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Silverwood 

Deep within the forest of Silverwood, California, a crack between dimensions has appeared. 
A dark force that lurks among the trees is growing stronger, determined to return home if it 
can only gather the strength to open the door—bad news for a Cub Scout troop and the 
employees of Hirsch Capital on a company retreat nearby. As their darkest fears and 
impulses power the mysterious force, their bonding exercises take a deadly turn. Will anyone 
be able to keep their minds long enough to close the door before our world is torn apart? 

Who’s Who 

• Seth Bailey, salesman and scout troop chaperone 
• Gwen Bailey, Seth’s 9-year-old daughter 
• Taylor, Gwen’s friend, who is autistic 
• Harold Tallfeather, another friend 
• Fred Tallfeather, Harold’s father and scoutmaster 
• Petey, Steve, Lamar, Kendall, all fellow scouts and bullies 
• Hogan Carter, Petey’s grandfather 
• Tasha (Latasha) Winston, Hirsch Capital marketing coordinator 
• Lydia Gonzalez, a Hirsch Capital receptionist 
• Devin Fischer, Hirsch Capital CFO 
• Hirsch Capital employees: Amber Antonelli, Mary Ng, Karen Ford, Jeremy Bikle, 
Emilio Ortega 
• Carl Hendrix, a truck driver 
• Willie Sizemore, a bus driver 
• Allison, a hitchhiker 
• Teddy, a monster 
• Kristina, a creepy little girl 
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Silverwood: The Door 
Season 1, Episode 1 

Dead on Arrival 
Brian Keene 

“What if I stab someone in the eye with a stick?” 
Seth Bailey tightened his grip on the steering wheel. He glanced into the SUV’s rearview 

mirror. His nine-year-old daughter, Gwen, stared back at him, patiently awaiting an answer. 
He paused, reminding himself to keep his tone measured and calm. The doctor had cautioned 
Seth and his wife, Vicki, that when Gwen got like this, any hint of impatience or stress in 
their responses to the little girl could further exacerbate her state. 

Calm, he thought. Smile. Reassure her, but also don’t make a big deal out of it. 
Taylor, one of Gwen’s best friends since preschool, sat next to her, focused on the 

greenery flashing by. Although he was seemingly oblivious to their conversation, Seth knew 
from experience that—where Taylor’s attention was concerned—looks could be deceiving. 
The autistic boy seldom looked people in the eye when talking to them, and often seemed to 
exist in his own imaginary world, as if whatever he was picturing in his head was preferable 
to whatever was occurring around him. But Seth had learned over time that Taylor was 
aware of what people said far more than others realized. Sadly, that included when they were 
talking unkindly about him. And he was always aware when Gwen was distressed. 

Seth smiled. “You’re not going to stab someone in the eye with a stick, Gwen.” 
“But what if I do? What if I’m running and I accidentally stab someone? Or what if I’m 

holding a stick and someone falls on it?” 
“Well then, maybe the best thing to do is to not pick up any sticks while we’re here.” 
“But what if we bump into one? What if there’s a broken tree branch and I push Taylor 

and he falls into it?” 
“That still wouldn’t put his eye out.” 
“It could,” Gwen insisted. 
“Taylor wears glasses,” Seth reminded her. “They’ll protect his eyes.” 
The skinny boy glanced furtively at Seth. It was a quick gesture, but eye contact all the 

same. According to Taylor’s parents, that was a sign the boy trusted him—the main reason 
why they’d allowed him to act as chaperone for their son on this trip. 

Seth nodded at him. “Right, Taylor?” 
Taylor wiped his runny nose with the back of his hand and then turned to Gwen. Seth 

couldn’t help but notice that the boy kept eye contact with her while he talked. 
“Don’t worry,” Taylor told her. “I’ll be looking for bugs, so I’ll walk extra slow.” 
“But what if …” Gwen trailed off, biting her lower lip. Her forehead creased with worry. 
“Sweetie,” Seth said, glancing in the rearview mirror again, “you know this is just the 

Creeper trying to bother you. Right?” 
She sighed. “Yeah, I know.” 
Late last year, after noticing that their daughter was struggling with anxiety, Seth and 

Vicki had taken her to a doctor, who diagnosed Gwen with a form of obsessive compulsive 
disorder that manifested itself in “bad” or violent thoughts. When this happened, her brain 
would often get stuck on these repeating thoughts, which almost always involved harm 
coming to someone Gwen loved, be it her parents, her pets, or her friends. If she was anxious 
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about an assignment at school, and scissors were given to the students, she’d obsess over the 
possibility of cutting someone with them. If her parents didn’t monitor the fireplace in 
winter, she’d worry that the house was going to catch on fire. 

It had been harrowing at first. They’d be having a normal day and suddenly the child 
would confess that she was having thoughts about stabbing her mother with a kitchen knife 
or tripping her father and breaking his leg. As terrifying as it was for Seth and Vicki to hear 
these thoughts verbalized, it was doubly traumatic for Gwen, who insisted that while she 
didn’t want these things to happen, she couldn’t stop thinking about them. There had been 
many long nights when her parents, despite their best efforts and assurances, couldn’t 
comfort her, and Gwen had cried herself to sleep. But those nights were even longer for Seth 
and Vicki, who lay there together, wondering what had happened to their daughter, and 
where this sudden turn of events had come from. Was it something they had done? Had they 
neglected her in some way? Unwittingly inspired such thoughts? Was she a danger to her 
classmates? Herself? Her parents? 

The first appointment with the therapist had been cathartic for all three of them. Gwen 
latched on to the explanation that the OCD was like a brain hiccup. The violent thoughts 
were triggered by everyday anxiety. Her therapist had encouraged Gwen to give her OCD a 
name, and Gwen chose the Creeper—her favorite monster from her favorite video game. 
This helped her visualize the disorder, and would hopefully allow her to gain control over it, 
in time. 

Seth had been skeptical at first. It had been disconcerting, hearing his daughter say, 
“Dad, the Creeper says I might burn you on purpose with this hot soup,” or “Mom, you left 
these scissors on the table. The Creeper says I might stab you with them.” But he had to 
admit that there was a marked improvement since then. Now, whenever she struggled with 
the OCD, all three of them—Gwen and her parents—referred to it as the Creeper. 

These days, Gwen was usually able to keep the bad thoughts to herself, or ignore them 
until they stopped. Seth realized that the fact that she was having them now—and 
verbalizing them in front of Taylor—meant she was feeling anxious. 

Seth was anxious, too. 
He caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. He’d recently started wearing 

glasses for driving. They complemented his salt-and-pepper hair, which was just starting to 
recede, seemingly in tandem with the expansion of his stomach, a paunch that wouldn’t go 
away no matter how much he dieted or exercised. In his late forties, he was all too aware that 
most of Gwen’s friends’ fathers were half his age. He lacked the stamina he’d had in his 
thirties, and got worn out playing with Gwen. Further complicating matters was the fact that 
Seth had checked out at his job. His primary focus was on Gwen, particularly since her 
diagnosis, and as a result, younger salespeople were closing bigger deals and making far 
more money in commissions. The toll showed in his reflection. He didn’t like what he saw—
those little worry lines etched in his face. 

He saw the same sort of lines on Gwen’s face as well. 
Seth was skilled at reading people and forming opinions about them based on first 

impressions—opinions that were rarely incorrect. Most of that could be accomplished by 
studying their expressions and body language, and what he saw right now broke his heart. 

“Gwen?” 
“Yeah, Dad?” 
“Have I told you lately that I love you?” 
Rolling her eyes, Gwen glanced at Taylor and then back to her father. “Yes. Two times 

today.” 
“Well, let’s go for three. I love you. And I’m proud of you.” 

