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tain showed only grayish fog, and another wasn’t much better. 
On the shelves above, her collection of gemstones, geodes, 
and rock specimens glared along with her, blue in the glow 
of the laptop.

Ever since increased seismic activity had indicated magma 
intrusion, she’d been waiting for the eruption – her � rst oppor-
tunity to study a major volcanic event. Her � sts clenched. 
� is is just typical. Disappointment curdling in her stomach, 
Poppy spun, grabbed her bag, and hopped up. She needed 
to move, to get some air. Maybe the view would improve by 
the time she returned. It wasn’t like she could hop on a plane 
to Iceland. Not with work, the cell phone bill due, Deidre’s 
medicine to pay for…

In the living room, her mother huddled on the sofa, chin 
on her chest, asleep in front of Renovation Ruination. A glass 
of Chardonnay tilted in her lap, barely upright. If hope-de-
ferred was typical for Poppy, passed out on the couch was a 
typical Friday night for Deidre.

Poppy sighed, her chest tightening with an ambivalent 
mixture of tenderness and irritation. Paired with her purple 
garage sale dress, the gray streaks in Deidre’s auburn hair 
looked peak � ower-child. Wrinkles surrounded her elegantly 
curved cheekbones, as perfect as if a renaissance sculptor had 
shaped them. Some days Poppy wished she’d taken after her 
mom. Some days she didn’t. Today was one of those days. But 
Deidre was the only mom she had, and Poppy had decided a 
long time ago to make the best of it.
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Intentionally, Poppy stepped on a loose � oorboard, squeak-
ing the wood like a crypt hinge. With a snort, Deidre startled 
awake. Dropping the sushi on the co� ee table, Poppy plucked 
the wine glass from Deidre’s � ngers, took a swig, and wrin-
kled her nose. “� at’s awful.”

Reclaiming it, Deidre � nished it in one gulp. “Barefoot 
does the job.” Yawning, she focused on the Geico commercial 
parading across the television. “Oh! I’ve missed my show.” She 
pawed around for the remote. “I thought you were watching 
volcano death and destruction somewhere in Russia.”

“Iceland.” Poppy had given up trying to explain her inter-
est in volcanos. “Going for a walk.”

Happy wrinkles deepened around Deidre’s mouth. “Oh 
good! Normal behavior. Tell me you’re going to pick up some 
guys. Or go clubbing. Something like that.”

“I’m going to pick up some guys and go clubbing.”
Deidre tilted her head. “You’re joking.”
“Of course I’m joking, Mom.”
Rolling her eyes, Deidre handed her the glass. “I need a 

re� ll.”
Poppy slid the sushi to her. “Promise to eat something.”
Deidre muttered under her breath, poking at the sticky rice.
In the kitchen, Poppy tilted the bottle of Deidre’s Risperi-

done. Four pills left. She scribbled a note to pick up the re� ll. 
Over the past six months, Deidre’s worst crisis had been a per-
sistent fear of bats getting into the house; best keep a good 
thing going. � e grin lines frequenting her mom’s face, hearing 
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her snappy retorts, made it easier to breathe somehow. It made 
everything easier.

Shrugging into her anorak, Poppy slung her bag over her 
shoulder. “See you later.”

“Hold on.” Deidre shu�  ed toward her, moving like a 
drunken bumblebee.

Rotating the wine glass on the counter, Deidre cleared 
her throat. “So, your Dad’s coming home for a visit. Sooner 
than I expected. Maybe in the next month.” Her eyes darted 
around, and her toes curled. “He’s really looking forward to 
seeing you.”

Do we have to talk about this now? Tonight? � is very moment?
Poppy struggled with the zipper of her anorak. No, we don’t.

Finding her hand, Deidre gripped it, the little bones in her 
� ngers sharp. “Look, Treefrog, I’m sorry about all this. He—”

“Yeah, I know how it is.” Poppy extracted her hand. “Call 
if you need me, alright?”

Poppy escaped to the front porch, sucker-punch nausea 
joining the burning in her stomach. Even after four months, 
Felix Paquin’s failure to show at her high school graduation 
still stung. Poppy had tried feigning indi� erence, parroting 
the explanation that his work was important enough to justify 
his absence, but her heart still felt bruised. She didn’t want to 
be excited about the possibility of his visit, but a part of her 
still leapt for it, like a crow hopping to a carcass on the road.

