
        
            
                
            
        

    
    [image: Title-The-Excursion]


  
   [image: ]
  

  	
 

 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental unless otherwise noted.

	 

	Copyright © 2022 by T. O. Paine and Dark Swallow Books.

	All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

	 

	No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

	 

	Published by Dark Swallow Books

	www.darkswallowbooks.com

	 

	 

	Library of Congress Control Number: 2022915979

	 

	Paperback ISBN-13: 979-8-9866958-0-8

	Hardcover ISBN-13: 979-8-9866958-1-5

	eBook ISBN-13: 979-8-9866958-2-2

	

	“It’s not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent. It is the one that is most adaptable to change.”
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CHAPTER ONE

	CHARLY

	 

		Before the summer sun set over the cabin, before my cousins disappeared into the woods, and before Amanda found the raccoon tail, I never wanted anyone to die.

	No.

	That’s not true.

	I wanted Amanda to die, but we were just children, kids running through the forest, playing my dad’s game. Saying crazy things like I wish you were dead, and, When I grow up, I’m going to be a millionaire. You can’t blame me for the things I said to my cousin. For wishing she would die. Like so many, I was thrust into this world, into the arms of two random people I assumed would take care of me forever, but who failed. They left me to survive on my own, dragging my neurodivergent brother with me everywhere I went. I had no choice. As it turns out, I was the only sane one. 

	If only I could go back to that summer. Back to before everything fell apart. We were little animals back then, taking everything to the extreme. Fight or flight and everything in between. We said crazy things. We did crazy things. We played my dad’s game, but I never really wanted Amanda to die. I just wanted to win. And, by the way, she didn’t die. In fact, she became a millionaire.

	And why am I thinking about her while driving across town in the dead of winter?

	Because of my mother. She’s beckoned me for what I hope will be the last time.

	I’m on my way to her assisted living center.

	My tires jostle over a seam in the pavement, and my cell phone bounces on the passenger seat. Snow slides off my Ford hatchback. I took a shortcut through suburbia to avoid the traffic on Interstate-25, but I shouldn’t have. Orange and black signs block the road up ahead. They’re doing construction the day after a major snowstorm.

	Only in Colorado.

	My mother left a voice message yesterday. She said if I visited her, she would give me the cabin. It’s her fault I can’t get Amanda out of my head. I hadn’t thought about that place in years, and now everything’s swept over me like a tidal wave. I turned eleven that year. My brother, Jacob, my cousins, Amanda and Cam, and I . . . we played my dad’s game.

	And there it is—my real worry. My dad got the cabin in the divorce. If my mom is offering me the cabin, maybe she’s talked to him. Maybe he’s come back.

	And, what will I do if he has?

	A pothole opens up before me and I jerk the wheel to dodge it, narrowly missing the curb. I straighten the car out just in time to lurch to a stop at a light.

	What will I do if Johnathan’s come back?

	I’ve been practicing my speech for eighteen years, telling myself I would never speak to him again, never call him “Dad” out loud again, plotting ways to get even with him for abandoning us. The thought he might have returned has me twisted in knots. As much as I hate to admit it, a part of me wants to hug him. The insecure little girl who watched him drive away at the end of that summer, never to see him again . . . she wants to hug him.

	Then, the thought of him embracing me makes my stomach turn.

	He promised he would come back, and he never did. Eighteen years is too long.

	No one in this world keeps their promises.

	Everyone lies.

	Especially my mom.

	The light changes, I round a corner, and a construction worker flips his flag to STOP. My tires slide on the black ice, and I stop a few feet before him. He looks down the road as if I’m not here. I wait, my hands on the steering wheel, looking directly at him. He’s bundled in multiple layers, a red scarf hiding his face. Tan leather gloves. Black leather hiking boots. It’s freezing out there.

	I close my eyes.

	It will be cold in the assisted living center.

	It will be colder still in my mom’s room.

	She’s in hospice.

	I open my eyes and stare at the worker.

	He has his entire life ahead of him, and he’s spending it in the cold, holding a sign.

	My life is ahead of me, too. And what am I doing with it? I’m unmarried, living with my younger brother in a two-bedroom apartment, waitressing at the closest place that would hire me. I’ve come far since I turned sixteen.

	Since my mom left me no choice but to live on my own.

	I’ve actually done very well for myself. In many ways, life’s been easier for me than my mother. After the divorce, Dad left her forever, and the drugs and alcohol took over. It began with Bloody Marys on Sunday mornings and ended with needles in her arms, or worse. I’m not sure. After I turned sixteen, she stopped paying the rent, and Jacob and I had to find our own places to live. I remember finding brochures for her, begging her to go to meetings—begging her to stop.

	And now, it’s come to this. 

	But I’ve made my peace with her death.

	I swear. I have made my peace. She played with fire for too many years, and now she’s facing the final burn. Stricken with every cancer and disease known to man, she has endured enough. We’ve all endured enough. Jacob won’t see it, but it’s best we let nature take its course. It breaks my heart, but I did everything I could do for her. And, I’ve made my peace.

	The worker flips his sign to SLOW, I hit the gas, and my decrepit Ford Focus moans. The front wheels spin on the ice before catching a patch of pavement, launching me forward. The roads are mostly clear, and I make good time after exiting suburbia. The sun has arrived in a blazing fury this afternoon after yesterday’s snowy onslaught. Such is life in the Mile High City. We’re closer to the sun than most places, but that doesn’t always make it warm.

	The assisted living center resembles a run-down bowling alley. Maybe it used to be one. The single-story building creeps across the parking lot, its asphalt shingles glistening where the snow has melted, sparkling in the sunlight. There are no windows in front, only a single set of double doors.

	Those doors split the world in two.

	For those checking in, they separate the before and the after.

	People come here to die. It gives me chills.

	I buzz in and convince the staff my name is indeed Charly Highsmith. Joan Highsmith’s daughter. A half-awake nurse directs me down the hall to her room.

	After today, I swear, I’m never coming back. And, after today, I’m going to take charge of my life.

	Through the doorway, I see her sitting upright in her bed, her eyes closed, her body buried in one of those rough hospital blankets. Baby puke beige. As I enter, she opens her eyes and gestures toward a chair by the window. “Have a seat, Charly. I’m glad you’re here.”