7



“I know, Dad. You tell me that all the time.” 
“Are you worried about Petey or some of the others picking on you?” 
“No. Screw Petey.” 
“Hey …” Seth stifled a grin. “Language.” 
“I’m sorry.” She stuck her bottom lip out. “But it’s true.” 
“Yeah,” Taylor agreed, “it is. Petey’s a jerk.” 
Seth nodded and shrugged. He couldn’t argue with them. “Well, let’s do our best to 

ignore him this weekend, okay?” 
The two kids mumbled their consent. 
Gwen, Taylor, and their friend Harold Tallfeather (currently riding in the large van in 

front of them along with his father, Fred, and several other Scouts and adult chaperones) had 
been inseparable since preschool. They attended each other’s birthday parties, had 
sleepovers together, went to the movies together, and played countless hours of LEGOs and 
video games and soccer with each other. The one activity the boys took part in that Gwen 
couldn’t share was Scouts, but that had changed last year when the Boy Scouts of America 
had announced that, for the first time in their hundred-year history, they would let girls join 
the organization. 

Seth had been delighted by this news. He still remembered the values he’d learned from 
his involvement as a kid. A Scout was trustworthy, loyal, helpful, kind, brave, and reverent, 
among other things. Those lessons were just as important and applicable to girls as they were 
to boys. Gwen was enthusiastic about the chance to join her friends, and Harold and Taylor 
were overjoyed as well. With Fred serving as scoutmaster, the process had been smooth, and 
Gwen was able to complete the Bear ranking with her friends and was now joining them on 
their Webelo requirements—one of which was this weeklong camping trip. 

Not everyone in the pack was as gracious and accepting as Fred, however. Petey Carter 
and his grandfather, Hogan, had made their displeasure with Gwen’s presence known. A 
Desert Storm veteran and ex-Marine drill instructor, Hogan Carter was bulky and still 
muscular (despite a paunch around his midsection, silver whiskers, and a rapidly receding 
crew cut), and his grandson was a chip off the old block—stocky, wiry, and full of anger. 

Seth grimaced, lost in thought. He didn’t care for Petey at all, but he felt guilty about it, 
because he knew the boy was the way he was as a result of his upbringing. 

“Dad?” 
Seth glanced into the rearview mirror. “Yeah, hon?” 
“Can we turn off the air conditioning and roll the windows down? It’s chilly in here.” 
Wind whistled through the open windows as they followed the winding mountain road. 

Coulter pine trees and California black oaks crowded the sides of the road, stretching off into 
infinity. Seth checked the mirror, making sure the other parents were still following. 

Far behind them were a large bus and a tractor trailer. Seth remembered passing the 
bigger vehicles earlier. The truck had black mud flaps with silver silhouettes on them. He 
focused on Fred’s rear bumper, affixed with a sticker for Scouts, and another advertising his 
website. Fred was an aspiring country musician and played local gigs at bars and restaurants 
on the weekends. 

Taylor sniffled and asked for a tissue. Seth opened the glove compartment to pull out a 
pack. Keeping his eyes on the road, he handed it back to the kids. 

“Thank you.” Taylor blew his nose. 
“The pollen count must be high,” Seth observed. “I guess this time of year—” 
He paused as Fred’s brake lights flashed in front of them. A moment later, he saw why. 

A young woman stood at the side of the road, thumb out, her expression desultory. She 
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watched the cars pass without seeming to really see them. Gwen and Taylor glanced at her as 
they drove by. Then the woman was behind them, and Taylor sneezed. 

“I’m going to roll the windows back up,” Seth told them. “The last thing we want is an 
allergy attack before we even get to the campsite.” 

The kids barely acknowledged him. Instead, they’d begun a conversation about a 
YouTuber that they both liked—some twenty-year-old who’d made a million dollars last 
year playing video games online. Seth shook his head. 

The forest grew thicker. 

••• 

“Mmmmm,” the bus driver murmured. “Not a good place to be hitchhiking.” 
Tasha Winston glanced around, wondering who the older black man was speaking to. 

The receptionist, Lydia Gonzalez, sat across the aisle, attention focused intently on her cell 
phone. Behind Lydia sat Emilio Ortega from the purchasing department and Amber 
Antonelli from accounting. Across from them, directly behind Tasha, were Amber’s fellow 
accountants, Mary Ng and Karen Ford, both of whom were engaged in gossip and giggles. 
The rows behind them were occupied with other Hirsch Capital employees—everyone from 
Carlos, who ran the travel desk, to Lynne, who oversaw the janitorial department. Tasha 
glimpsed the bright red dye job of a lady from the human resources department, but couldn’t 
remember her name. 

Tasha leaned forward in her seat. “I’m sorry. Were you talking to me?” 
The bus driver shrugged. “Talking to myself, mostly. There was a girl back there by the 

side of the road, hitchhiking. This ain’t a good place for that.” 
“Why?” Tasha asked. “Wild animals?” 
The driver snorted. “Animals, sure. And not just animals. All kinds of dangerous stuff 

out there in those woods.” 
“Great,” Tasha muttered. “I can’t wait to get there.” 
The driver glanced into the rearview mirror and flashed her a smile. “Oh, not where 

you’re going, miss. You folks are at the old Silverwood Engineering and Electrical site, 
right?” 

“I don’t know.” Tasha shrugged. “I think maybe?” 
“You are,” he confirmed. “At least that’s where they contracted me to take you. It was 

turned into a nice little campsite. Bungalows and the like. Originally it was a housing 
complex for SEE employees, a place for them to stay, since there was only one hotel up here 
at the time. You probably won’t have to worry about anything there.” 

“Good. I’m not crazy about the woods.” 
“Don’t mind me. I talk to myself all the time. My wife used to tell me I’d die talking.” 
Tasha smiled. “My husband says the same thing about me.” 
“Well, ain’t we a pair, then?” 
Nodding, Tasha’s smile faded as her thoughts turned to her husband, David. Maybe it 

was true that she talked too much, but the opposite could be said of him. David didn’t talk 
enough—didn’t share or communicate. He was great at remembering birthdays and 
anniversaries, at knowing how she liked her eggs or for bringing her coffee when she hadn’t 
even asked for it. He was a wonderful, attentive, and giving lover, great at making her laugh 
and feel appreciated, and equally adept at knowing when she just wanted to curl up on the 
couch together and watch Netflix. But he didn’t talk about what he was really thinking, and 
in the emotional aftermath of their ectopic pregnancy, talking was something she desperately 
wished he would do. Tasha had talked—and cried—herself hoarse about it. She expressed 
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her grief at losing their child. She shared her concerns that, due to the damage the pregnancy 
had caused to her fallopian tube, they might have even more difficulty conceiving in the 
future. She confided that she felt like the situation had been her fault—that she should have 
done something differently—eaten different foods or drunk more water or cut back on her 
exercise regimen—even though logically she knew none of those things had been a factor. 
There was no rhyme or reason to it. The baby (because she refused to think of it as simply a 
fertilized egg, the way the doctor had advised) had just ended up in her tube instead of her 
uterus, giving proof to the old adage that shit happens. Well, shit had certainly happened to 
them, but while Tasha talked about it, David had clammed up. He listened to her and did his 
best to console her, but his way of dealing with the pain and disappointment was to not 
express them. 

“Looks like that trucker stopped to pick her up,” the driver said. “Good. Damn guy’s 
been riding my ass the whole way up the mountain.” 

