killed-you-killed…”

			The shotgun went off, but there is no blood, and now it’s six feet away from the tangled mass of masculine limbs.

			I unfreeze from where I’m lying half on top of Elle on the gazebo steps and scramble to the gun. It is heavier than I expected, the weight uneven. I don’t know how to shoot it, and even if I did, I only have one working arm right now, but I’m afraid it’ll go off by accident again, so I clutch it tight and point it at the ground instead of the preacher and Ryan, hoping that Ryan can get a leg up without my help.

			Elle is still lying on the gazebo steps, shaking. Ryan is on top of the preacher now, punching, his fists colliding with the preacher’s arms, held up to protect his face.

			You-killed-you-killed-you-killed. I can’t tell if Ryan is still chanting or if the rhythm of the punches and his breath just reminds me of the words.

			The preacher bucks and knocks Ryan off him with a roar, flinging himself toward me and the gun. I freeze and my breath catches in my chest like a fish, hooked.

			And then: David is there. His strength sliding between me and the preacher, his fists raised. He pushes the man back toward Ryan with a shout of his own.

			“I got your message,” he says like some kind of damn superhero with the exact right words even in the midst of the world’s scariest situation. I almost laugh. I was right to think he’d survive the horror movie. He’s the hero we all need.

			The preacher and Ryan are wrestling again, too evenly matched for one to gain the upper hand. Ryan’s face is bleeding, and one eye is swelling shut. The preacher looks less beat-up but he’s moving slow, tired.

			David pulls him back from Ryan and Ryan punches the preacher in the jaw, but I unfreeze and, with numbers on my side, I am the one to put a stop to it, swinging the butt of the gun into the side of the preacher’s head with one arm, with a sickening thud that knocks him to his knees.

			Before I can even think about it, Ryan’s grabbing the gun out of my hands and aiming at the preacher panting on the ground.

			“You don’t know how to use this, right?” Ryan asks me, breath uneven.

			I shake my head and David and I part like the Red Sea, away from the range of the gun, beside Ryan, facing the man who would have killed us all. Elle peels herself from the gazebo, shaking like the last winter leaf—a shuddery, pale, silent mess—and joins us, facing her father. I reach over and take her hand, squeezing the ice of her skin against the now-sweaty heat of mine.

			I don’t expect her to be able to talk, but she does, and her voice is sharp. Clear. A mismatch for the shaking, pale ghost of a person beside me. “How did you find me?”

			The forest is quiet around us, the only noise a thin whistle of wind through trees, the tsk-tsk-tsk of some kind of bug. One breath, two breaths, three breaths go by before the preacher spits out his answer.

			“Followed your bitch friend.”

			He points at me, and my heart skips a beat. I led him here? I did this to Elle? The shame is hot and suffocating. The whole town has been telling me I’m a bad guy since we got here, and now I am. The one who almost got her killed.

			“Asked her where you were, and as soon as I left her house, she came scampering to you like a scared rabbit. Just had to wait with my truck a little off the road by her house,” he adds, sneering.

			The inside of my nose burns with the tears I’m holding back.

			“Why did you do it?” Ryan is tear-streaked and red-faced, still with the gun trained on the preacher.

			“Do what, son?” The preacher addresses him with more respect than he does the rest of us, like he’s talking to a friend, trying to deescalate an argument with someone he cares about.

			“Hurt Elle. Hurt my family.” Ryan’s having none of it.

			“For god!” The preacher throws his hands up as if Ryan has failed a test on a particularly obvious quiz answer. “You should know that better than anybody. We do anything he needs from us. You and I talk about it all the time.”

			“Killing my family wasn’t about god.” Ryan’s face is crumbled, dismay and rage smashed up together with tears and snot.

			“Maybe it was! It’s what brought you to the Lord, wasn’t it?” The preacher is deathly calm, and I choke on my own breath.

			He’s delusional. Dangerous. So much more dangerous than I realized.

			“What is wrong with you?” David whispers. “What kind of god do you think you follow?”

			“The god of the Bible! The god who killed the tree because it didn’t produce fruit. The god who heard those kids mocking his prophet and sent a bear to maul them! Don’t try to tell me god is some wishy-washy modern person. He’s power, authority, unyielding truth.”

			He punches the tree beside him before going on. “When I do things you don’t like, it’s for your own good. Would you rather burn in hell for eternity or learn a hard lesson now?”

			“I’d rather have my family back.” Ryan’s voice is tight with pain.

			The preacher rolls his eyes, as if we’ve lost the thread.

			When Ryan speaks again, his voice is even tighter, a slingshot being drawn back, a bow and arrow aiming. “How could you do that to me? I idolized you. I thought you saved me. I thought of you as my own father, better than my own father because he couldn’t save us. He didn’t go back into the burning house. I thought you were better. I thought—”

			“I am better! I followed god no matter what!”

			Ryan’s knuckles whiten on the gun, and he ignores the words, his eyes unfocused as he goes on. “And how could you do that to Elle? She’s the best person I know. She’s your kid. You scared her so bad she had to run away!”

			A small smirk crosses the preacher’s face. “She didn’t run away from me, Ryan. She ran away from you. Because you wanted to marry her, and she doesn’t follow god’s will.”

			I look at Elle, whose face has gone even paler, and I wonder how she’s still standing. If I feel like throwing up, how much worse must it be to watch your own dad like this?

			Ryan looks at her too. Is it true? His eyes ask. Was it me?

			I answer for her because this is some ridiculous bullshit. “Ryan, you know that’s not true. You heard what she said about him trying to kill her mom. That shit is not about you.”

			Elle’s dad scoffs at that. “Son, I am telling you, this is about you. And you know what, Elle was right to not want to marry you. The Ryan I knew—the one I supported—follows god no matter what. If that was you, you’d point that gun someplace else.”

			My chest tightens, half expecting Ryan to take the advice, listen to his traitor zealot heart, and kill us all. Instead, he pumps the shotgun with a loud, lingering click.

			And I know a second before he does it what he’s about to do.

			“No, Ryan—wait!” I shout as Elle makes an incoherent noise and reaches out an arm as if to say stop.

			But Ryan does exactly what he decided to do one second ago.

			He pulls the trigger.
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			I’m too busy watching Ryan to see the shot hit Elle’s dad. But I do hear it. It’s like a firecracker beside my head, only higher pitched and longer. Under the screech, there’s a scream. A series of thuds. And then: quiet. It all happens in a second, but it feels like forever. Like I could stop it if I were faster.