	Handprints and other smudges catch the afternoon sun attempting to shine through the paned glass. A pale green curtain ends halfway down the wall where an old radiator begins. I don’t think the radiator has worked in years.

	I hate the cold.

	“I can’t stay long,” I say. “Jacob’s waiting for me. What’s this about the cabin? Did you talk to Johnathan?”

	She averts her eyes. Smooths out a wrinkle in her blanket. “No. I haven’t seen him.”

	“Your message said I could have the cabin, but it’s not yours to give. What’s going on?”

	“The keys are in that box by the window.”

	A jewelry box sits on the windowsill next to pictures of her when she was young. An ornately framed picture shows Jacob and me holding hands when we were little. He must have been about eight. It was taken before our last summer as a family.

	“Bring me the box, and I’ll find them for you. You don’t have to stay, even though I am dying.”

	The box contains cheap gold earrings, necklaces, plastic buttons, a couple of old pictures from a photo booth, and a bent syringe the nursing staff must have mistaken for a sewing needle. A few keys are buried at the bottom.

	“Give it here,” she says. “And sit. Please. We need to talk.”

	I’m about to explain again that I can’t stay when her eyes well up. She holds her hands out for the box, but when I hand it over she doesn’t have the strength to hold it aloft, so she lowers it onto her lap.

	I sit. “What do you want to talk about?”

	She rummages around, pulling out keys as she finds them, not looking at me. “I want to tell you about your father. Oh, I shouldn’t feel this way. I haven’t talked to him since the divorce.” She holds up a keyring with three keys attached. “Here. These are the ones.”

	She’s lost her mind. “Mom, what’s going on? You can’t just give me the keys to his cabin.”

	“Yes, I can. I think—yes. It’s part of his estate. You might as well have it now.”

	“What? His estate?”

	“Because of the trust fund.” She shifts her gaze to the window. “The papers came yesterday. Here, take these.” She hands me the keys. “The papers are on the floor over there.”

	It’s unbelievable.

	Something from my dad, after all this time. I mean, something from Johnathan.

	I snatch up the legal-sized envelope and take it to the window. The return address references a law firm I’ve never heard of before. It came from St. Louis. I pull the papers out, and halfway down the first page, there’s an amount typed in bold. It’s more than one and a half million dollars.

	My heart drops.

	I gape at the amount.

	“Is this a joke?”

	“No. There’s nothing funny about this.” She clears her throat. Coughs.

	I teeter on the verge of a nervous laugh. The paper says I will receive the money when I turn thirty. That’s only a couple of years away. Jacob and I will be set. I won’t need to waitress anymore. Could I quit sooner than that? Probably not. My savings aren’t what they should be. I’ve slowly depleted that windfall I had a few years ago.

	There’s so much to think about now. It’s so much money, but—these papers came from Johnathan. He’s still alive. The money is one thing, but the fact he is still alive, and the fact that he thought of me . . .

	I don’t care about the money.

	I want to know where my dad is.

	“I’m so happy for you,” she says. “I wish I could be there when you get the money. I’m so sorry for all the things I—”

	“Don’t start that again, Mom. I told you last time, you don’t have to apologize anymore. I made my peace with”—she’s going to die in that bed—“with you, last time.”

	“Please sit back down. There’s more you need to know.”

	My hand brushes the radiator when I pull the chair closer to her bed, and it burns. The heater works after all. “Where’s Johnathan?” I sit and rub the back of my hand, but it only worsens the pain.

	“The reason they sent the papers is . . .” She covers her eyes.

	“What? What is it?”

	“Right after the papers came, a lawyer called. Your father had a heart attack last week, and—”

	“And?”

	“And he passed away. I’m sorry.”

	
CHAPTER TWO

	RANDALL

	 

	Randall Thorne doesn’t spread his experience-of-a-lifetime brochures across the table. He doesn’t hang posters of hunters clad in camouflage suits sneaking through the Congo Basin. He doesn’t polish the barrel of a Remington 7600 hunting rifle—to make it shine, to use it as a prop, to pass it around the room hoping someone will fall in love with its power.

	He doesn’t do any of these things because he doesn’t have to.

	Randall knows how to sell an excursion with words alone. He knows what to say and how to say it. He practices his pitch in the bathroom mirror, shouting. Prepping his voice. When he strides into the vacant bingo hall, he pulls lint off his stormy gray suit, and he tells himself, I am the greatest.

	I am in control.

	I will win.

	The stage invites him up the steps to the lectern, but he stays below, standing between the long tables, gracing the thick red carpet with his presence. Only around ten tycoons are expected today. This hall is too large. Overkill. He moves the tables at the front closer together. He needs to make his pitch close and personal.

	He closes his eyes.

	I am in control.

	“Is this the place?” a man shouts across the venue, a Southern drawl pulling on his words.

	Another man walks into the hall behind the Southerner. Then another. These two are plainly dressed in rugged button-down cotton shirts, slacks, and cowboy boots. Rural millionaires. They stay close to the Southerner, flanking him on each side.

	“Yes,” Randall says. “Please come up front and take a seat.”

	“Why we in this bingo place?” the Southerner asks.

	“For discretion. This is an exclusive opportunity. Please, please, take a seat.”

	Others enter through the doorway, passing by the bingo hall proprietor. He stands off to the side. This is not the greatest venue in Denver, but it will do. Long tables sprawl across the floor. Bright lime and aquamarine chairs blend with the clown-red carpet, giving the place an old Las Vegas feel. Hotel conference rooms work better, but they’re expensive, and too many hotels keep records. The proprietor took the cash wad with a smile earlier this morning, no questions asked.

	It will be as if Randall was never here.

	Two women with designer handbags and steep stilettos head toward the stage, followed by a man with curly hair in a blue silk shirt and black leather vest. His vest does little to mask his well-defined chest, and his curls shine beneath the fluorescent light. Too much product. He glances from side to side, then settles his eyes on the women’s rear ends as they walk. He looks like a croupier, except his watch is worth tens of thousands of dollars. Randall could smell the man’s money before he entered. He’s the perfect client. Young, rich, and dumb.