Hugging her elbows in against the chilly air, she set out, 
knowing where her feet would take her. � e spice of dried 
leaves mingled with the smell of grass, as if their neighbor had 
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just mowed their lawn. � e scent coalesced with the earthi-
ness of the Twin River, which stretched north below the blu� s 
where her neighborhood perched. Rain was coming. Maybe 
soon, maybe in the middle of the night.

Jogging to warm herself up, she descended the hill out of 
her neighborhood, passing cape cods with peeling paint and 
squat bungalows. On the High Street, the cigarette smoke 
from Paddy’s corner pub tickled her throat. She hurried past 
the chink of dishes and the raucous harmony of the Irish trio. 
If Katherine were here instead of at college, she would suggest 
they slip inside and sneak a pint of Guinness.

As she approached the defunct city park overlooking the 
river – known as Olive Street landing – Poppy’s legs dragged. 
Without Kat’s friendship, she wouldn’t have survived Riv-
erston High. � ey’d often while away Friday nights here, 
munching on onion rings from Bobo’s diner and dreaming 
about the future. Lately, when Poppy visited the landing, it 
felt as if Kat lingered right around the corner, her red Civic 
idling as she applied lipstick in the mirror. Poppy could almost 
hear her laugh echo o�  the river.

Now, eight hours away at Vanderbilt University, Kat was 
only as close as Snapchat, and that sucked worse than a glitch-
ing webcam. Poppy wanted to message her, but it was Friday 
night. Hopefully, Kat would be hanging out with new friends. 
Besides, she would inquire if Poppy had asked anyone from 
work to hang out (ahem, the new guy), and Poppy didn’t feel 
like explaining herself tonight.
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She sank onto a bench facing the river. Above, skeletal 
branches of locust trees stretched into the darkness, a few 
stubborn leaves � uttering down to join the piles gathered on 
the � oor. Iron railing shielded a north-facing overlook, where 
rows of train tracks lay below, lining the wide, fast-� owing 
expanse of the Twin. If she couldn’t study the volcano, the 
delicious gloominess of the night was the next best thing; it 
felt as though she’d stepped into a gothic novel. It lessened the 
sting of her disappointment, of Kat’s absence, if only a little.

A train thundered by, the locomotives growling like 
mechanical tigers, shaking the concrete under her feet. � e 
draft tossed her hair, stirring the mist drifting around the 
landing. A horn blast wailed over the river, echoing between 
the blu� s. As the train disappeared, the scent of coal lingered 
in the air, the taste dirty in her mouth.

Mist swarmed the rails and curled around the landing 
lights; animalistic in the way it crept. Poppy clutched her bag 
in her lap, twisting the worn leather straps, scanning the dark-
ness over the river, then the foggy street. Goosebumps � ooded 
her neck and she pulled the anorak tighter around her body.

� e mist rolled and crept until it obscured the lights from 
Paddy’s back patio. It sweated in slimy beads on her � ngers 
and face. Involuntarily, the muscles of her shoulders tensed; 
someone was leering at her, hidden by the misty shadows. She 
sco� ed at the suspicion. It was only a little fog. She’d been here 
a million times at night and never felt threatened.

But not without Kat. Glancing around, Poppy’s mouth 
went dry.
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Like silent storm clouds, the fog crowded the landing, con-
cealing the curb and the street beyond, as thick as a blanket 
thrown over the park. As though it had been muted, the 
clamor from Paddy’s faded and the silence pressed into her 
ears, like being underwater. Instinctively, she pawed through 
her bag for the metal cylinder of pepper spray.

From behind, a slimy touch on her neck, a shusshhh. Flying 
to her feet, she whirled around, her heart pounding in her ears.
Mist congregated around her, stepping on her toes, crowding 
her into a corner. Nothing explained the phantom touch. At 
least nothing visible.

With a crunching of glass, the landing lights went out. 
Something snatched the phone out of her hand and it clattered 
to the concrete. Spindly shadows surrounded her – apparitions 
of trees, growing out of the mist, stretching higher than the 
streetlights. As if she’d been transported from the landing into 
an ancient forest, malignant and rotten to its roots.

No. She felt around for the phone. � is isn’t real. I’m just 
tired. Her hands shook. Was this what it felt like when Deidre 
had an episode? No! Poppy gritted her teeth. � at’s not what 
this is.

But the dense weight of the mist crippled her movements, 
her sense of direction. Forget the phone. Heart thundering, she 
lunged for the street. But the mist slowed her � ight, wrapping 
around her ankles like she’d stumbled into a bog. A shadowy 
tree loomed in her path, and she yelped.