Tasha didn’t respond. Indeed, his words barely registered. 
“Miss?” 
Tasha glanced up. “Oh, I’m sorry. I drifted off there for a second. I was thinking about 

my husband.” 
“Wishing you were back home with him, instead of out here for some corporate retreat?” 
“You know, that’s right,” Tasha admitted. 
“Not me,” the driver said. “The less I’m home, the better.” 
Tasha laughed. “Does your wife feel the same way?” 
“I doubt it. She’s been dead two years now.” 
“Oh God …” Tasha’s hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry.” 
“Nah.” The driver waved. “Don’t feel bad. You didn’t know. Hell, some days I still have 

trouble remembering she’s gone. I’ll wake up in the morning and wonder where she is. 
That’s why I like being out here, driving. Well, maybe not so much here, in these woods, but 
I like being out on the road in general.” 

“Why’s that? I thought you said the campgrounds were okay.” 
“Oh, they are. But this area … lots of stuff has happened here, over the years. Big 

wildfire back in 2012, caused by a freak lightning storm. Massive evacuations. Bunch of 
dead folks. You might have seen it on the news.” 

“Maybe.” Tasha was doubtful. Wildfires were a part of life in California, and she’d lost 
track of their coverage and impact over the years. 

Across the aisle, Lydia shifted. The younger woman’s attention was still focused on her 
phone, but Tasha suspected she was eavesdropping on the conversation. 

The bus driver waved again. “I’m Willie, by the way. Willie Sizemore.” 
“Latasha … I mean, Tasha Winston.” She paused, wondering if Willie had noticed her 

faux pas, saying her real name instead of the shortened, whiter version she used with her 
coworkers. If so, would he understand that she went by Tasha instead of Latasha in an 
attempt to be taken more seriously by her coworkers? She’d worked for Hirsch Capital since 
college, and she did indeed see opportunities for advancement in her future. 

If Willie noticed, he didn’t let on. There was a burst of raucous laughter from the back of 
the bus, and he glanced into the rearview mirror to check on things. Tasha peeked at Lydia 
and then turned her attention out the window, watching the forest flash past. 

“So what do you do?” Willie asked. 
“I’m a marketing coordinator.” 
He nodded. What she glimpsed of his expression hinted that he didn’t really understand 

the title and was merely being polite. 
“Kids?” he asked. 
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“No.” Tasha sighed. “No, not yet.” 
“Well, there’s time,” Willie replied. “You’re young. Plenty of time.” 
Yes, Tasha thought. There’s still time. 
Time wasn’t the problem, though. What if she was incapable of having another child? 

And even if she could, what would that mean for her future with the company? She’d 
worked hard to get noticed at Hirsch Capital, but if she had to choose between being a 
mother or being a vice president, the child would win. Which then led her to question 
everything she’d done with her career so far. 

What am I doing here? She glanced back out the window again. Look at that forest. I 
don’t belong here. I should be back home. But I don’t know if I belong there, either … 

••• 

Carl Hendrix felt his truck vibrating beneath him as he waited for the girl to climb inside the 
cab. The sensation excited him, as did the sight of the hitchhiker trotting toward the open 
door. She stared up at him, her expression timid and cautious. Carl smiled down at her and 
gestured at the empty passenger seat. 

“Climb on up,” he said. “It’s dangerous to be parked along the side of the road like this 
for too long. I don’t want some poor soul to rear-end me.” 

The girl glanced down the road and then back up at Carl. After a moment’s hesitation, 
she clambered up into the rig and plopped her backpack down on the seat between them. 
Then she pulled the door shut. 

“Thanks,” she said. “I appreciate it.” 
“My pleasure. Happy to help.” Carl shifted the truck into gear, glanced in the rearview 

mirror, and made sure there were no other vehicles behind him. The tour bus and the other 
cars had already passed from sight. Satisfied, he eased the rig back out onto the road. 

“Hebrews chapter thirteen, verse two tells us, ‘Do not neglect to show hospitality to 
strangers, for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it.’ Perhaps you are an 
angel?” 

The girl frowned. “Not according to my mother.” 
“It’s hard, sometimes—the relationship between a mother and her daughter. I have three 

daughters of my own. I’ve heard all of them squabble with my wife.” 
Carl pointed to the photograph affixed to his dashboard—a family portrait of him with 

his wife and three teenage daughters. The girl looked at it, and Carl tried to see it through her 
eyes, wondering what she saw. A smiling, middle-aged black man with his happy family? 

“I miss them when I’m out here.” 
“Do you drive a lot?” 
He nodded. “I’m a freelance long-haul driver, so yeah, I’m on the road all the time. I 

own this rig. No company job for me. I’ve got routes all along northern California, Oregon, 
and Washington. But I make sure I’m back home for church every Sunday. Hebrews says we 
should not forsake our own assembling, as is the habit of some.” 

“I don’t know what that means. I’m not up on the Bible.” 
“It’s like Acts, chapter twenty: ‘Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among 

which the Holy Spirit made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God, which He 
purchased with his own blood.’ Amen.” 

“Listen … don’t take offense, but can I ask you something?” 
“Of course.” 
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“Are you …” The girl paused, as if choosing her words carefully. “Are you like a 
religious nut or something? All this talk about Bible verses … I mean, I appreciate the ride. I 
really do. But I’m not in the mood for a scripture lesson. I don’t like being preached to.” 

“Fair enough.” Carl smiled. “To answer your question, yes, I am religious. But I’m not 
crazy. I just love the Lord and know Jesus Christ as my personal savior. I’ve been washed in 
his blood. How about you?” 

She shrugged, shifting in the seat, clearly uncomfortable. Then she scooted closer to the 
passenger door. Her ponytail pressed against the window. 

“That’s okay,” he said. “Maybe you’ll come to know him in time. Maybe you can ask 
him to come into your heart and wash you in the blood, as well.” 

The girl nodded. 
“I’m Carl.” He took his right hand off the wheel and thrust it at her. “Carl Hendrix. And 

you are?” 
She stared at his hand and then shook it. Her grip was light and unsure. “Allison.” 
“Are you on your way to Silverwood, Allison?” 
“Yeah.” She sighed. “There’s this guy who lives there. I’ve been talking to him online.” 
“You don’t have to swipe right for Jesus, you know?” 
She glared at him, and then looked away. 
“Sorry,” Carl apologized. “Well, I’ll bet he’s looking forward to seeing you.” 
“I thought I’d show up and surprise him.” 
“He doesn’t know you’re coming?” 
“Nobody knows I’m coming. But now I’m late getting there, and my phone is out of 

juice, so I can’t let him know.” 
“Why the delay?” 
“I thought Greyhound went to Silverwood, but they don’t.” 
“No, the San Jacinto Mountains aren’t exactly on the main route.” 
“I saw a bus go past, just before you stopped.” 
“Private charter,” he explained. “Greyhound don’t make the drive up here. I think the 

farthest they go is Palm Springs.” 
“Banning, actually. There’s a terminal there. That’s where they dropped me.” 
“Ah, yes.” Carl nodded. “That’s a great little town. Very wholesome. Still has a 

nineteen-fifties vibe to it, unlike a lot of other places.” 
Allison crinkled her nose. 
“Not a fan, huh?” 
“No,” she confirmed. 
“So you decided to walk from Banning to Silverwood?” 
Allison nodded. 
Carl whistled. “That’s a good sixty-minute drive. I can’t imagine how long it took.” 
“Yeah,” Allison agreed. “I’m beat.” 
“Well, it’s a good thing I picked you up, then. This road is busier today than normal, but 

most people don’t stop for hitchhikers these days, and it’s still a long trek up the mountain, 
especially dressed like you are.” 

Allison glanced down at her outfit—cut-off shorts, a long-sleeve shirt over a baby-blue 
T-shirt, and white sneakers with ankle-high white socks. “What’s wrong with how I’m 
dressed?” 