	A round-bodied gentleman shuffles in next. Time has taken his hair, and he has the pasty complexion of old money. Overweight and soft, he pauses to take a breath, places his hand on a table, and wipes his forehead. He’d never survive the hunt.

	“Everyone.” Randall waves. “Welcome. Please, take a seat. We have one hour until the hall opens for bingo, so let’s get started.”

	The Southerner sits at the front, joined by his two compadres.

	“What brings you to Denver?” Randall asks him.

	“You. I missed it when you came through Dallas last month. Had an emergency with my daughter.”

	“Oh, well, thank you for making the trip up here. Are you staying through the holidays?”

	“Yep.”

	“Excellent.”

	The two women take a seat on Randall’s right, and the curly-haired man slips in behind them. A straggler rushes into the hall and sits by the round man. She wears a hemp rope adorned with a rough-hewn rock hanging around her neck. Her sandals look like Birkenstock knock-offs, and she carries a notebook. Hippie. She should not be here.

	Randall walks up to the curly-haired man and extends his hand. “I’m Randall Thorne.”

	“Barry Rockwell.” The man stands. They shake hands.

	“Barry Rockwell? Is that Bartholomew Rockwell?”

	“I prefer Barry.”

	“Yes, of course, you do. I know your family. Well, I don’t know your family, but—let’s say I’m aware of your lineage.”

	“Isn’t everybody.” Barry gazes at the floor as he retakes his seat.

	“You’re in the right place, Barry. What I’ve got to offer—it’s exactly for someone like you.” Randall flashes his knowing smile and steps before the group.

	All eyes go to him.

	They’re his.

	He raises his hands. “Greetings. My name is Randall Thorne. Welcome. Welcome to the first day of the rest of your life.” He cocks his head and looks at everyone from the corner of his eye. “That is, if, after my presentation, you think your life is still worth living.”

	

CHAPTER THREE

	CHARLY

	 

		I tell myself it sounds worse than it is.

	My dad is dead.

	I tell myself it doesn’t matter. It shouldn’t matter. I’ve spent over half my life without him already, so nothing has really changed. I stopped calling him “Dad” years ago. His name is Johnathan. A man named Johnathan promised he would come back for me one day, but he never did.

	And now, he never will.

	It’s water under a broken bridge.

	Soon, my mom will join him. I made my peace with her impending demise again earlier today. I couldn’t wait to get out of the assisted care center. As soon as she gave me the keys to Johnathan’s cabin, I grabbed the trust fund papers and left for the last time. Sitting here, stopped at a red light, I realize I’m about to be a real orphan. I’ve always felt like one, but now it’s really going to happen.

	I don’t know what to do.

	Maybe there is nothing to do.

	An awkward feeling of freedom takes over, and I pull into the Appleton’s Wine and Spirits parking lot. I shut the engine off and march inside. Standing there, dead center in the wine aisle, the bottles stare at me like lemmings on a cliff.

	Jacob probably wonders why I’m not back at the apartment yet, and I don’t have a good answer. Not yet. I pulled into the liquor store for a reason, but it’s been months since I had a drink. Hell, it’s been years, but if ever there was a day for it, today’s the day.

	Johnathan is never coming back.

	The tile floors are covered in black spots where price stickers fell, stuck, and gathered dirt. I doubt anyone has ever mopped this place. The ceiling is yellow, and the coolers in the back look like elevators to hell.

	Unlike my mother, I’ve never had a problem with drinking. Back in my teens, I only did it to fit in with the guys. To make sure I had a place to sleep. I’m never going to go back to that life. Never. I’m only here to buy something nice to celebrate the news of my trust fund.

	Right?

	Or am I here to begin the mourning process? Drown my sorrows.

	Either way, I’m buying some wine. That’s final. 

	Hundreds of bottles line the shelves. Maybe thousands. Reds and whites, each label bragging about its vineyard. California. France. To narrow it down, I decide on red, but there are still too many to choose from.

	The liquor store owner watches me from behind the counter. He smiled when I entered as if we were old friends. Did I remind him of my mom? She undoubtedly frequented this place. She frequented all the liquor stores in Denver, but other than her eyes and chin, we don’t look alike. I have Johnathan’s sandy blond hair—though it’s getting darker every year—and his height. I’m somewhere north of five foot, ten inches.

	My mom is a dark little mouse.

	We’re nothing alike.

	I pick up a bottle of red wine at random and head for the counter.

	I’m not like her. Drinking and drugging her entire life.

	Wait.

	Not her entire life. She had to take time off to give birth to Jacob and me, and she didn’t drink when we were little, unless I repressed those memories. I was barely eleven when the divorce happened, and I know she was drunk then. If she drank when she was pregnant with me, it had no effect. I turned out fine. But Jacob didn’t. I’ve always wondered if his damage occurred in utero or if he was genetically predisposed to autism.

	Damn her addictions.

	And damn Johnathan for leaving.

	Damn him for not coming back before dying. For lying. For saying he would return and—I put the wine on the counter, and the glass clacks loudly. It almost broke. The clerk grabs it by the neck and turns it over, looking for the bar code.

	I don’t know him, and he doesn’t know me. He must have been staring at me out of boredom. He wears a permanent grin, like he keeps a map of the path to nirvana in a cigar box or something.

	How annoying.

	I wish I knew nirvana. Peace. I haven’t known peace since my dad left. He left because of my mom’s problems, but he could have stayed for me.

	Why wasn’t I enough?

	“Will that be all?” the clerk says.

	“I think so.” He retrieves a brown paper bag from beneath the counter. “Wait. Can I get a bottle of whiskey also?”

	“Sure.” He steps aside so I can see the shelves behind him. “Which one?”

	“That one there with the black label. I don’t really care.”

	He rings it up, puts it in the bag, and I pay.

	The last rays of the day’s sunlight dance across the parking lot, illuminating my poor old hatchback. She has always run fine, but the dents and dings from hail and road rocks have taken their toll.

	I throw the bag of booze onto the passenger seat and head for home.

	It’s time to tie one on.



CHAPTER FOUR

	RANDALL

	 


	Seated in the front row of the bingo hall, the hippie girl breaks his flow, raises her hand, gripping her pen as if it’s mightier than the sword. Randall can smell her from where he stands by the stage. Garbanzo beans and grain. She smells like an animal. Like prey.