			A quieter quiet than before. The bugs have given up the ghost. The wind falls silent.

			I stare at Ryan’s face a second longer, but it’s unreadable, covered in blood and dirt, streaks of dried tears, and with only one eye functional. David’s on his other side, hand pressed to his mouth in horror. Elle, beside me, has no feelings left on her face, just a vacant stare.

			I follow her gaze to where the preacher lies silent, bleeding from the head, arms twisted at odd angles, face turned down into the mud.

			“Is he dead?” I speak first.

			Everyone nods. He must be. You don’t survive a shotgun to the head at close range, the blood pooling around you, your arms twisted that way.

			“You didn’t have to kill him,” Elle says, looking at Ryan.

			“I did,” Ryan answers. “He did it all. He told me once that he’d taken all his valuables to the church before the fires. At the time, I thought god was protecting him, preparing him. But no. He was planning for both our houses to burn to the ground, but he didn’t want to lose his stuff. He said god was protecting his stuff even though Satan wanted to take everything from him…. But the whole time he actually thought his things were more important than my family’s lives.”

			Ryan’s voice is pain incarnate as he goes on. “He’s a killer. He would have kept killing.”

			“How did you know we were here?” I ask, realizing all over again that if Ryan hadn’t come, it would be Elle and me lying twisted on the ground like that.

			Ryan lowers the gun he’s been clutching so hard, aimed at the corpse. “I felt bad after you left the revival. I went to your house, but you were already pulling out in your car—and then I saw the preacher’s truck following yours. It was weird, and I followed him and listened to what Elle said and then saw him with the gun and…and I knew it was all true.”

			“Do you think my dad was possessed? Maybe by Satan himself?” Elle’s voice is thin.

			My anger comes fast and hot. “Stop giving guys like that an excuse! He made his choices. Don’t let him off the hook for how he treated you. He did that shit for his god”—I eye David, trying not to be a dick who lumps all Christians together again, and add—“and even if it’s not the same way you believe in god, that’s why he did it. He told us what he believed. Not in Satan. In god. I’m not letting him off the hook.”

			Everyone’s quiet again after that, until David—ever logical—breathes a question: “What do we do now?”

			“I think we have to go get help,” I answer, tugging Elle’s cold hand and listening as the boys fall into step behind us on the path.

			The hairs on my neck prickle with the feeling of being watched and I have to force myself not to look back at the corpse as if he might rise from the dead: the perfect horror movie ending, dragging us all into the lake or the dirt or the twisted-branch forest to never be seen again.

			My throat burns with the thought.

			And then my hackles rise again, and this time Elle looks behind us, as if hers are rising too. All she says is “Oh no,” but I know what it means before I look.

			“RUN!” I shout, pulling her along behind me as my feet beat the path toward the car.

			Behind us, a figure staggers from the trees, blood running down his face, red as the fury emanating from his every step.

			He’s coming for us. Still. Just like a real-life goddamn horror movie.
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			The boys dash toward the shelter, but Elle shouts, “No! If they heard the shots, they’ll be locked in the panic room by now. There’s nowhere for us to hide!”

			“The car!” I scream, and sprint toward it.

			I reach the car first and let go of Elle’s hand, pulling the keys from my pocket and dropping them. I’m shaking so hard it takes three tries to get them in the lock, throw myself inside, and unlock the other doors. Elle gets in behind me, David with her in the back, Ryan on the passenger side.

			“Where’s the gun?” I ask Ryan, fumbling again with the keys, wanting to scream when they don’t go easily into the ignition.

			“It was empty. I…I dropped it.”

			Fuck.

			For all we know, he has more shells on him.

			The car starts and I back straight down the drive like a shot, weaving on and off the driveway like a psychopath and skidding onto the main road without looking. I’m lucky no cars were coming, but I’m too terrified for that to be more than a passing thought.

			“How did he get up? I thought he was dead!” My voice comes out breathless.

			“Apparently head wounds can look way worse than they are. Even a superficial one bleeds a lot,” David whispers. Then, when we all look at him wide-eyed, he adds, “I did some research last year for a story.”

			I shudder and press on the gas.

			I don’t see his truck following us as I speed toward town, and eventually my breathing starts to even. The whole car is tense, everyone ready for the worst: the shot to ring out through the air, the other shoe that’s ready to drop.

			Something about putting distance between us and the preacher is almost scarier than staying, when I think about it. Because at least ten minutes ago I knew where he was. Now: he could be anywhere. I want to stop and let Ryan drive, but then what if he catches up to us?

			I think about Elle’s mom and terror wraps itself around my stomach, hard and tight. What if he cut my brakes? What if we did what he wanted us to do, rushing out to the car? What if this—the place that seemed safe—is actually not?

			I tap the brakes and they hold, but does that mean anything? I have no idea how cars work and now I wish I did.

			The fear holds me tight for miles, but we make it. The car is okay, and no one is behind us as I pull into my drive.

			“What are you doing? Go to the police station,” Ryan says. But I ignore him. I trust my mom, not the police.

			The house is dark, but there’s a light on in the mortuary, so I fling myself from the car and go directly there. Ryan, David, and Elle limp in after me, everyone a mess in a different way. David muddied from his role in the fight. Ryan bloody from his. Elle looking fragile enough to break into a million pieces from the shock of it all—from being the target of it all.

			As soon as they’re in, I lock the doors behind us and call into the building, “MOM!”

			The light is coming from her office down the hall, but she doesn’t answer.

			If this were a horror movie, it’d be because he’d have gotten to her first. She’d be in a swivel chair facing the other way, looking so alive until you flip the chair around for the big reveal: scissors in the neck, blank eyes.

			I brace myself because my fool brain won’t stop thinking about horror movie scenarios, but when we crash into the office, it’s empty. A light left on by accident.

			“MOM!” I call her again, but the word echoes dimly in the space, and no one answers.

			David picks up the phone on her desk and frowns. “No dial tone.”

			Horror movie trope unlocked—at the worst possible time.

			“And no one has a cell phone?” I ask, feeling foolish for not asking before, hoping that David has Natalia’s and somehow forgot.

			Heads shake all around me.

			“Fuck.”

			I grab a pair of scissors out of the cup on Mom’s desk and march back into the hallway. “We have to check if she’s here.”