“Women should adorn themselves in respectable apparel, with modesty and self-control. 
That’s what it says in First Timothy.” 

“I appreciate the ride, but can you stop the truck, please?” 
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“Here? We’re in the middle of the road, and Silverwood is all the way up at the top of 
the mountain.” 

“I can walk the rest of the way.” Allison reached for the door handle. “Pull over. 
Please?” 

“What are you doing?” 
She jiggled the handle harder. “I want out!” 
“I’m sorry.” Carl’s eyes grew wide. “If I said something to upset or offend you, that 

wasn’t my intention. The doors lock automatically. You’ve got to wait until I stop.” 
“Let me out!” Her voice took on a plaintive, pleading tone. It wasn’t panicked, but it 

hovered on the verge. 
“Okay,” he soothed, fighting to portray a calming demeanor. “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to 

frighten you. See? I’m slowing down.” 
She stared at him, wide-eyed, biting her bottom lip. One hand remained on the door 

handle. The other clutched her backpack. Carl wondered if she had a weapon inside. He 
didn’t want to get stabbed or shot or tear-gassed. 

“See?” he repeated. “We’re slowing down. But I can’t stop here in the middle of the 
road. It’s too dangerous. I’m just going to pull off up ahead.” 

Now the panic crept into Allison’s voice. “I don’t know what your problem is, but—” 
“My problem?” 
She pressed herself even tighter against the passenger door and pulled the backpack 

close, positioning it like a shield. 
Carl took a deep breath, forcing himself to stay calm. “I don’t have a problem.” He tried 

to smile, but it felt wrong. “It’s the others in this world who have the problem. Sinners. 
Sexual immorality, impurity, and debauchery. Idolatry and witchcraft. Hatred, discord, 
jealousy, selfish ambition. Galatians warns against those things and more. It says those who 
live like that will not inherit the kingdom of God.” 

“Just let me go. Let me out of here!” 
“I am,” Carl promised. “I will.” 
Slowing down more, he dropped the transmission into low gear and pulled off onto a flat, 

narrow dirt road, unmarked by any road sign or guardrail. 
Allison’s eyes grew wider and her throat bobbed. “What are you doing?” 
“Pulling over, like you asked. I know this road. It’s an old logging trail, from back in the 

forties. It doesn’t get used anymore, except by the occasional dirt biker or hiker, but the 
National Forest Service keeps it maintained, in case they need to access it during a wildfire. 
There’s a place up ahead where I can turn this rig around. So just calm down.” 

Behind them, the main road disappeared. Carl thought, as he did every time he drove 
back here, that it was as if the forest swallowed the truck whole. He’d spent a lot of time 
among these trees, and it had always felt as if the forest was a living, breathing thing. Of 
course, the trees and other plants were indeed alive, but they felt like something more to 
him—an organism of their own. Perhaps that was why he felt drawn to this place, time and 
time again. 

The truck rolled to a stop beneath a far-reaching canopy of leafy branches. The sun 
barely penetrated the gloom. The air brakes squeaked and hissed. 

“Here we go,” Carl said. “As promised. I’m sorry I upset you. I meant no harm.” 
Allison relaxed her shoulders but kept her gaze fastened on him. “You … you’re not … 

you mean it?” 
He reached for the keys and turned the truck off. The rumbling engine fell quiet. The 

thrumming beneath their seat ceased. He thumbed a switch in the panel and the doors clicked 
as they unlocked. Allison relaxed more. 
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Carl turned toward her and smiled again. “You asked me to stop.” He gestured out the 
windshield. “So I did.” 

“Th-thank you,” she stammered. “I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be. I forgive you.” 
Then, in one quick motion, he lunged across the cab and grabbed her wrists. He snarled 

at her, teeth bared, spittle flying from his lips. 
“I forgive you,” he repeated, “but I’m not sure that God will. That remains to be seen. 

And next time you ask me to stop? I won’t.” 
Allison screamed. 
Above the truck the trees swayed, and the shadows grew deeper. 

••• 

“Well, here we are.” Fred Tallfeather spread his arms in a welcoming gesture. “Home sweet 
home for the next five days.” 

“If you say so,” Seth replied. 
Fred grinned and winked. “It won’t be so bad.” 
They stood in the middle of a circular clearing. Their vehicles were parked nearby—

Fred’s large van looming over the vehicles of the other chaperones—just off a narrow, rutted 
dirt road. At this higher elevation, the forest was made up of ponderosa, Jeffrey, and 
lodgepole pines, white and red fir, cedar, and oak trees. The clearing was devoid of 
vegetation, save for a carpet of grass and wildflowers. Situated amid this was a rustic 
campsite with a cluster of brown canvas tents, an outhouse with an abandoned wasp’s nest 
dangling from its eaves, and a stone circle for a campfire. The kids ran around and played 
while the adults surveyed the campsite with a mixture of bemusement and incredulity. 

Fred clapped his hands. “Okay, Scouts! Everybody huddle up.” 
The kids and the chaperones all drifted over and formed a circle around the Scout leader. 

He held up one hand, middle and index fingers extended, signaling attention. The troop fell 
silent, all eyes on Fred. 

“The first thing we’re going to do is unload the vehicles and pick our tents. Each tent 
holds three cots. We’ll need an adult in each one. These haven’t been used in a while, so you 
might want to air them out. The canvas can get pretty musty. You might also want to hose 
them down with bug spray before you unpack. And don’t forget to check for snakes or 
skunks.” 

“Snakes?” Gwen whispered, nudging her father. 
“I’m sure it’ll be okay. How about you and Taylor go pick out a tent while I get our 

gear?” 
Nodding, she grabbed Taylor and Harold and ran off. Seth trudged toward the cars. 

Ahead of him were two other chaperones—Tony and Dan. They were talking sports. Seth 
heard footsteps behind him, turned, and saw Fred hurrying to catch up. 

“Think she’ll be okay?” 
Seth shrugged. “I hope so. She’s struggling with it today, for sure. The best thing to do is 

just keep her occupied.” 
“Yeah. I did some reading about it online, after you and Vicki told me what was going 

on. They said keeping them occupied was good.” 
Seth paused, touched that the scoutmaster had taken the time to do some research. He 

stuck out his hand. Fred glanced down, surprised, and then shook it warmly. 
“You’re a good guy, Fred.” 
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The scoutmaster laughed. “You just keep that in mind when our kids are sixteen years 
old and dating.” 

Grinning, Seth glanced across the clearing to where Gwen, Harold, and Taylor were 
exploring the tents. He turned back to Fred. “I don’t know. Harold might have to compete 
with Taylor. And besides, I’m never letting Gwen date. I’m keeping her at home until she’s 
thirty.” 

Chuckling, the two men unloaded their camping gear. 

••• 

Having dropped the employees of Hirsch Capital off at the site of their corporate retreat, 
Willie was halfway back down the mountain when he realized he’d forgotten to take 
advantage of the bathroom. The pressure on his bladder grew urgent. 

“Damn it.” His voice sounded very small inside the empty bus. “Ain’t no way I’ll make 
it to the bottom.” 

He downshifted as the bus approached a steep grade in the road. He spotted a long 
gravel-filled lane up ahead—an emergency ramp for trucks whose brakes had failed. 
Pinching his crotch with one hand, Willie squirmed in the seat and changed lanes. Checking 
behind him, he saw the road was deserted, so he swerved into the breakdown lane. Gravel 
crunched beneath the bus’s tires as he slowed to a stop. 