	Bartholomew Rockwell, on the other hand, is a hunter. A wealthy hunter. Old money. He sits next to the girl. The others—the Southerner from Dallas and his two cronies, the two women with their designer handbags, the round-bodied balding man—they all have potential, but Barry . . .

	Ah, but Barry has the perfect combination of ego and money.

	“As I was saying,” he says as if speaking to Barry alone, “no one here has lived a life worth living, because no one here has experienced an excursion with Zaroff Enterprises.” Randall paces before the group, changing direction and retracing his steps, keeping his eyes on his primary target. “No one here has proven they have what it takes to hunt like a god. To overcome. To adapt. To—”

	“Excuse me.” The girl waves her pen.

	“Please, hold your questions until the end.”

	She glowers at him.

	Hippie.

	Randall gathers his composure and continues. “To adapt means to behave as we truly are. We are hunters. From the dawn of time, we hunted. Before we built feedlots and slaughterhouses, we hunted. It’s in our DNA. Over thousands of years, we rose to the top of the food chain, surpassing the skills of every other animal. Fulfilling our destiny as—”

	Beep, beep, beep.

	A robot vacuum cleaner emerges from beneath the stage directly in his path. It spins toward him, bumps into Randall’s ankle, then moves toward the group. Its motor whines, and dirt crackles against its rollers.

	“—our destiny as the kings of the earth’s kingdom.”

	“What was that you said?” the Southerner asks.

	The vacuum cleaner reverses direction and heads back toward Randall. He steps to the side and waves to the bingo hall proprietor, still standing like a cardboard cutout at the back of the room. “Hey, can you attend to this?”

	The proprietor whips out his cell phone, taps the screen, and the vacuum cleaner comes to a stop.

	“Now docking,” its robotic voice says.

	The proprietor puts on a smile. “I apologize for that. It would appear the cleaning crew wants to hear what you have to offer.”

	He is not funny. Randall’s neck burns.

	The machine spins a three-sixty and retreats beneath the stage.

	“You’re wrong.” The hippie is waving her pen. Her nostrils flare. “Humans are no better than any other animal. Just because we’re the smartest animals, it doesn’t mean we should kill the others.”

	Her freckles look like fish food flakes. Randall wants to crush them and sprinkle them into a Piranha tank. Watch the fish eat. Watch them devour her weakness.

	“You’re absolutely right—we are the smartest animals. We evolved to become the kings of the earth. Like it or not, we must accept this for what it is.”

	“But, we don’t have to hunt to be fulfilled.” The rock hanging from around the girl’s neck would fit nicely in her throat. It’s just big enough to get stuck in there. It would cut off her oxygen and shut her up. She needs to shut up.

	Bartholomew—Barry—shakes his head at the girl, clearly struggling to hide his annoyance with her interruption. He’s interested in Randall’s sales pitch. This is good.

	Randall clears his throat. “We are hunters. I’ll say it again. We are hunters.” He slaps his chest. “The great crime is, until now, you’ve never had the opportunity to prove it.” He scans the group. “I doubt many of you have what it takes. Though you’re genetically hunters, without what I have to offer, you’ll never know what it means to hunt. You’ll never experience the true feeling of supremacy. The rush of looking over a kill unlike any other.” He turns away, looks toward the ceiling. “You are hunters, certainly, and many of you have gone on many hunting trips, but you were merely traipsing around the woods with some run-of-the-mill rifle, hunting down weak, insignificant animals.”

	The hippie girl shifts in her seat. Writes in her notebook.

	“Anyone can shoot the neighborhood squirrel with a BB gun.” Randall eyes the round man. “Anyone can hunt down a commonplace deer. An elk. An antelope. Simple prey. Some of you may have upped the ante and gone for a predator. A mountain lion. A polar bear—”

	The hippie girl stands. “Polar bears are endangered.” 

	“No, they’re not,” Barry says.

	She looks down at him, her neck flaming red. “Yes, they are. You can’t just go around killing endangered animals to prove you’re a man or something.”

	“I don’t have to prove anything.” Barry smirks. “I’ve already got more heads on my wall than will fit.”

	“Miss,” Randall steps forward, “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

	An elderly couple stroll into the hall, bingo cards in hand.

	“I’m not going anywhere,” she says. “Hunting is murder.”

	Randall strides toward her, puts his hand on her shoulder, leans in, and whispers, “You’re absolutely correct. How would you like to go hunting, just you and me?”

	Beep, beep, beep. The robot vacuum surges to life from beneath the stage.

	The hippie shoves Randall’s hand off her shoulder. “Get away from me.”

	He grasps her hand. Her fingers feel like dry twigs. So easy to break. He hadn’t noticed until now, but her face is gaunt. Her cheekbones are as thin as her fingers. So breakable. She’s probably a dry, dirty vegan—weak and malnourished. Not fit to survive.

	The vacuum cleaner runs into Randall’s shoe.

	The proprietor isn’t standing in the doorway anymore.

	Randall lets go of the hippie girl’s hand and kicks the machine. It changes direction and heads toward the two women. They clutch their designer bags and lift their feet.

	The Southerner stands. “This is ridiculous.”

	His compadres rise, flanking his sides.

	The elderly couple with the bingo cards stop halfway to the stage. The old man grasps his partner’s arm. “What’s going on here?”

	Randall’s cell phone plays “Hail to the Chief.”

	Shit.

	It’s Mr. Dawson, his boss. The head of Zaroff Excursions. “I’m so sorry, everyone. I have to take this. I’ll be right back.”

	The hippie girl yells something about Inuit tribes in Alaska.

	The Southerner mock-salutes Randall and passes the elderly couple on his way to the exit.

	Randall steps behind the stage. “Hi, Lance. Listen, I’m in the middle of—”

	“How many have you sold?”

	“None, yet. I’ve got this one gentleman, a Rockwell, he—”

	“How many came?”

	“Seven or, no, six. One is an activist, and another one is leaving right now. Listen, I really need to go.”

	“You’ve got to make a sale. The location can’t be empty over the holidays. We’ve got to fill it.”