			Then: the banging starts. Someone. Something. Smashing, slamming, screaming into the front doors. It’s more than a person. A log, maybe. The gun, maybe.

			I go deeper down the hallway, past the prep room, far into the back.

			To the last room: the cremation room. Where we keep the retort.

			It’s a huge metal box with a gaping doorway like the opening to a train tunnel, but smaller. Still: large enough for the biggest big-and-tall coffin around. A set of rails on the ground lead into the tunnel—used to push the coffins in before the cremation. A controller sits to the right of the tunnel with buttons for the timer, the doors, the front cremation chamber, the rear one, air controls. The buttons are lit from behind and glow in eerie jewel colors in the dim room.

			Crash. Crash. Crash. I can still hear the door faintly.

			David flicks the light on, but I motion for him to flick it back off. If the preacher does get in, I don’t want him to know where we are.

			The distant crashing noise has stopped, and my heart skips a beat. Is he looking for another way in? Lighting a fire outside to trap us inside? There are a dozen bad options, and I wouldn’t put any of them past him now. He’s safest if we’re dead. That’s the terrible truth.

			I motion for everyone to hide. Ryan and Elle move behind the retort. David stays with me against the wall behind the door.

			Then: the loudest crash yet screams through the building, shakes through the walls. Like a bulldozer just rammed the front of the mortuary. My heart stops, starts again, and I press myself against the wall behind the door, a hazy plan forming in my head.

			I took the scissors for defense, but I realize now that I don’t think I could stab him. The thought makes me seize up in terror—almost worse than the thought of him shooting us. Instead, I lay the scissors on the ground beside me and motion for David to come closer.

			“We’ve got to trap him in the retort,” I whisper, barely audible and in Spanish just in case the preacher can hear us.

			David’s eyebrows fly upward, and I add: “Not like…hurt him. But I can close the door and he can’t open it from the inside.” I asked Mom once if there was a panic button inside in case you get trapped. She said nobody in their right mind went inside, no need for a panic button.

			David nods.

			“If he comes in, we take whatever weapons he has and push him in, and you try to block him from coming out while I close the door.”

			He nods again.

			I see Ryan slip forward a step and I wave anxiously at him. He stops and steps back into the shadow beside the machine.

			Everything is quiet as my muscles knot together and I strain to hear. Footsteps. Breathing. Something. We need the element of surprise.

			And then he gives it to us, tells us he’s coming with a booming proclamation: “Leviticus twenty, verse nine. If anyone curses his father or mother, he must be put to death.”

			He’s in the hall, facing us, speaking loud and clear.

			“Death, Elle. That’s what you’ve brought on yourself. That’s what god declares for you.”

			The voice draws closer. The shotgun clacks, a round in the chamber. He wants us to hear. Wants us to know.

			“Your death will be a lesson to this community, I promise you that. In death, you’ll bring more people to Christ than you did in life. Your Satanic ritual death here at Satan’s play place—I couldn’t have planned that better myself. It’ll be a cautionary tale for the ages.”

			I can hear the footsteps now. He’s close.

			“Mark nine, forty-three. If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off. If your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out.”

			I expect him to walk into the room and flick the switch. I expect to ram into him and grab the gun. Instead, he runs straight in and points the gun behind the retort before we can even move.

			He shouldn’t be so fast. He should be dead.

			But he is fast and he’s not dead. And David and I launch at him too slowly, and he turns on us, shoots—and pain tears through my wounded shoulder like acid.

			I hear myself screaming, but it doesn’t seem like me, and then blackness eats at the edges of my vision, and I’m gone.
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			When I wake, everything is worse.

			Ryan and David are kneeling on the tile in the middle of the room, David nudging me gently with his foot, but not daring to look back at me sprawled on the cold floor.

			The preacher is bloody and dirt-scarred and pressing the shotgun to Elle’s chest.

			She stands straight and quiet, as if she’s become a tree.

			He lowers the gun, swipes two fingers through the blood that’s gushed down his face and around his shoulders, and then starts to draw on Elle’s sweater.

			A pentagram.

			I remember what he said before he shot me in the arm and the pain made me disappear into the darkness.

			Satanic ritual.

			He’s going to take Elle’s mom’s cover story and make it look real. Kill Elle as if it were a sacrifice. Which I guess it is, only to his god, not Satan.

			And what about the rest of us?

			I know without him having to explain: We’re the scapegoats. We’re the bad guys. I’ve always been one; David too. Different, other, not part of their cult. And Ryan—the surprise—some sort of cautionary tale that even believers can be demon-possessed if they let their guard down. It’s classic storytelling.

			His endgame flashes behind my eyes. Elle sacrificed. Ryan, David, me—shot dead. Him: the hero. Well, the almost-hero. The one who found us and killed us for killing his sweet baby angel.

			He’s played the hero before and nobody batted an eye. He rescued Ryan from the fire, Elle from the bears. Now: the town from us.

			We’re the secret Satanists sacrificing animals in the woods. The lie that holds up the bigger lie, keeps the liar in power.

			He notices I’m conscious and points his gun at Elle again.

			“You, bring me those scissors.” He points to the floor and my heart sinks. He can’t sacrifice Elle with his shotgun and keep up the narrative. He needs to kill her some other way.

			I rise shakily to my knees on one arm—the other, already almost useless, is a ball of pain and fire now. I don’t know how bad the gunshot wound is, but it feels like death.

			I sway on my feet, squat to pick up the scissors with my good hand. And then I inch toward the preacher, my stomach churning.

			I think of Ryan a few days ago asking me the question that I didn’t know would define everything:

			What would you do? What would you do to save someone?

			He was talking about saving souls from hell, but I don’t believe in hell. Or, more accurately, I believe this is it. This is hell. The preacher is hell.

			So, what would I do to save someone from hell?

			Especially if that someone was Elle?

			The question undoes my shaking, spikes me with adrenaline. I tighten my fist, grit my teeth, step beside Elle, and as the preacher reaches out with one hand while pointing the gun at Elle with the other—a gun I so hope he can’t fire one-handed—I punch out with the scissors and bury them in his gut.

			He doesn’t even scream right away, just stares at me through blood and dirt, shock filling his empty eyes as I yank the scissors back out and fling myself sideways, knocking the gun barrel away from Elle.

			Elle is ready and grabs it with both hands. It goes off, but no one screams, no one seems hurt.

			And then David is up on his feet, grabbing the preacher by the shoulders and ramming him into the wall of the retort. When the preacher crumples to the ground, David pushes him through the door.