Leaving the engine running, Willie flung open the doors, clambered down, and hurried, 
bow-legged, toward the greenery. He pushed his way through a tangle of undergrowth. 
Vines and thorns tugged at his pant legs, and thin branches whipped his arms and chest. 
Curiously, there were no tall trees to stand behind and conceal himself from the road while 
he pissed. As he pressed farther into the brush, he saw why. He emerged into a stand of 
blackened, splintered tree trunks—a scarred, blasted heath left over from the wildfires that 
had scoured Silverwood a few years before. He looked down at his feet and realized that he 
was walking across a layer of ash. Grayish-black particles floated upward with every step. 
Farther ahead, Willie spotted pine trees, untouched by the blaze. They seemed to loom over 
the area, as if standing guard. 

He glanced behind him. Although he could hear the bus’s engine running, he could no 
longer see the road. Satisfied that no passerby would see him either, Willie unzipped his fly 
and urinated into the ash. He sighed with relief, trembling. A hawk screeched overhead. 
Willie watched it circle. Then, finished, he shook himself, zipped back up, and turned to 
leave. 

The first sneeze, violent and racking, took him by surprise. A bubble of snot dribbled 
from his nose. Willie reached up and wiped it away with the back of his hand. The mucus 
had miniscule black grit in it. Frowning, he touched his face. His fingertips came away 
coated with more black dust. It felt slightly tacky and had an odd, though not unpleasant, 
odor, similar to chocolate—sweet and somehow warm. 

Pollen, he thought, or maybe ash? Either way, I don’t want to be breathing this shit in 
for too long. 

He sneezed again and decided it was probably pollen, given his body’s reaction. But 
pollen wasn’t black—was it? And it didn’t smell sugary, like cotton candy melting in the 
sun. 

Willie was halfway back to the bus when the trees began whispering to him. 
He cried out in alarm and spun around in a circle, expecting to see someone hiding in the 

brush, but he quickly confirmed that he was alone. He slowly plodded back to where he’d 
been, and then past it, right to the edge of the forest. The whispering grew louder. 
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When he was a child, Willie’s mother had told him that the sound of the wind rustling 
through the trees was the sound of the trees talking. That sound and that memory had 
brought him comfort throughout his life. But this sound wasn’t like that. These were actual 
voices—harsh and ragged, quiet but powerful. 

And there was no wind. 
Willie stood there, helpless, and listened to what they had to say. 

••• 

Tasha had to admit that the refurbished Silverwood Engineering and Electrical bungalows 
were much nicer than she’d expected. Although they didn’t offer wi-fi or some of the other 
comforts of civilization, they were spacious and clean. Each slept six comfortably. Tasha 
had expected to find cots, but instead the bungalows were furnished with beds, as well as 
small kitchenettes and living areas. Tasha shared a dwelling with other members of the 
marketing team. 

Since her conversation with Willie on the bus, Tasha had been feeling depressed and 
anxious. While the others unpacked and made small talk, she excused herself and stepped 
outside. Homesick, she decided to call David and let him know she’d arrived safely. She 
pulled out her phone and looked for a signal, but there was only one bar of coverage. She 
strolled across the grounds, searching for a stronger signal, nodding at coworkers as she 
passed. 

She spotted Mary and Karen, both accountants, and waved hello. Mary’s return greeting, 
much like her personality, was reserved—a slight nod—while Karen’s was as animated and 
boisterous as the woman herself. Tasha smiled. She liked Karen. It was hard not to. Her 
happiness and general demeanor were infectious. Three years ago, the twice-divorced 
Karen—then Ken—had a successful gender reassignment surgery. Since then, it was clear to 
her coworkers that Karen had never been happier or more content. True, some found her 
unintentionally imposing. She was out of shape, overweight, and loud. She smoked, drank, 
ate what she wanted, and didn’t seem to have a care in the world. But she was also kind and 
empathetic and full of life. 

Reaching the edge of the complex, Tasha passed Emilio from purchasing and Jeremy 
from shipping and receiving. The two were sitting close together and appeared to be having 
an intense conversation, judging by their expressions and body language. Tasha thought it 
odd that the two were hanging out at all. From what she knew of them, they seemed to be 
from very different worlds. Emilio was devoutly religious and white collar, while blue-collar 
Jeremy was flagrantly atheist and gay. Their daily routines wouldn’t bring the two in contact 
with each other, yet there they were, hanging out. 

At the rim of the clearing, she came across a small cinder-block building. A rusty 
padlock dangled from the door. Tasha wasn’t sure what the building was. Maybe a pumping 
or electrical station? Unlike the restored bungalows, the shack showed signs of weathering 
and decline. The white exterior paint on the outer walls was peeling. The Silverwood 
Engineering and Electrical corporate logo was stenciled on the door, along with the SEE 
acronym. Tasha had spotted the same symbol on their bungalow. But here, what had once 
been a smart, snappy, crown-like logo had been shattered and split in half by the ravages of 
time. 

Tasha stood in the building’s shade and checked her phone again. There was still only 
one bar. She sighed, frustrated. 

“The signal is better up on the hill.” 
Tasha looked up and saw Lydia, the receptionist. 
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“That way.” Lydia pointed to a narrow hiking trail leading off into the woods. “I can get 
on Instagram and Twitter here, but to call home and check on my cat, I had to hike up to the 
top of the hill.” 

“Is it far?” 
Lydia shrugged. “Not really. Maybe a ten-minute walk.” 
“I don’t know,” Tasha hesitated. “The bus driver said there were animals out here.” 
“Yeah, I heard. I didn’t see any, though.” 
“Okay, thanks.” Tasha nodded. “Maybe I’ll try it.” 
“No problem.” 
Tasha was about to say more, but Lydia glanced back down at her phone and walked 

away. 
Shy, I guess, Tasha thought. 
Tasha slipped her phone into her pocket and headed toward the hiking trail. 

••• 

“How about this one, Taylor?” 
Gwen stared into the canvas tent, crinkling her nose at the musty odor. Spiderwebs 

dangled from the support pole. Weird black dust blanketed the floor. When Taylor didn’t 
respond, Gwen turned around to find that he was no longer with them. Only Harold stood 
behind her, his dark eyes amused. 

“He’s over there.” 
Gwen looked to where Harold was pointing and saw Taylor on his haunches, flipping 

over a large stone, scrambling to see what kind of insects were hidden beneath it. 
Grinning, she shook her head. “Him and his bugs.” 
Nodding, Harold smiled. “I’ll go get him.” 
Harold wandered across the clearing, and Gwen turned back to the tent. She raised the 

flaps, intent on airing it out, but didn’t go inside. She eyed the black dust and wondered if it 
was mold. She’d wait until her father was back and ask him. Hands on her hips, she stood 
there, staring in disgust at the cobwebs and the desiccated carcasses of their prey. 

“What’s wrong?” someone taunted behind her. “You afraid of a few little bugs? You 
should be more like your retarded boyfriend.” 

Gwen whirled around. “Shut up, Petey. Taylor isn’t retarded.” 
And he isn’t my boyfriend, she thought. Is he? How would Harold feel about that? 
“Could have fooled me.” Petey sneered. “I figure the two of you are gonna bump uglies 

in the tent tonight.” 
Steve, Lamar, and Kendall snickered, lurking behind Petey. 
Gwen wasn’t sure what bump uglies meant, but it sounded crude and disgusting—just 

like Petey himself. She peered past him and the other boys, looking for Harold, and got mad 
at herself for doing so. Gwen and Taylor were usually the targets of Petey’s ire, unless 
Harold was around. The bully was usually cowed by him. But Harold seemed to be the only 
person—kid or adult—whom Petey feared, except for his grandfather Hogan. In the case of 
the latter, it was easy for Gwen to understand why. Petey lived with Hogan, because his 
father was a truck driver who was only home on weekends, and his mother was in jail. But it 
was apparent to Gwen and the rest of the kids that Hogan was cruel, and he often bullied 
Petey and some of the other Scouts as a means of “toughening them up in a world of 
participation trophies.” Gwen didn’t know what that meant. It was just one of the many 
weird things Hogan said, like, “The greatest thing a man can do is die in battle.” She was 
glad her dad didn’t talk like that. 
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“Just go home,” Petey said. “Girls don’t belong in Scouts. Nobody wants you here 
anyway.” 