	“Dammit, Lance. I’m doing my best.”

	“I don’t have to remind you what will happen if you fail, do I?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Don’t make me come to Colorado. I’m not in the mood to go hunting this year.”

	“I understand, sir.”

	Randall pockets his phone and rounds the stage in time to see the Southerner and his pilotfish exit the hall. The proprietor hasn’t returned, and the vacuum cleaner is trapped beneath the tables, bouncing off chair legs like a Plinko chip.

	Randall’s got to make a sale.

	His brow has heated up.

	Two months ago, Mark Hodgkins missed his quota in South Africa. He went on a special hunting trip with Lance and never came back. There’s no way Randall is going to let that happen to him. If anything, it will be the other way around.

	“You’re a murderer.” The hippie girl stands on her toes, thrusting her face toward Barry’s.

	 “And, you’re a bitch.” His calm words cause her mouth to drop open.

	Randall reaches into his pocket, slips his hand through the slit in the fabric, and grasps the handgun strapped to his thigh. “Everyone, calm down.”

	“We’re out of here.” The two women gather their handbags and stand.

	“Please, wait,” Randall says. “I have more to tell you. Everyone, please. Take your seats, and let me explain.”

	“No, thank you,” says the taller of the two women. “Like, we came looking for a Christmas gift for our husbands, but this is too weird. We thought, maybe . . .” She glances around, taking in the bingo cage, the red and green flags hanging from the ceiling, the red carpeting. “Maybe—”

	“No way,” the other woman says. “He’s creeping me out.”

	Randall’s fingers tighten around his pistol. They have no idea how quick he could be. How dead they could be.

	The vacuum cleaner clears the table legs and heads toward him.

	“You’re in big trouble, buddy.” The hippie waves her notebook in the air. “You can’t legally take people into the woods and hunt polar bears.”

	“We don’t hunt polar bears,” Randall yells.

	“What?” The balding man cups his ear and points at the vacuum cleaner. “I can’t hear what you’re saying with that thing running around.”

	“I can’t hear.” Randall mocks the man using a high-pitched voice. “I can’t hear. I can’t hear.” He pulls out his pistol and shoots the vacuum cleaner. Pieces fly over the carpeting and smash into the man’s shins. The two women scream. The hippie drops her notebook and runs for the exit.

	Barry tips his head back and laughs.

	Everyone except Barry leaves.

	Bartholomew Rockwell is so perfect, despite his greasy curls.

	He’s the one.

	“Hey, what kind of gun is that?” Barry asks.

	Randall stows his pistol and rushes over to him. “It’s a simple weapon. Don’t worry about it. You’re obviously an accomplished hunter. Let’s book your excursion now.”

	“Whoa, not so fast.” He steps back. “I’m interested, but—it’s interesting, sure, but your whole, we’re-the-top-of-the-food-chain speech—I don’t know.” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I’m not buying anything today.”

	Randall rubs his chin and mutters, “I may have been wrong.”

	“What was that?”

	“You seemed very accomplished before now, but . . . I’m not so sure you could handle it.”

	“I can handle anything, I’m just not going to buy anything today. Not like this.”

	“Okay, another day perhaps. But wait, let me make you a deal before you go. Half off if you book your excursion between Christmas and New Year’s. Here.” He hands Barry a business card. “Please, call me when you get your courage back. That’s got my personal number on it.”

	Barry looks at the card, then glances at what’s left of the vacuum cleaner and grins. “You’re one crazy son-of-bitch, you know that?”

	“Give me a call when you’re ready. I promise, one day, you’ll look back on this decision as the single-most defining moment of your life. The moment you decided to prove you’re not only a man, but a god amongst men.”


	
CHAPTER FIVE

	CHARLY

	 


	The lights in my kitchen are off, but I can see well enough to put my bag of booze on the dining table and empty my pockets. Two of the keys Mom gave me match each other, and the third is short and rounded. It probably opens the boathouse. It’s strange to think I own a lake cabin now. 

	I pull the wine and whiskey from the paper bag and place the bottles next to the keys on the table.

	I sit.

	Jacob’s bedroom door is closed. His laptop blares through the walls. He’s undoubtedly lying on his bed, watching YouTube videos in the dark. He likes to watch people play video games more than play games himself. Playing games makes him anxious. I love him so much, I wish he could experience peace without turning off the world.

	I take the cap off the whiskey and raise it to my lips. Wait. I’m not my mother. I’m not desperate. I can be civilized about this. Instead of glugging it down, I grab a water glass from the dishwasher, some ice from the freezer, and make a respectable-looking drink.

	The first sip burns my throat.

	I swallow my spit until the heat goes away, then I take a bigger gulp and slam the glass down. It spills. My eyes water. As the euphoria hits me, I become Inigo Montoya from A Princess Bride. I’ve been in the revenge business for so long, I don’t know what to do with my life now that Johnathan is dead. All the things I planned to say to him don’t matter. I’ll never get a chance to make peace with him.

	I take another drink.

	It goes down smooth.

	What am I doing?

	Once again, I’m not my mother. She would down the entire bottle and go buy another. Or, she would take her pain pills and fall asleep. Or—heroin, or crack, or whatever else she could get her hands on. She always ran from her problems. Chicken or the egg. Did Johnathan leave because she became an addict, or did she become an addict because he left? There’s no excusing him, either. He said he left for work, but he never came back. Who does that?

	A coward. That’s who.

	I stare into my glass.

	I’m not a coward. I raised Jacob from the time we ran away . . . mostly.

	I’m a fighter.

	I’m not my father.

	I’m not my mother.

	I have a life. A good life.

	I have my art. It relieves my pain. Over the years, you might say I’ve gotten better at painting, but I don’t share it with anyone. Recently, I’ve switched to capturing the scenery of the city and the mountains. The paintings I did before, during my teens—they’re disgusting. They’re a montage of dudes, booze, and a desperately random life. Memories of Grant, one of my boyfriends from that sordid time, crowd into my head. I remember leaving him in the middle of the night—drunk and disoriented. I had so much angst back then.

	Now, I have a good life. I have my own apartment with one and half million dollars on the way. I have Jacob. Christmas is coming.