			I scramble for the controls, press the Door Close button with blood-slick fingers, and watch as it starts to close, painstakingly slow.

			The preacher thrusts an arm and head through the closing metal doors and I’m sick with the thought that he’s about to be crushed to death. Even with everything, I don’t want that. I don’t want to watch that.

			David kicks him in the face and the preacher falls back through the hole, the door too small for him to try again. Now he’s screaming Bible verses, muffled by the metal and brick and concrete around him.

			I stumble back, hold up my good hand in front of me to confirm that I’m shaking worse than I ever have before. I drop the scissors and jump back a little as they hit the floor and bounce away toward the wall. Elle grabs my shaking hand and squeezes, then brings the palm to her lips and kisses it hard. Tears streak down her face and drop from her chin onto the bloody mess of a pentagram on her powder-pink sweater.

			We back to the wall and catch our breath.

			“We need to go—to get help,” David says, the calmest of us. He lifts the gun and holds it out to Ryan. “Can you make sure this is disarmed or whatever?”

			Ryan doesn’t nod, but he does take the gun, turns on the safety. And then, as we all watch in silence, he steps toward the retort, turns to lock eyes with Elle, and says, “I’m sorry.”

			She doesn’t even get to ask, “For what?”

			He calmly, firmly, pushes the burn button for the front chamber, and the retort roars to life.

			Two thousand degrees. That’s how hot the chamber gets—and it gets hot fast.

			The Bible verses turn to a shriek and then to nothing in seconds.

			Elle’s dad is ash.
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			When I first met Ryan, I thought he was our villain.

			The normal-seeming white dude fake-attacked partway through the film and—aha!—he is the villain in the end. The one with the axe. The monster inside.

			In real life, he’s our final girl.

			The wounded one holding the gun, not afraid to take the shot, to end the monster before it ends us all. The one who makes the hard choice none of us would have made.

			After the screaming stops, he stands there, watching the retort with no expression until David pulls him away. We all limp and stumble, drag ourselves from the room, down the hall, to the front doors.

			The sound like a bulldozer was the preacher’s truck. It’s lodged in the doorway where he rammed the building, bricks flung around it, shards of wooden door stabbing dangerously in every direction. David wedges open the nearest window and Elle crawls out. I try to follow, but the pain sings through my shoulder, dark spots opening up in my vision, and I stumble back. I finally look at my shoulder. It’s bloody, but not that bloody, and I think the bullet probably only grazed it. But it hurts like hell, and there’s no way I’m getting through this window with one arm, which means there’s no way I’m getting through at all.

			I’m surprised Elle is up for it, but I guess she’s stronger than she seemed before. Shaking but capable. Pale as a corpse but doing what she has to do.

			She takes my key and runs to my house to call the police. Mom’s back at the station, Dad just released. Mom apparently saw Elle at the shelter and marched her mom to the police station, where she’d been spilling secrets like a drain for the last hour. I’m barely coherent when the sirens scream up the drive and a team of two EMTs whisk me away to the hospital, Mom and Dad both riding in the ambulance with me, pressing hands to my forehead and cheeks, tapping my nose, ruffling my hair.

			The sweetness of the gestures unravels me, and I weep like I’ve never wept, deep, gut-wrenching, horrible sounds that bend me at the waist and leave my throat hot and scratchy.

			When we make it to the hospital, the doctor says the gunshot wound in my shoulder isn’t serious. Just unlucky that it was the same shoulder where I apparently tore my rotator cuff when Ryan tackled me. Or lucky, I guess, since I had one arm left when I needed to stop Elle’s dad from killing her. Funny how after something like this you can think how lucky you were to get shot in one place instead of another.

			Then: I stop being able to keep track of things. They’re already a haze, and when the painkillers kick in, I sleep—hard and deep, the kind of sleep that leaves you disoriented and sweaty and starving when you wake up.

		

	
		
			
			
				EPILOGUE

				If this were a horror movie, Elle would be the first to die.

				Instead, it’s real life and she’s the girl who survived. Who ran, who hid, who fought back when she needed to. The kind of pretty that hides a fighter. The kind of good that makes us all fight with her.

				It’s been a few months since everything happened, and now the forest is all crackling ice, the cemetery perfect crescents of snow on top of rounded tombstones. Elle’s hand is cool in mine as we stand with the people we love most around another bonfire—this one lit so we can say goodbye.

				Elle starts. It was her idea, all of us writing letters about what happened and feeding them into the flames. Choosing what to let go of and what to hang on to.

				“Control isn’t love,” she says, something we’ve been talking about a lot lately. “Sometimes I miss you, sometimes I hate you.” She’s talking to her dad now. She talks about that a lot too: how complicated it is having loved someone who couldn’t love you back, someone who was dangerous. She still loves him—and hates him.

				She throws crumpled paper into the fire and my mom steps up to wrap an arm around her shoulders, because Elle’s own mom wouldn’t come. She’s skittish about anything that feels like ritual, even something as harmless as symbolically burning the things you want to leave behind.

				My feelings about her mom are complicated. On one hand, she saved her. She killed a chicken, dug up a grave (choosing the baby grave because she knew the coffin would be smaller and easier to dig up), threw baby bones into a lake to save Elle. That’s a reckless kind of care. On the other hand, now I know how many times her mom didn’t save her, how long she was part of the hurt. Even now, Elle’s mom insists that Elle go to a Christian therapist who keeps reminding her that all of this isn’t god’s fault. Which seems like prioritizing religion over Elle’s feelings.

				But still: she saved her in the end. She’s paying for her therapy. She’s…trying, I guess.

				David steps up to the fire next, feeds his note quietly to the hungry flames. His Momsy and Natalia are here with him, each with a crumpled-up note of their own, each with a hand on a shoulder or elbow. Here for him the way my family is here for me. The way Elle’s family is not here for her. My heart throbs like a bruise at the thought, and I squeeze Elle’s hand tighter in my good one.

				I hear Natalia whisper to Momsy in Spanish, a sly look on her face, “Careful, you’re awfully close to the cemetery.”

				Momsy raises an eyebrow. “I don’t bother the dead; the dead don’t bother me. And”—she leans in a little, conspiratorial, crosses herself—“I’ve got anointing oil in my purse.”

				Volga, never to be outdone, steps up to the fire next, her shoulders thrown back. “There’s no such things as demons,” she declares, throwing her paper hard into the flames.