“That’s not true.” Gwen’s hand brushed against the canvas flap, stirring up the black 
dust. She inhaled a particle and sneezed. She felt anger bubbling up inside her, but this 
wasn’t the Creeper. The thoughts inspired by her OCD usually scared Gwen. She wasn’t 
scared now. 

“Is too,” Petey said. 
“Is not!” 
“Shut up.” Petey glanced behind him at Harold and Taylor, who were still oblivious, and 

then grinned. 
Steve, Lamar, and Kendall smiled as well. Gwen didn’t see any humor in their 

expressions. Their eyes shone with a dark excitement. 
Petey turned back to Gwen and lowered his voice. “Is your other boyfriend gonna come 

over here and scalp me?” 
“Shut up, Petey.” 
He made a circle with his mouth and slapped his palm over it. “Woo-woo-woo-w—” 
Gwen balled her hand into a fist and punched him in the mouth. Petey’s surprised 

expression mirrored her own. She felt his soft lips pulp, the hardness of his teeth against her 
knuckles, and the warm splash across her fingers. 

Petey stumbled backward, squawking in alarm. Steve, Lamar, and Kendall gasped in 
unison, as if she had just performed a magic trick, and scrambled out of the way. Gwen 
stomped her foot, lunging forward, and Petey toppled over backward, landing hard enough 
to make her wince. A cry went up from the clearing. Gwen looked up and saw the other 
Scouts and adults running toward them. At the edge of the clearing she spotted her father and 
Harold’s dad, hurrying along with the luggage from the cars. 

She glanced back down at Petey, fists clenched at her sides. “Say it again. Go on! I dare 
you to say it again.” 

Harold rushed to her side and gently grabbed one of her wrists. “Come on, Gwen.” 
She shook him off and then looked up and saw her father drawing near. Her eyes 

widened. 
“What’s going on, Gwen?” Seth demanded. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
“He was teasing me,” Gwen replied. “Talking about how I shouldn’t be here, and girls 

shouldn’t be allowed in Scouts. And he called Taylor a retard.” 
Seth glared at Hogan. “I wonder where he got that from?” 
Ignoring him, the burly man glared down at his grandson. “Get up, you baby. It’s bad 

enough you got your butt kicked by a girl. Don’t lie there and cry about it.” 
“Hey,” Fred exclaimed. “There’s no need for that.” 
“You keep out of this, Chief.” Hogan’s voice dripped with derision. 
Seth touched Gwen’s shoulder. She stood rigid, almost vibrating with anger. Her gaze 

never left Petey. Her fists were still balled. 
“Come on, Gwen.” Seth spoke softly, but firmly. “Let’s go for a walk, okay?” 
Gwen didn’t respond, but she allowed her father to lead her away. 
“I’m going to take her for a hike,” Seth told Fred. “Let her cool down. Keep an eye on 

Taylor for me?” 
“Of course.” Fred knelt, looking Gwen in the eye, and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone I 

said this, Gwen, but Petey’s a jerk, and so is his grandfather. The law says you can be here. 
But more importantly, we want you here, too. You belong here. You’re one of us. Got it?” 

Sniffling, Gwen nodded. 
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Fred smiled. “That being said, you can’t go around beating up the other Scouts, no 
matter how much they deserve it. Okay?” 

She nodded again, and her posture relaxed. “Okay, Mr. Tallfeather.” 
Fred ruffled Gwen’s hair and then stood up again and winked at Seth. “You guys take 

your time. We’re not going to do much until this evening, when we have the campfire. Just 
don’t get lost.” 

“We’re Scouts,” Gwen said. “We can’t get lost.” 

••• 

YOU CAN SEE YOUR WIFE AGAIN, the trees promised. 
“But when?” Willie asked. “How?” 
AFTER THE DOOR IS OPENED. AFTER THE DEPARTURE. BUT TO MAKE THAT 

HAPPEN, WE MUST FEED, AND YOU MUST HELP. 
Willie nodded. “I can do that.” 
Then, smiling, he made his way back to the bus and rooted around under the driver’s seat 

until he found his knife. Company policy forbade the drivers from carrying weapons, but 
most of Willie’s coworkers ignored that rule, keeping tear gas, pepper spray, baseball bats, 
or knives concealed but within reach in case of trouble. In today’s world, you couldn’t take 
any chances. Bad things could happen anywhere, anytime. 

He hefted the knife in his hand, testing its weight. It would suffice until he found 
something better. 

Still smiling, Willie stalked off into the woods. 

••• 

Lydia had been correct. The cell phone coverage was much better on the hilltop. Taking 
advantage of the stronger signal, Tasha sat on a large gray rock and called David. The phone 
rang and then went to voice mail. 

She took a deep breath and waited for the beep. “Hey, baby. It’s me. I just wanted to let 
you know we made it here safe and sound. It’s all right. Not as rustic as I expected. There’s 
electricity and showers, and our bungalow has a microwave and a fridge and even a 
television. But it’s not home, and these people aren’t you.” 

She paused. “I just … I miss you. Been thinking a lot about us on the drive here. Call me 
when you can, okay? Or text me. The cell service is kind of spotty, so I may not get it right 
away, but … I don’t know. I love you and miss you. Bye.” 

Tasha disconnected the call, and her home screen popped up, showing her the time. It 
was early afternoon, so David was probably at work. That explained why he hadn’t taken the 
call. She knew it was unreasonable, but she felt a pang of anger and hurt that he hadn’t 
answered. Sighing, she stood up, locked the phone, and slipped it into her pocket. 

Then she looked around. The hilltop was beautiful, sporting a rainbow of wildflowers 
and ferns. Curiously, there were no butterflies or bees flittering from one flower to the next, 
and no birds soared overhead. She assumed they must have scattered, maybe scared off by 
her presence. Tasha began to relax and enjoy the moment. The sun felt good on her skin. The 
spot was high enough to overlook most of the surrounding forest, and the treetops looked 
like a rolling green carpet. They stretched as far as she could see, and although Tasha knew 
that the town of Silverwood was out there somewhere, there were no signs of it. 

Nor were there signs of their campsite. It was as if the woods had consumed them both. 
She realized how easy it would be to get lost out here, and how precarious such a situation 
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would be. Willie the bus driver had been right. The forest was gorgeous and majestic, but 
dangerous. 

It occurred to her then that she was alone. Other than Lydia, nobody knew where she 
was. She decided to head back to the retreat and walked down the hill. Soon, her feet began 
to hurt. Tasha was glad she was wearing yoga pants and athletic shoes. She could only 
imagine making this hike in her usual skirt, high heels, and other office attire. 

Halfway down the summit, she spotted a flash of red moving through the forest. She 
stared at the figure. It was another hiker, wearing a red jacket and shouldering a backpack. 
She wasn’t alone after all. It hadn’t occurred to her that the employees of Hirsch Capital 
weren’t the only ones in the woods. On the bus, she’d heard one of the IT guys mention that 
they’d passed a Scout troop. And there were probably other campers, hikers, fishermen, and 
outdoor enthusiasts in the area. She watched until the figure passed from sight and then 
continued on her way. 