	Our tree stands in the living room corner next to the glass sliding door. We decorated it last week, but we keep the lights off most of the time. The flickering bothers Jacob. I understand, and I don’t let the darkness bother me.

	I take another gulp. The whiskey doesn’t burn as much now, and I refill my glass.

	When the money comes, I’ll feel like a winner. My dad loved winners. That’s why he invented the game we played that summer. Amanda, Cam, Jacob, and I, running through the forest. In some way, I never stopped playing the game. I never stopped competing with Amanda. According to the internet, she’s on top of the world. She appears to have a great life.

	I have a good life.

	Condensation forms on my glass and runs down my hand.

	I have a good life but . . . do I?

	I take another drink and stare at the keys to the cabin.

	My apartment suddenly seems smaller. Darker. Lonesome.

	Sounds from Jacob’s laptop penetrates the walls. People arguing over video games.

	My glass is mostly empty.

	I don’t remember drinking it all.

	My mother would go ahead and finish the bottle.

	I’m not my mother.

	“Jacob,” I yell. “How are you doing?”

	“I’m fine. I’m watching PewDiePie.”

	“I want to go on a trip for Christmas. Are you okay with that?”

	“No. I want Christmas here.”

	I go to his door. “How about New Year’s?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t like to go places. I like it here.”

	“Well, think about it. Are you hungry?”

	“No.”

	I’m energized. I grab my laptop from the coffee table and find Amanda on Facebook. Cam, too. I message them both. While I wait for their responses, I dump the last of the whiskey into the kitchen sink and watch as it swirls down the drain.

	Cam messages back, I’m in.

	Amanda messages back, You’re in luck. A business meeting was just canceled, so I’ll be able to pry myself away from work. I’m in.

	That’s it then.

	We’re going back to the cabin. We’re going to reunite. Make up for lost time. 

	We’re going to have great lives.

	
CHAPTER SIX

	RANDALL

	 


	By now, Randall ought to have found the best dry cleaners in each major city where Zaroff Excursions conducts business, but Denver’s has always eluded him. The Royal Clean on 17th Street seemed like a good choice. It seemed like they might know what they were doing. But when he hangs his charcoal herringbone suit—his favorite—in the backseat of the company sedan—a jet-black Lincoln Continental, also his favorite—and tears the plastic away, a piece of blue lint falls from the sleeve. He pinches it, smells it, throws it on the ground, and wonders if the imbecile inside bothered to clean the suit at all. He’d love to take that man hunting.

	But there’s no time.

	Lance meant it when he said the cabin can’t be empty over the holidays.

	Randall’s prep bag lies on the backseat of the Continental.

	A rope. A knife. Adrenaline. Everything he needs.

	Driving down Colfax Avenue, Randall is reminded of the first time he came to the Mile High City for work. The streets lined with dirty snow. The red and green Christmas tree lights hanging haphazardly over smoky tavern windows. His pride. He recalls the cabin hidden high in the Rocky Mountains—the cornerstone excursion site for Zaroff. It’s where it all began. He guided hunting trips from the cabin during the holidays at the tender age of twenty-seven, cementing his greatness within the organization.

	Now, at forty, with less than a week before the end of December, he risks losing his reputation as the best guide—the best hunter—unless he can sign a client tonight. Lance threatened to come to Colorado if he failed. His boss threatened to take Randall on a hunt. What a joke.

	He continues to cruise down Colfax Avenue, thinking . . .

	Ah, the irony. This is all Lance’s fault. He has become stupider and lazier with each sales event. Those leads at this last one—how did an animal rights activist get an invitation? That kind of thing should never happen. And it won’t. Not once Randall is in charge. Let Lance come to Colorado. He has no idea what he’s in for.

	The “G” in the neon sign for The Singer looks like it burned out in the 1970s. He drives around behind the bar and parks in the dark end of the lot, one tire sinking into a pothole, the passenger side up against a chain-link fence.

	Feeling the weight of his years following that sudden initial rise, the monotonous, demeaning crawl toward the top without fulfilling his destiny—he needs a drink.

	And a client.

	With New Year’s only two days away after tonight, hope is all but lost.

	Before he can get out of the car, his phone rings.

	“Randall Thorne here.”

	“Hey, is this the guy from the place? The hunting trip? This is Barry Rockwell. You gave me your card.”

	“Yes, yes. Hello, Barry. Mr. Rockwell. How are you?”

	“I’m great. Look, I thought about what you said, and I’m willing to take you up on that deal.”

	“That’s wonderful.”

	“My calendar is free near the end of January, so—”

	“Oh, you won’t want to wait until then. The format, the entire experience, it’s changing next year, and between you and me, it’s not going to be as good.”

	“Huh? How?”

	“First of all, corporate is raising the fee, and—right. They’re raising the fee, and I wouldn’t be able to give you half-off then, like I promised.”

	“I see.”

	“They’re also adding some restrictive rules and regulations.” The words roll off his tongue free and easy as if they were true. “Next year, the experience will be great, but it won’t be the same. It’s sad, really. The rush. The thrill of the ultimate kill. The achievement—it just won’t be the same, but it’s not too late. I have one spot left right before New Year’s. What do you say?”

	Snow gently falls from the evening sky, melting the moment it hits the windshield. Glistening beneath the parking lot lights.

	“It’s tough. I’d planned on taking this babe on a trip over New Year’s Eve.”

	“We can complete the excursion in two days. Just you and I, together, gods in the wild. I’ll have you back in time to kiss her under the mistletoe. I promise.”

	“Can she come along?”

	“No. Absolutely not. For quality assurance, we adhere to a strict set of rules. It would dilute your experience, and we demand a high amount of discretion. You must come alone, and you must tell no one.”

	“Okay.” He pauses. “Two days? I don’t know. That’s cutting it pretty tight. New Year’s is Friday.”

	“I’ve got to say, Mr. Rockwell, I find it disturbing that you would let a woman stand between you and your last chance at the greatest blood-thumping experience of your life. Especially when you can have both.”

	Randall waits. He counts down in his head. Five. Four. Barry gets five seconds to think. After that, the silence must be broken. The sale must be made. Three. Two.

	“Okay,” Barry says. “I’ll do it.”