				David laughs in surprise. Elle breathes deep beside me. Fantasma reacts to the energy of the moment and wiggles against Volga’s side. And Dad chortles and lifts Volga into a hug.

				“Time for a ghost story?” Dad jokes to a chorus of groans. We’ve had enough of the supernatural for a lifetime.

				Across the fire, David mouths “agree to disagree,” and I wrinkle my nose in suppressed laughter.

				“What’s it like to be the unfunniest jokester?” I respond to Dad, jabbing at him with my elbow.

				He clutches his heart as if wounded.

				When I step toward the flames, the mood is already lighter with our jokes. And I’m glad. Because sometimes things get so heavy now, and I need those jokes. Dark ones. Dirty ones (mostly thanks to Natalia). Ridiculously groan-worthy ones (mostly thanks to Dad). Accidental ones.

				I watched a living man go into an inferno. I stabbed him, felt the scissors slide in hard, the blood hot and thick on my hand. I saw him shot. I saw him try to kill us. And all that on top of a town that blamed Dad and me, kids who kidnapped me, and all those creepy scenes Elle’s mom set up in the woods. Then: the physiotherapy for my shoulder (still ongoing). Then: the panic attacks. Now: the nightmares. (I’m worse than Volga; I wake up screaming.)

				Jokes are my religion, my salvation. Jokes and stolen moments with Elle and walks with David.

				I throw my letter into the fire. Nobody knows that it’s blank. Because I don’t want to let go of anything right now. I’m holding on to my jokes and my sadness and my rage with both hands. This town has been trying to make me into the bad guy, tell me my feelings and solutions weren’t valid, ever since I got here. So: fuck that. I’m letting go of nothing, keeping my reminders of the bad with the good.

				A long pause. The fire smacks and pops, sends up swirling smoke and heat like a physical force.

				Then David pops the quiet like a bubble. “Does anyone know what’s going on with Ryan?”

				Ryan, the one person who maybe should be here and isn’t. Can’t be here, more accurately, because he’s under house arrest until the trial. He did kill the preacher, after all. And this isn’t a horror movie, where the credits roll and we assume no consequences for our final girl.

				He confessed to the cops that day, not only to pushing the button on the retort but to everything. He told them he did it all. Shot the preacher in the woods, turned on the retort. No one mentioned the scissors, which have mysteriously gone missing. Ryan took all the blame. David and Elle backed up his story because the idiot cops didn’t question anyone separately, and my parents wouldn’t let them question me at all. (In fact: we’re suing the pants off them, as promised, and they’re mostly ignoring us.)

				“He’ll get off, don’t worry,” Mom answers, echoing reassurances she’s given me multiple times in the past months, a hint of snark sneaking into her next sentence because she can’t help it. “Even if it hadn’t been self-defense, he’s a good-looking white boy with a ‘great future ahead of him.’ Those boys can burn the world down and everybody thinks it’s a shame they had to waste two months in house arrest.”

				Her snark burns away some of the seriousness of the question and David surprise-laughs. Momsy raises an eyebrow and chimes in, “Dios mío, that’s the truth.”

				And I smirk, proud. This signature bluntness is something Mom and I have in common, something I don’t think I realized was so rare, and I’m warmed by how much I love her for it—love us for it, myself too.

				Dad must be proud too, because he presses a finger to her lip like he always does, and my whole body sighs with the normalcy of it.

				The seriousness of our note-burning broken, Mom adds, “You know what that crazy-ass church is saying now?”

				I can tell she’s been saving up this rant, letting it build in the back of her mind.

				“They’re saying Satan got to the preacher. That he was demon-possessed.” She puts her hands on her hips and glances around the circle, waiting for someone to say oh my god, right?

				Natalia complies. “Miercoles. White people, am I right?”

				A laugh rolls through us all around the fire.

				Elle pulls our intertwined hands up and presses them against her chest. “You know, no one else even left the church after what happened. Just Mom, Monica, and me.”

				I smile a little at the mention of Monica. After she found out what happened, she refused to go back to the church and her parents have grounded her for all eternity. In defiance, she’s started requesting catalogs from secular colleges. Apparently, every Sunday morning now, her mom asks if she’s going to church, and she replies that she’s going to Sarah Lawrence.

				Mom makes a well-honed sound of disapproval and wraps us both in a protective hug before throwing her hands up and letting the rant continue. “You can’t fix a broken system by pretending it isn’t broken! If your system protected a dangerous man, you have to reevaluate.”

				Volga breaks the silence, taking a cue from Natalia’s earlier comment and rolling her eyes. “White people, am I right?”

				We all roar with shocked laughter and Fantasma howls along with us as Momsy raises an eyebrow again and flutters her hand. “As they say, let the children lead.”

				Around the circle, laughter ripples yet again. The flames flicker across our features and I can’t help but think how strong we all look: avenging angels, survivors, sharp-edged in the vibrating light. The world around us still broken, but us still standing all the same.

			

		

	
		
		
			HISTORICAL ENDNOTE

			This story may be fiction, but the Satanic Panic of the 1980s and 1990s was very real.

			White evangelicals in particular were terrified that secret Satanic cults were drinking blood, ritually abusing children, and recruiting through secret messages in rock albums and “Satanic” concepts in children’s cartoons. They said the popular cartoon The Smurfs was about a gay commune led by demons. My Little Pony was promoting witchcraft. And Pokémon really were referred to as pocket demons—or witch familiars. There was a book called Saturday Morning Mind Control, written to warn Christian parents of the dangers of cartoons, that said 80 percent of morning cartoons were demonic.

			It’s easy to side-eye and laugh about it now, but this widespread panic prompted real tragedy. Innocent people were accused of abusing kids and went to prison for decades or were deported. Kids were gaslit and told they were lying when they insisted that their teachers hadn’t participated in Satanic ritual abuse. And there are a lot of ex-evangelicals out there even today trying to undo the damage these ideas did to their psyches.

			Even sadder, this hasn’t been history’s only Satanic Panic. We humans just keep spinning ourselves into freak-outs about Satan or witchcraft, and we keep ruining lives over it. In Italy in the late 1990s, a similar moral panic saw sixteen children taken from their families, multiple people imprisoned, and at least two people dead (from suicide and a heart attack). In the late Middle Ages in Europe, witch hunts killed many, and myths about Jewish people ritually killing Christian children (a myth known as blood libel) led to widespread genocide.