She reached the bottom of the hill and found the trail, and then began the walk back 
through the woods. It was cooler here beneath the leafy canopy, and darker. Shadows 
loomed, even in the afternoon. Still, it wasn’t spooky. Much like the hilltop, the forest was 
alive with the songs of birds and the buzzing of insects. 

Then Tasha heard another sound—the grunting of what sounded like a wild beast, and a 
frantic, fevered panting. 

She paused in mid-step, her breath caught in her throat. 
What the hell is that …? 
Her mind summoned images of a bear. Swallowing, Tasha panicked. The grunting grew 

louder, faster. 
Wait a minute, she thought. That’s not an animal. That’s … human? 
She tiptoed forward, watching where she walked, careful not to step on a twig or rustle 

the leaves beneath her feet. The trail wound around a curve and between a cluster of oak 
trees. Tasha inched toward them and leaned against one of the trunks. Her eyes widened in 
surprise. 

There, just off the trail, were two people, copulating atop a blanket that had been spread 
out across a bed of fallen pine needles. The woman knelt on her hands and knees, and the 
man crouched behind her, furiously thrusting, hands gripping the woman’s hips. Tasha’s 
position offered a side view of the lovers, but neither of them spotted her—lost in the throes 
of passion as they were. They were close enough that she could see the sweat glistening and 
beading on their skin, hear the sounds their bodies made, and smell their musk, born of 
friction and heat and desire. 

After her initial shock subsided, Tasha realized that she recognized them. The girl was 
Amber Antonelli—Mary and Karen’s fellow accountant—which was shocking. Amber was 
engaged, and the wedding was supposed to take place in two weeks. Indeed, Amber had 
been complaining for the last month about how stressed out she was over all the preparations 
she had to complete, and how the company retreat was going to interfere with those plans. 

But as shocking as Amber’s infidelity was, the identity of her partner was even more 
surprising. The man thrusting and grinding behind her was Devin Fischer, Hirsch Capital’s 
chief financial officer. Married with two children, he was a modern-day progressive alpha 
male who waxed philosophical about feminism, intersectionality, and equality in the 
workplace, but apparently engaged in secret trysts with his subordinates. 

Unlike most of her coworkers, Tasha had never entirely trusted Devin. She’d always 
suspected that his progressive chatter was just white liberal lip service, and that beneath that 
corporate veneer he was just like so many others. This further cemented her certainty. 
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The corporate retreat had been Devin’s suggestion—and one that his superiors were 
initially reluctant about. Tasha wondered if this was why he’d pushed for it. Was this entire 
teambuilding exercise just an excuse for him to cheat on his wife? Was she out here in the 
woods, away from David and their home, thinking of their dead baby, just so Devin and 
Amber could do it doggy style in the woods? 

One thing was for sure. She couldn’t risk following the trail back to the bungalows 
without taking a chance that they’d see her. And if they did catch her out here, what would 
that mean for her job? She could kiss any chance of promotion goodbye. The last thing she 
needed was to get fired because she knew their dirty little secret. 

Holding her breath, Tasha crept back the way she’d come. When she was confident that 
she was out of earshot, she hurried back to the base of the hilltop. Once she’d reached the 
clearing, she debated what to do next. She supposed she could wait until they were finished 
fucking and then carefully trail them back to camp. But who knew how long that would be? 
Not to mention, how would she explain if they caught her? Would they believe she didn’t 
know about their tryst? 

Tasha decided to cut around the trail and circle back to camp. As long as she kept her 
bearings, she shouldn’t have to worry about getting lost. Remembering that her cell phone 
had a compass app, she pulled it out and muted the volume. If David called her back while 
she was creeping through the woods, it was possible that Devin and Amber would hear it. 
She pointed the phone in the direction of their campsite, got a read on the direction, and then 
skirted along the edge of the forest, trying to put some more distance between herself and her 
naked coworkers. 

She’d gone about five minutes and had just reentered the forest when she heard a branch 
snap to her right. Tasha stopped and turned. The underbrush rustled. Branches swayed as 
something moved toward her. She was just about to call out when a figure emerged from the 
undergrowth. 

“Hello.” 
“W-Willie?” she stammered. “What are you doing out here?” 
Grinning, the bus driver stepped free of the foliage. Tasha noticed the knife he clutched 

in one fist. His face and hands were coated in what looked like ash. A glistening rope of 
drool dribbled from his lips. He bared his teeth, growling. 

“Willie? Are you okay?” 
“I’m great. The trees asked me to do something. Let me show you.” 
The older man lunged at her, slashing with the knife. Gasping, Tasha leaped backward, 

narrowly avoiding the attack. 
Willie stumbled and then plodded forward again. 
Tasha yelled, “What the fuck?” 
Willie’s only response was to slash at her again. Tasha sidestepped and scrambled away 

from him. A ray of sunlight shone through the treetops, reflecting off the knife’s blade. 
Willie’s eyes glittered as well. 

“Stay back,” Tasha warned. “Stay the hell away from me!” 
Willie waggled the knife. “You want kids, right? Let me open you up, and I’ll show you 

where they stay inside you.” 
Tasha gasped, too shocked to reply. 
Grunting, Willie lurched toward her again. 
Tasha turned and fled into the forest, heedless of the low-lying branches that whipped at 

her face and arms, or the thorns and briars that tugged at her legs. She cast one terrified 
glance over her shoulder and screamed when she saw Willie’s maniacal leer. 

21



Tasha emerged at the base of the hill again. Hyperventilating, she dashed up, scrambling 
over the rocks jutting from the soil, but Willie followed. Realizing that the hilltop offered her 
no cover, she wove and dodged, giving him a wide berth. Then, doubling back and down, 
she plunged into the forest again. Willie shrieked with rage as she fled into the undergrowth. 

Panicked and sobbing, Tasha gave no thought to where she was running. She just fled, 
charging through the forest, weaving around trees and jumping over logs. Eventually, she 
stumbled across a deadfall—a massive oak tree that had toppled, roots and all, leaving a 
gaping wound in the soil. Kneeling, she huddled behind the base of the tree, her back against 
the root, and listened. The forest was quiet, and there were no sounds of pursuit. She risked a 
glance, peering timidly out from behind her shelter, and there was no sign of the crazed 
driver. 

Shuddering, Tasha struggled to catch her breath. Sweat stung her eyes. She wiped it 
away, along with her tears. She glanced around, trying to get some sense of direction. 
Nothing she saw looked familiar. 

But why would it? she thought. They’re fucking trees … 
She fumbled at her pocket, reaching for her cell phone, but it wasn’t there. Panic rose 

again, threatening to overwhelm her. She patted her other pockets, whimpering. The phone 
was gone. She must have dropped it while escaping. 

A branch snapped nearby. Tasha screamed. Her hands clawed at the dirt and leaves. 
Willie loomed over her, slashing with the knife. There was no pain at first, just a 

sensation of heat on the back of her calf. It wasn’t until her blood began to soak through the 
slashed fabric of her jeans that Tasha realized he’d cut her. Screaming, she scrambled to her 
feet and ran. 

Laughing, Willie gave chase. 
She saw her own blood splatter onto the forest floor, dime-sized droplets splashing 

across the leaves. 
Willie jumped in front of her and jabbed with the knife, but Tasha flailed, grabbing his 

wrist, blocking the attack. She tried to wrench the knife from his grip, but he was too strong. 
Instead, she shoved him backward and then turned and ran again. 

The pain in her leg was excruciating, her blood warm as it trickled down her foot. She 
limped along, screaming, as Willie gave chase. 