It’s not real. � is can’t be real.

PREVIEW ONLY 

DOWNLOAD PROHIBITED 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



F I R E K I N D

18

From all directions, mist-hands pawed at her, surround-
ing her like weeds in an overgrown � eld. Breath ragged, she 
broke into a faltering run, searching for the curb, but � nding 
grass instead. She tripped and pain radiated through her shins. 
Scrambling up, she fought for each step, feeling the way with 
her hands, but the location of the street – the way out – evaded 
her.

� e pressure in the atmosphere intensi� ed and her ears 
popped. Gravel underfoot. Train tracks and ballast. How had 
she ended up so far from the landing, across the tracks, at the 
bank of the river? Her bag slipped out of her grasp. She cried 
out, but the mist shoved her voice back into her mouth, like 
a gag.

Something squishy and strangling surrounded her ankles, 
yanking her o�  balance and down the muddy bank into the 
river. Gasping at the frigid water, she paddled as the river 
climbed up her body, wrapping around her neck, assisting 
the fog with creeping, arm-like eddies. Water lapped at her 
chin and she tilted her face, � ghting to stay above the surface. 
From the depths of the river, a ghostly glow began to spread, 
illuminating the weeds covering the riverbed, rippling like 
an underwater forest.

She tried to scream, but again the sensation of being gagged 
stopped her.

A powerful whirlpool pulled her toward the glow. She 
thrashed and kicked, � ghting to stay close to the bank. Mud 
sucked at her feet and one of her sneakers slipped o� . Reeds 
scraped her ankles. A sharp pain stabbed the ball of her foot.
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She dragged in a breath and forced out, “Help! I’m in the 
riv—”

A tug at her ankle plunged her underwater. Scissoring her 
legs, she broke the surface, gasping, sputtering through her 
hair, but again the mist forced her head below the water. A 
grip slithered up her legs.

Holding her breath, her heart thundered, and the water 
frothed and bubbled in her ears. Her � ngers raked over a 
branch, and she gripped it with both hands, but it broke free 
from the bank, sending her deeper into the river, rotated by 
the currents, nearing the eerie light.

In the depths of the Twin, a pale creature hovered, its sickly 
luminescence penetrating the river’s murkiness. With a terri-
fying stillness, it locked onto her, like a spider feeling a tug on 
its web. Despite the sting of the water, Poppy’s eyes widened 
with horror. � e creature’s formless limbs merged and dis-
appeared like currents in the mist-illuminated water, grip-
ping her legs, pulling her toward it. White eyes with long 
slit pupils took up most of its doughy face, above a puckered 
mouth, wrinkled like water-soaked skin. Dizzy with fear, she 
struck at its limbs, her heart thudding fast, her lungs aching.

Stars peppered her vision. Oh God, no. Not like this. � ey’ ll 
never � nd my body. Who will take care of Mom?

� e water bubbled as something solid slammed into her 
shoulder, clasped her around the ribs, and � ung her away from 
the creature, toward the riverbank. � e creature’s expression 
sharpened, its pupils widening and writhing from within – a 
maggot cartoon of anger. A � ash of light – brighter than the 
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unnatural glow – split the water like lightning. � en the water 
clouded, distorting her view.

Adrenaline threaded her veins and she kicked for the 
surface, almost free. But as she broke out of the water, � lling 
her lungs, a stinging grip at her ankles dragged her under 
again. � e water frothed with the struggle, growing murky, 
disorienting her.

Ribbons of light � ashed through the murkiness. � e crea-
ture shrunk its limbs close to its body, like a dying spider. 
� rough the haze, a person’s silhouette appeared and struck 
the creature’s gut, causing an eruption of dark liquid. � e 
grip on her ankles loosened and vanished. Abruptly, the light 
dimmed, and the water went black. Warm, unpleasant cur-
rents slithered by her cheek.

Move! Taxed by the burning in her lungs, Poppy thrashed, 
but her limbs only � apped weakly, disconnected from her body. 
Worse, she didn’t know what direction to swim.

Arms hooked her waist and dragged her through the water, 
so quickly her hair covered her face. � e impact at the surface 
jolted her and she gasped, choking. Mud pulled and sucked at 
her legs, and her head dipped under the surface again. Water 
invaded her lungs, burning and rasping. She shuddered and 
surrendered to the stinging darkness.
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