			And don’t think we’re immune now.

			In 2020, when I started writing this book, QAnon was on the rise in the United States, claiming that powerful people all over the world are sacrificing children to Satan, wearing their faces as masks, and drinking their blood. In 2016, one fool even rushed in to rescue these poor imaginary children from a pizza restaurant, discharged a gun, and was sentenced to four years in prison.

			Satanic Panics, in other words, are both common and dangerous—and they’re not a thing of the past.

			They also aren’t the only parts of this book that are real.

			Hell Houses and youth group “kidnappings” to save a soul weren’t uncommon when I was growing up. Ryan being dropped off in the middle of nowhere as a kid is based on multiple true stories. The hot sauce and the thick wooden paddle are memories from my own childhood. And the scene where that high school fool thinks David’s Spanish prayer is him “speaking in tongues” is based on an experience my best friend had when he moved to small-town Pennsylvania from Puerto Rico.

			And for those who think Elle’s dad’s reaction to her was extreme when he said he’d rather her be dead than unsaved, I refer you to Pat Boone—a popular Christian entertainer—who said, “I pray it will never happen—but if it comes to it, I’d rather see my four daughters blown into heaven in a nuclear blast than taught into hell in a communist United States.”

			In other words: I’d rather my kids die than disagree with me.

			So this is a horror novel. It’s fiction. The characters, the story, the mystery—it’s all made up. But the scariest, most unbelievable bits were stolen from real life.

			As Audre’s mom would say: Demons aren’t scary. Having your dad steal all your stuff and “donate” it without your consent—that’s scary. Using god as a weapon to force people to make choices that are bone-deep wrong for them—that’s scary. Believing so hard in your religion that you’d kill to defend it—that’s scary.

			The things that are real—those are scary.
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			chapter 1

			This whole night sucks.

			The second-to-last working bulb flickered in the cobwebbed chandelier, gave a final flare, and went dark, throwing the room into shadow. I stepped back and peered up at it, sucking air through my teeth as I knocked my hip against the antique dresser.

			Josie Manning’s eyes blinked open. She squinted into the gloom, peering through the lock of hair caught in her smeared eye makeup. The wrought-iron bed frame creaked as I leaned over her. She shifted, her breath catching in her bloodstained corset.

			“Hold still,” I hissed, tightening the worn leather restraint around her goth-pale wrist. I’d be lucky if it lasted through Sunday. “This piece-of-shit buckle—”

			She opened her mouth to answer, then paused, listening. I heard it too—shrieks and clattering. Hurried footsteps, closer than they should be. Her finger tapped my knuckle: one, two, three. Ready or not.

			She started screaming right before the curtain swung open.

			It was reflex by now. The ax was in my grip, swinging an arc above her tear-streaked face. I brought it down hard on the clean sheet covering her legs, buried it in the mattress just below her knee. Blood welled and blossomed around the blade; the toes on her severed foot twitched, drawing gasps and laughter.

			“SEE? SEE WHAT YOU MADE ME DO? TRY TO RUN AWAY NOW. GO AHEAD, SEE HOW FAR YOU GET WITHOUT YOUR LEG.”

			“Dude, that’s messed up.”

			The voice—belonging to some douche in a Tapout tank shirt—sent a wave of giggles through the crowd. A bunch of high school kids, most around my age, most of them grinning and taking pictures. We’d be all over the #FRIGHTMARES hashtag by midnight, swimming in well-deserved ridicule and emoji-driven mockery.

			Thank God I look nothing like myself.

			Josie screamed louder, pleading for help. I left the ax buried in the mattress and reached for the coiled bullwhip hanging on the wall above the bed. Even Tapout flinched at the first downswing. I cracked it again and again against her thighs, striping the sheets bloody. Striping the air with her broken wails.

			The whip did most of the work. One more tweaked shoulder would derail my swim training, and I’d have nothing to offer in the fall season but weak form and a shitty backstroke, so a half-assed performance it was. No way was I going to let a terrible summer job mess up my swimming scholarship. It wasn’t an option.

			The group eventually shuffled into the corridor, heading for the next scene. About a nanosecond after the door closed behind them, I was moving: smearing fresh F/X blood on the whip; coiling it and hanging it back on the wall; yanking the ax out of the mattress; ripping the stained sheet off Josie’s “legs” and stuffing it in the basket under the bed next to her actual legs. Her torso sprouted from the cutout in the mattress, ramrod straight and prickly as a pissed-off cactus. I snapped a fresh sheet over her, tucking it around her waist to hide the hole, and repositioned the severed leg so it was even with the other prosthetic. The mechanical toes wriggled beneath the sheet like trapped mice.

			“You okay?”

			“Well, Dave,” she answered, “I’m starving and dehydrated, and my ass has been asleep for the past twenty minutes. Oh, and as I’m sure you’ve noticed, this corset is a size too small, and it’s sapping my will to live. Other than that, I’m great.”

			“Shift’s almost done.” I adjusted the pillow behind her back and ran a comb through her bobbed black hair. One thing we’d learned over the past five months on this set was it was way faster for me to do all this bullshit for her, rather than undoing the restraints so she could do it herself. “You still good with the lipstick?”

			“It’s drying out. Water first, then another coat. Red, this time.”

			I rummaged through the dresser drawer with one hand, squeezed the sport bottle over her open mouth with the other. By the time she swallowed, I was poised and waiting. A quick pat dry with the towel, a swipe of scarlet over the smeared pink, and she was good to go. I checked my reflection in the mirror: my waistcoat was straight; my cravat was dapper. My cape fell over my shoulders like a swoop of night. I adjusted the wig, smoothed the long blond locks, and dusted another layer of powder over my sweaty makeup. I looked stupid as hell. In other words, ready for the next group.

			“Soon as we get out of here, I’m kicking Seth’s ass,” Josie breathed. “Every run tonight—every single run—he’s let them in early. There’s no time to reset the scene.”

			“Better cover up first,” I muttered, refreshing the saline tear streaks on her cheeks and smearing them through her eyeliner. Seth Tinetti never stopped checking out our female castmates, Josie included, and made zero attempts to hide it—not in front of his girlfriend, Bethany, or Josie’s boyfriend, Ollie, or Loretta, proprietress of Frightmares House of Horrors, our boss, and his actual mother. Not much hope for a guy who has zero chill even when his mom is literally standing there.