“Leave me alone,” she cried. “Why are you doing this? What do you want?” 
Willie responded with laughter. 
Tasha picked up a rock, threw it at him, but missed. His laughter abruptly died. He 

charged after her, glowering, but then tripped over a log, sprawling. Taking advantage of the 
situation, Tasha fled. She tried not to shriek, tried not to sob, tried to move as quickly and 
quietly as she could. 

Suddenly, the ground changed beneath her feet. Tasha glanced down and saw that she 
had emerged onto the cracked and pitted remains of a long-unused road. Weeds and saplings 
thrust up from the surface as the forest worked to reclaim it. She hobbled to the left. When 
she heard Willie crashing through the forest behind her, she did not turn around. Instead, she 
fell to her knees, groaning with pain. 

“Where are you?” Willie’s voice echoed. “It’s time for the reaping!” 
Tasha tried to get up but couldn’t. 
David, she thought. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I failed us. I’m sorry about the baby … 
Then she spotted something up ahead—a small cabin, perhaps fifty yards away, situated 

along the side of the road. Her anguish gave way to a surge of relief. The structure looked 
dilapidated, but it was possible someone still lived there. Some backwoods hillbilly type, 
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maybe. At the very least, she could shelter inside the building, or maybe find a weapon to 
defend herself. 

All she had to do was make it there. 
Get up, she willed herself. Come on, get up, goddamn it! 
She wobbled to her feet, but her wounded leg refused to comply, buckling beneath her. 

Tasha tumbled to the ground, raised her head, and screamed. 
A figure stepped out from behind a nearby fir tree … but it wasn’t Willie. This man was 

much younger, and white, and wearing a familiar red jacket. He clutched a long stick in his 
hands. 

Tasha waved at him. “You! I saw you earlier, out hiking.” 
“Did you? I thought only the forest could see me.” 
“Please, I need your help. There’s a guy out there … he was our bus driver. He has a 

knife and he—” 
The hiker thrust the stick at her. Too late, Tasha realized that one end of the implement 

had been sharpened down to a crude point—a point that he rammed into her thigh. Tasha 
shrieked. Her assailant grinned—the same garish expression Willie had made—and savagely 
twisted the stick. 

Tasha reeled, ripping herself free, and wailed from the pain. Still grinning, the hiker 
raised his makeshift spear over her head. The point was level with her eye. 

“Hush now,” he slurred. “You’ll scare the birds away.” 
Tasha drew in breath to scream again, but before she could, something huge and hulking 

erupted from the trees and charged into the road. It was the size of a bear, but it moved so 
fast that it defied any coherent identification. She saw flashes of fur and flesh, but also dirt 
and wood and stone and … white stuffing, like in a child’s toy animal? The stench wafting 
off the creature was overpoweringly revolting. It towered over them both, blocking out the 
sunlight with its form. The hiker’s smile vanished. He peered upward at the looming 
presence. 

Then, with a thunderous, booming roar that seemed to shake the landscape, the beast 
swiped at him with one massive paw. Tasha glimpsed claws as long as pencils. The hiker 
made no sound as the blow connected. 

The hiker’s bloody face was lying on the road next to her, staring sightlessly through 
eyeless sockets, his idiot grin finally erased for good. His mauled, faceless corpse toppled 
over a second later, falling across her. His blood soaked through her clothing, mingling with 
her own. 

The world began to spin, and Tasha suddenly couldn’t breathe. She tried to free herself, 
but the strength drained from her limbs. The last thing she saw before consciousness slipped 
away was a little girl emerging from the woods to stand next to the monster and take its 
hand. 

“We’ll get the other one later,” the girl said. “Let’s get her home.” 
Tasha closed her eyes and lost consciousness. 

••• 

The people who built the underground complex had called it Lab 04. It was just one spoke in 
a much larger wheel of similar facilities dotting the forest around Silverwood. Those 
facilities were closed and shuttered now, abandoned by their makers after one violent, 
explosive, chaotic night. 

Far beneath the subterranean complex, something moved—an amorphous, black, 
quivering ball of goo. The life form—the SAP—had been created when the makers of Lab 
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04 had opened a dimensional rift in 2012. The edges of two different planes of existence 
overlapped for a brief time. The SAP was a massive blob of negative matter, an anti-Big 
Bang, the total absence of life and light—but when it collided with the organic matter of 
Silverwood, it was imbued with the consciousness of the dark force from that other 
dimension. It became aware, and with that awareness came a desire to propagate and spread. 
But over time, as its consciousness grew, it became aware of other things—like how much it 
hated this place, and how lonely it was. Now, it was desperate to return home. 

Since its arrival, the SAP had slowly gathered strength, sending tendrils of itself through 
the forest’s root system, lumbering toward the surface and sustaining itself on the life energy 
and psychic energy of the forest’s insects, animals, and other fauna. It affected the pollen 
and vegetation, using them to help it feast. 

When it was strong enough, it would open the door and return home. All it needed was a 
key. A key to open a door. 

And now it had found such a key. 
In the dark, deserted remains of Lab 04, black tendrils broke through the dirty concrete 

floor and snaked through the complex, exploring, searching … seeking. Eventually, they 
reached an enclosed room and smashed through the thick glass of an observational window. 
The room was devoid of furnishings, save for a black metal box. Slowly, the black ooze 
burrowed into the box and found its center—a hollow space filled with the desiccated 
organic matter, the remains of a human brain. The slime merged with this, transforming the 
inoperative device into a transmitter. All throughout the deserted facility, power was slowly 
restored. The hum of electricity filled the empty, shadowy corridors. 

The Blackbox began to hum as well. 
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Stephen Kozeniewski (pronounced “causin’ ooze key”) lives in Pennsylvania, the birthplace 
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in Oklahoma and one in Iraq, where due to what he assumes was a clerical error, he was 
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impressive than saying his bachelor’s degree is in German. You can find him on Twitter 
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Michelle Garza and Melissa Lason are a twin sister writing team from Arizona. They have 
been dubbed The Sisters of Slaughter for their brand of horror and dark fantasy writing. 
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most-subscribed & watched sci-fi/horror channel on YouTube. “BlackBoxTV Presents,” an 
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online. In 2012, Tony partnered with YouTube Originals for a slate of programming that 
included a collaboration with Anthony E Zuiker (creator of C.S.I.) Tony recently completed 
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YouTube zombie survival game “Fight of the Living Dead.” He has collaborated with Jon 
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Howard & Brian Grazer’s New Form Digital. Additionally, in 2017 his work in VR and 360 
filmmaking garnered him a Streamy Award for “Best Immersive Storyteller.” 
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Up Next 

The reaping has begun. 

 

Subscribe at serialbox.com to never miss an episode! 

Order the next episode now! 

If you’re enjoying Silverwood, help us get the word out: 

Like us on Facebook 

Follow us on Twitter or Tumblr 

Review this episode on Goodreads 

Join our mailing list to find out about new episodes and get exclusive insider content 
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Don’t miss these other exciting reads from Serial Box! 

Can’t get enough of The Magicians? Check out Born to the Blade. 

Addicted to Marvel’s Agents of SHIELD? Check out The Witch Who Came in from the Cold. 

Want a fix while waiting for Supernatural? Bookburners is for you. 

Missing Game of Thrones? Try the less-gritty but full of intrigue Tremontaine. 

Can’t wait for more Victoria? Don’t miss Whitehall. 

Did you enjoy The Thomas Crown Affair? You don’t want to miss False Idols. 

Can’t get Hamilton tickets? Read 1776: The World Turned Upside Down. 

Enjoy The 100? Try ReMade. 

Looking for a geeky and diverse Sex and the City? You need to try Geek Actually. 

Love The Woman in White? Check out A Most Dangerous Woman. 

Can’t stop listening to Serial? Check out Dead Air. 
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