	“Great. One question. At the presentation, I heard you say you’ve been on several big game hunting trips. I assume you won’t need a training session.”

	“Correct. I’m an advanced hunter.”

	Braggart. Unbecoming. Minor failing, though. He’s so good. So wealthy. The perfect client. “Okay, then. I’ll make the arrangements and call tomorrow with the details.”

	Randall hangs up. He knew it. He knew Barry was the one when the arrogant young man strode into the bingo hall last month. He just knew it.

	This changes everything.

	He’s going up to the cabin after all, but there’s little time.

	He needs to arrive at the cabin by tomorrow so he can set everything up.

	The snow continues to melt on impact. He steps out of his Lincoln, locks the door, and strolls across the parking lot toward The Singer.

	He has everything he needs to guide an excursion this week—his prep bag, his hunting apparel, a client.

	Everything he needs, except for the most important part.

	The prey.


	
CHAPTER SEVEN

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Dad pulled the car up to the cabin and shut the engine off.

	Jacob and I opened our doors and jumped out.

	“Wait for us,” our mother said.

	The July sun beat down, but the cool mountain air refused to be abused. Compared to the stale air conditioning we’d suffered through for the last three hours, it was literally a breath of fresh air to leave the car. Jacob and I ran onto the porch and stood in the shade beneath the awning.

	Our parents pulled the luggage out of the trunk and came to the door.

	“Hurry, Dad.” Jacob held up his Transformers watch. “Hurry, Mom. You said we’d be here at four. We have one minute left. One minute.”

	Dad unlocked the door to the cabin, and we ran down the hall to the closet.

	Board games.

	Mom and Dad continued around the corner into the dining room by the french doors, then headed up the stairs without saying a word. They’d been so quiet lately. The car ride had lasted forever. I couldn’t wait to get the games down. Light streamed in through the french doors, but it didn’t make it to the hall closet where Jacob and I stood. The darkness made the cabin seem cooler than it was.

	“Chutes and Ladders?” I asked.

	“No.” Jacob gazed up at the closet, his lower lip slightly twitching.

	“Don’t start playing anything,” Mom said from the top of the stairs. “We’re going to eat dinner as soon as your cousins arrive.”

	Our cousins. Amanda and Cam. I couldn’t wait for them to come. New blood. Playing games with my brother could get so boring. He almost always lost unless he was hyper-focused or got lucky. Amanda, on the other hand, usually won. She was the same age as Jacob, eight, and I was the oldest at ten. Still, she almost always won. I should have been able to beat her at everything, but for some reason, she always had a golden halo around her head.

	Cam, well . . . he was just a kid. Quiet. A little creepy, maybe. His parents divorced when he was in first grade. For the longest time, I thought it was the divorce that sent Cam into weirdo-land, but he might have been born that way. Like Jacob, but worse. If not born strange, then it was his mom who screwed him up. She gave him a cat to replace his dad after the divorce. It was a divorce cat. Cam blamed the poor thing for his parents’ break-up.

	Jacob stared up at the board games on the top shelf.

	“Candyland?” I suggested.

	“No.”

	I stepped into the dining room, grabbed a chair, and pulled it to the closet. “Checkers?”

	“No.”

	“Chinese Checkers?”

	“No.”

	“C’mon, Jacob. Pick one before they get here. If Amanda gets to pick, she’ll ruin everything.”

	“Why do all the games start with ‘C?’”

	“They don’t. They—oh. You’re right. Wait, Monopoly doesn’t.”

	“I like that they start with ‘C.’ ‘C’ is for cookie.”

	“Then pick one.” I got up on the chair, and it wobbled until I steadied my feet.

	“I can’t pick, Charly. I can’t pick only one.”

	“Why?”

	“Because they all start with C.”

	“But they don’t.” I reached for Monopoly, and the front door opened. Amanda and her mom, Aunt Janice, strutted inside, followed by Cam. They must have picked him up and brought him because his mother, the divorcee Aunt Meg, wasn’t with them. He wore his Cleveland Browns sweatshirt and a deadpan face. What a dud. My dad hated the Browns, and so did I. We were a Broncos family.

	“Where are your parents?” Aunt Janice asked.

	“Upstairs.”

	“Candyland,” Amanda said, running toward me. “I want to play Candyland.”

	She bumped into my chair and I slipped off, pulling the Monopoly box down as I fell. Green houses and red hotels bounced on the floor. My butt landed on a particularly sharp playing piece. The cannon.

	Without hesitation, Amanda climbed onto the chair and reached for Candyland.

	Her mom took a step backward onto the front porch. “I can’t stay. Tell your parents I said hello, and I’ll be back Sunday morning. Got it?”

	“Yes.”

	Cam stared down at me. His uni-brow was coming in nicely, and his left eye twitched once. I held my hand up for help, but he didn’t take it.

	“Candyland,” Amanda repeated.

	“No.” Jacob retreated into the dining room. “It starts with ‘C.’ I want to play Monopoly. Monopoly.”

	Amanda leaped from the chair, gripping Candyland with both hands. “No way, freak. We’re playing this.”

	I stood.

	Jacob ran to the other side of the dining table.

	She put the game on the table and opened the box.

	“Charly?” Jacob’s lips twisted when he said my name. “Help. I don’t want to play Candyland. I want to play Monopoly.”

	“Shut up, freak.” Amanda unfolded the game board.

	“Stop calling him that,” I said.

	She turned, her raven hair swinging off her shoulders, her eyes locking on mine. “Make me.”

	“That’s it. I’m telling.” I headed for the stairs.

	“You’re in trouble now, Amanda.” Jacob stiffened his spine. “Charly is telling on you. You’re in trouble now.”


	
CHAPTER EIGHT

	RANDALL

	 


	The door to The Singer is three inches thick and made of solid wood. Sour-smelling beer poisons the air. Three old men clad in sweatshirts sit huddled in the far corner where the bar bends toward the bathroom, nursing their beers and grumbling. Couples sit at tables, glasses clink, a cacophony of voices compete with Led Zeppelin on the sound system. A young, bearded man sits at a two-top near the front door, arguing with an attractive woman. His cheeks are red, and she stirs her drink with a little red straw. Randall walks past them on his way to an empty barstool at the bar.

	“This seat empty?”