			“Oh God, you’re right,” Josie said, groaning. “I swear, I do not get paid enough to deal with this. You kick his ass for me, then, and I’ll owe you one.”

			“I’ll kick it for myself. He has us in here with a broken strobe and one working light bulb. I can barely see.”

			“I doubt the customers can, either. Which is for the best, since half these props are basically garbage. How’s the duct tape?”

			“It’s holding fine, but it looks like shit.”

			“At least it’s holding. If the ax head comes off again, just start beating me with the handle.”

			“I’m not beating you for real, Jo.”

			“Dude, I don’t mean actually— Know what? You might as well. This bullshit—three years of auditions, two agencies, my freaking SAG card—I should at least be basic Disney cast by now, not stuck in a bed at goddamn Frightmares House of Horrors, being fake-tortured by a very tall child. No offense.” The racket started up outside the room. Early. Again. “SETH. WHY.”

			The broken restraint fell off her wrist as the next crowd shoved through the curtain. We improvised.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The night only got worse. The tours piled up one after the other, until they were practically overlapping. We had no time to reset the scene, and no choice but to go off-script, which meant the entire show was just me cracking the whip, Josie screeching, and the mechanical toes wiggling endlessly beneath the same bloody sheet. Worst of all, right when I’d finally found a rhythm, an actual real wolf spider had dropped from the chandelier onto Josie’s bare shoulder, triggering a scream that would’ve been perfect for the performance had I not echoed it in both volume and pitch.

			That spider ended up jumping—actually leaping off her shoulder and scurrying down her corset, over the sheet, and off the far edge of the mattress. I then spent the rest of the scene flailing the bullwhip at tiny, spidery shadows as we cleared the room with our ragged howls. We never did find the little bastard, and we never recovered our act—not that it mattered how badly we sucked once the final light bulb blew out.

			By the time the crew gathered in the greenroom for postshift notes, Josie was furious beyond speech—which was just as well, since everyone else was at full volume, shouting over each other as Loretta emerged from her office. She’d been into the eighties Elvira look lately, which was a hard bar to clear for anyone, let alone a sixtysomething former B-movie scream queen who wasn’t Elvira.

			“Enough of this.” She fanned herself with a clipboard, gently stirring the ends of her wig. “If your room ran smoothly apart from the tour timing issue, you’re free to go. Everyone else, get comfortable.”

			She waited until the cast members from the rooms who’d held it together—Dolls Alive!, Murder Circus, Swampland Cannibals, and Demented Doctor—filed out the door before she eyed each of us, one by one: Me and Josie, slouched together on the gross, moth-eaten couch. Ollie West, a few feet to our left, shifting from foot to foot and fidgeting with his headset. Slim, long-haired Chet Perez, holding up the wall with his spine and sneers. Bethany Blake, blond and furious, fighting back tears as she kicked off her stilettos and flexed her left foot against the worn carpet. Seth, slouched on the chintz love seat, pouting like a kid beneath his messy platinum surfer hair. All six-foot-seven of Mickey Styx, broad and solid as the oak wardrobe at his back, his deep brown skin showing through his smeared gold body paint. Josie liked to say that God built Vin Diesel out of Mickey’s leftovers.

			“Now.” Loretta adjusted the rhinestone bifocals on her nose and squinted through them at the clipboard, eyeliner smudged from wings to feathers. “Would anyone care to tell me exactly what in the world happened here tonight?”

			Turns out, what had happened was your basic amateur-hour haunted house shitshow. In addition to our mess in Captive Countess: Chet had tripped on a severed zombie head in Undead Graveyard, rolled his ankle, and yelled the f-word in front of customers. In Vamp City, Bethany had snuck an iced cappuccino into the room and accidentally kicked it over—which had, apparently, been her breaking point. She’d burst out crying in the middle of her act, breaking character and ruining her story arc. The smoke machine in Attack of the Mummy malfunctioned, leaving Mickey blinded and stumbling around until he ran right into the sarcophagus, which had tipped off the platform and swung open, pitching the mummy straight at him. He was able to catch it and shoulder it back into place, then tried to play it like part of the scene, but the mummy’s arm flew off, taking half the bandages and the rest of the ambience with it.

			It was a pretty apt metaphor for the entire night.

			“I don’t understand this.” Loretta fluttered a sun-wrinkled hand over her face, shifting her focus to her son. “All these problems in one shift? Sethy, I put you on crowd control. You were supposed to be timing the tours.”

			“Tell her, man,” Ollie muttered.

			“You tell me, Oliver,” Loretta pressed when Seth remained silent. “I promoted you to management because I trust you, of all people, to keep me informed. If it’s too much responsibility—”

			“No, ma’am, it’s fine. I found him in the breakroom about an hour into the shift. He was…taking a nap.”

			Every eye in the room went to Seth. He sat there like a tool, arms crossed over his formal butler costume, likely not realizing he might be safer in a real-life horror house than he was with us.

			Loretta’s fake eyelashes fluttered.

			“Taking a nap? Timing is everything, Seth—you know that. One group goes too fast, it rushes the actors. Too slow, and you get a pileup. If this keeps happening and word gets around, I’ll have to close the doors for good. Do you want Ma to have to close the doors for good? Or spend money we don’t have on a trained tour guide?”

			“No, Ma. No tour guides. I’m sorry.”

			“Oh, he’s sorry,” Josie butted in. “That’s nice, isn’t it? That makes everything all better. Murder Circus gets to leave, and I get to explain all the ways in which life sucked tonight, in the lightless spider hole that is my workspace.”

			“No need to shout, dear, we’re all in the room together. Now, then.” Loretta swung her gaze from Josie to me. “Davis. What’s happening with the lights?”

			“There are no lights. Seth took the strobe for repair two weeks ago, and we haven’t seen it since. The last bulb in the chandelier died tonight. There was no time to fix it, so we finished up in the dark.”

			At that, Chet pushed himself off the wall, shouldered his backpack, and limped across the room. Loretta gave a loud, pointed “Ahem.” When he kept right on going, she tottered after him, waving her clipboard.

			“Excuse me, Mr. Perez. We’re not done here.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m done. Broken sets, no lights, this guy sleeping—godspeed, lady.” He gave her a sarcastic salute and opened the door, swiping a smear of leftover zombie makeup off his face. “I’ll send you the clinic bill for my foot.”

			“Chet, man, don’t do this to me,” Ollie said, groaning. “We already sold out two tours for tomorrow night. We need everyone we’ve got this weekend, and—”

			His words were drowned out by a loud sob. Bethany shoved past Chet and took off down the hall, both hands pressed to her tearstained face. Seth ran after her, ignoring Ollie’s raised voice and helpless pleas for order as Chet let the door slam behind him. My mind wandered away from the chaos as I picked absently at the stray glob of F/X blood that had dried to a tacky mess between my fingers. I rubbed it on my shirt, a casual swipe that caught Loretta’s eye.

			“What happened to your hand, Davis? Is that a cut?”

			“Nah, it’s the fake stuff.”

			“Well, your costume is not a cleaning rag, young man.” She leaned in to examine the stain, then recoiled, like she’d bounced off a force field surrounding my pants. “What is that smell?”

			“Oh. Probably me.” Between prom, graduation, my family leaving town, and assorted work- and now-ex-girlfriend-related drama, my unwashed costume had spent the past two weeks of daylight hours seething in its own funk on the floor of my Honda. “I should maybe throw this in the laundry tonight, huh?”

			“Please do, before you kill us all. Go wash up, and you’re free to go.”

			The water in the employee restrooms ran lukewarm, but the soap was industrial-strength, and it didn’t take long to scrub away the F/X. I heard them arguing through the thin walls before I even dried my hands.

			“I told you it’s over, Seth. Leave. Me. Alone.”

			“Bethany, come on. I know we have our problems, but we can make it work.” Seth’s voice was low and subdued, soft at the edges like I’d never heard before. “Just talk to me. Please.”

			“There’s no problem, don’t you get it? This has nothing to do with whatever we had. I don’t need to talk to you. I don’t need you.”

			“But—”

			“Hey there.” They both jumped as I burst through the door. Seth had Bethany backed up against the water fountains. Her eyes were wet, her mouth a quivering smear of ghoulish black lipstick. The hall smelled of sweat, and hair spray, and the faint, skunky undertone of weed. “Everything all right, Bethany?”

			“Fuck off, Dave,” Seth snarled. “She’s fine.”

			“Wow, that’s fantastic, Seth. But know what? I asked her.”

			Seth uncoiled all at once, squaring up to me like I wasn’t a six-foot-tall swimmer with biceps bigger than his calves. I smiled at the way his face changed when he realized I hadn’t flinched.

			“I’m okay, Dave,” Bethany cut in. “Thanks.”

			She shoved past Seth and sidestepped me, heading for the greenroom. I stared at Seth until he blinked, then hurried after Bethany. I caught up with her right before the bend in the hallway.

			“Um, did you guys just break up?”

			“Once again. And unless he gets clean and straightens out his head, I think this time it might actually stick.” She pressed her hands to her flushed cheeks and let out a watery sigh. “Sorry you had to see it.”

			“No problem. Let me know if you need a ride home. My car’s messy, but—”

			“You’re sweet. But I’m fine.”

			We rounded the corner together, and even through the walls we could hear them: Loretta and Josie, continuing their light bulb argument. It would’ve been an off night if those two weren’t clawing each other’s faces off. I pushed open the greenroom door, practically slamming into Ollie, who was hovering nearby like a tweaked-out ghost. His pale blue eyes were wide and skittish; his thick, dark hair was a mess beneath the headset, which he still hadn’t removed.

			“Hey. You sick or something, Beth?” He gave her a once-over, wincing as he met her teary eyes. “If you didn’t feel well, you should’ve said so.”

			“I,” Bethany drawled, “am absolutely fine. Super pumped for your busy Frightmares weekend. Happy?”

			She stalked off before he could answer. Even if he had, the words would have been lost in the bang of the door against the wall and the reappearance of Seth in the doorframe.

			“I quit, Ma!” he yelled. “I’m not taking the fall every time we have a bad night. Yeah, so the tours got screwed. I get it, that’s on me. But I didn’t break the props, or drop a spider on Josie, or mess with Mickey’s fog machine, or drain all the light bulbs. And still, everyone blames me. I’m sick of it.”

			“Man, seriously,” Mickey cut in. “What all did you do, besides sleep on the job? Anyone can have a bad day, but when all the days are bad? Come on.”

			“Shut up, Mickey. You’re up there in the mummy room, you don’t know how people are. They’ll scream in your face all day, and even when you give them exactly what they ask for, it’s not enough. It’s never enough. And now, I’ve had enough.”

			“Yeah, you tell ’em, Sethy. You rage against that machine.” Mickey walked away midsentence, leaving Seth babbling at empty space.

			It would’ve been sadly hilarious if he’d just kept ranting, feeding the vortex of melodrama that served as crossbeam support for the entire place. Instead, he trailed off. He looked around at Ollie’s tense shoulders, Mickey’s broad back, Josie’s rolling eyes, Loretta’s sad, disappointed mouth. My own face, frozen somewhere between neutral and Awkward Monkey Meme. His eyes caught and held on Bethany. She met his gaze, shook her head, and looked away, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks.

			It was a first for Seth—giving in. Shutting up. Walking out. He was gone before Loretta could unhinge her jaw to call him back.

			Beside me, Josie rubbed her temples, letting out a long, slow sigh. I nudged her with a stinky elbow, offered her a consolation grin as she met my eyes.

			“Want to go to Blacklist, Jo? I’ll drive.”

			“God, yes, as soon as I change. You’re the only port in my storm, baby son.” She turned to Ollie, mirrored his smile as she smoothed a lock of hair off his forehead. “You ready to go, baby? Dave’s driving.”

			“Can’t. I still have to count the drawer, clean the coffee out of Vamp, apparently find some light bulbs, and—yeah. You two go on. Relax, have some fun. We can meet up once I’m done. Okay?”

			“Really? After everything, with—Ollie.” She leaned in, her gaze a sudden, dark threat. I shifted unconsciously backward. “You know how I feel about this. It’s not ‘okay.’ ”

			“And you knew my schedule would change with this promotion, Josie. You said you were fine with it, but—”

			“Mostly I am fine with it. But sometimes I’m not. Right now, we seem to be sliding together down a slippery slope toward ‘not.’ ”

			She swirled away from him, ignoring the way his shoulders slouched in defeat. I took my cue and trailed her to the breakroom, head down, mouth shut. Ollie had landed himself in the doghouse for at least the next hour, but at least I’d get a free latte out of it. On nights this bad, you had to take what you could get.
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