	“Be my guest,” says a man wearing a teal, waterproof hoodie. Something from one of those outdoor sports stores. REI, maybe.

	“What’ll it be?” the bartender asks.

	“Top shelf, whiskey. A single.” Randall notices the hoodie man’s drink and regrets not seeing it before he ordered his whiskey. The man’s drinking a beer. Heineken. He has some class. “My name is Randall.”

	“Tyler. Nice to meet you.”

	“What brings you here, Tyler?”

	“Nothing.” He takes a drink of his beer. Glances away. “Just needed a drink, I guess.”

	“Me too.”

	Tyler’s bottle has but one swallow left. Randall doesn’t recognize the logo on Tyler’s hoodie. It’s a nice garment, new but not extravagant. His hiking boots have no scratches, and his hands are pale and smooth. Clearly, his mother combed his hair for him this morning.

	“Here ya are.” The bartender places Randall’s whiskey on the bar.

	Tyler glances at the shot.

	“Can I get one for my friend?” Randall asks.

	Tyler holds his hand up. “No, thanks. I’m sticking to beer tonight.” His bloodshot eyes say otherwise.

	“No,” Randall retorts. “I insist.”

	The bartender pulls a shot glass out of nowhere and begins to pour.

	“So, Tyler, what is it? Work or women?”

	“What?” He finishes his beer, and the bartender replaces the empty mug with a whiskey shot.

	“Work or women? What’s got you sitting here tonight?” 

	“Oh, that.” He glances up at the ceiling. “Women, I suppose.”

	“What’s her name?”

	“There’s no one at the moment.”

	Randall raises his glass. “Then you’re a free man, like me. Cheers.”

	They clink glasses and down the whiskey. The alcohol burns Randall’s throat, but he doesn’t react. It’s been a while since he’s had the hard stuff.

	Tyler puts his shot glass down on the bar, slow and careful, his expression unaffected by the burn.

	“Two more,” Randall says.

	The bartender nods.

	“Thanks,” Tyler says. “I—what was your name?”

	“Randall.”

	Tyler glances at the floor. “Nice shoes. What are you selling?”

	“You’re very astute, young sir. I am indeed a salesman of sorts.”

	Tyler rolls his eyes.

	“Look, I’ll be straight with you. I can see you’re an intelligent, perceptive person. You would do well on an excursion, you know.”

	“An excursion?”

	“Yes. I sell guided hunting trips—excursions, if you will—but they’re unlike anything you’ve ever heard of.”

	“I’m not a hunter.”

	“Oh, no?”

	“No.” He rubs the rim of his shot glass. Stares at it.

	“We’re all hunting for something, right?” Randall locks his eyes on Tyler’s. “We all want something. Right?”

	“I suppose so.”

	“If you don’t mind my saying, you look like you’ve stopped hunting for what you want. Like you’ve given up.”

	“I wouldn’t say that.”

	“What are you looking forward to then? What plans have you?”

	“I’ve got plans.” Tyler leans back on his stool.

	“Here ya are,” the bartender says.

	Randall puts a fifty on the bar. “Keep them coming, kind sir.” Tyler begins to open his mouth, but Randall has him on the hook. “Sure. You say you have plans, but this time next year, what will you have done? What will you have accomplished?”

	“Hey, I appreciate the drinks, but—”

	Randall grasps Tyler’s wrist. “Do you see that woman over there by the door?”

	Tyler peers past him. The bearded asshole she was arguing with when Randall entered the bar has left, and she sits alone. “Yes.”

	“The one with the red straw in her drink?” 

	“Yes.”

	“Attractive, isn’t she?”

	“Yes.”

	“Go talk to her.”

	Tyler makes a half-cocked smile. Looks away. Shakes his head. “No. Not tonight.”

	“You can have her. In fact, you can have anything you want. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. That’s what excursions are all about. Go on one excursion with me, and you’ll never hesitate to hunt for what you want again. Look at her.”

	Tyler’s head lolls to the left. He squints, trying to focus on the woman.

	Randall deftly takes the whiskey intended for him, lowers it below the bar, and pours it on the floor.

	The woman notices Tyler gawking at her and averts her eyes. She sips from her tiny red straw, her lips pursed tight, her hair tied in a messy bun. She’s the perfect bait. Her eyes swim in the dim light, scanning the bar for something worth her attention. Something other than Tyler.

	“What do you think?” Randall says. “You like her, right?”

	Tyler takes a drink of his whiskey. “I guess so, but I’m not a ladies’ man. I’m not looking for a one-night stand. I want someone I can settle down with.”

	“Tired of being alone?”

	“Yeah.” He finishes his shot. “I was seeing someone a few months ago. Sarah. We were together for about two years.”

	“What happened?”

	“She said she we grew apart.” He raises his shot glass. “She complained about my drinking, but I had it under control. I have it under control.”

	The bartender whips out a bottle of whiskey and refills their glasses.

	“I can’t believe I let her brother live with me.” Tyler shakes his head. “Once he got back on his feet, he moved out, and she was gone.” He turns his head toward the woman seated at the two-top by the door, then closes his eyes.

	Again, Randall dumps his own shot out on the floor and loudly puts the glass on the bar as if he had just finished it. “Go talk to her. I’ll come with you.” He puts his hand on Tyler’s shoulder. “I’ll be your wingman.”

	“I—”

	“Here.” Randall slides Tyler’s shot toward him. “Drink up. Let’s go.”

	Tyler leans forward, rests his arms on either side of the shot, and stares into the glass. “Something has got to change,” he mutters. Slurs his words.

	“What’s that?”

	“Something has got to change. I can’t go on like this. She . . . Sarah . . . I can’t live this way.”

	“Listen to me.” Randall stands. “You’ve got nothing to lose.”

	Tyler drains his shot, slams it down, and turns toward the woman. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

	Randall follows him to her table, hanging back a little. A good wingman.

	“I noticed you sitting alone,” Tyler says.

	The woman glances up from her glass. “And?”

	“And . . .”

	“Well?” she asks. “What do you—”

	“He wouldn’t stop talking about your eyes,” Randall interrupts. “I apologize if we disturbed you, but I had to make him come over here. He wouldn’t shut up.”

	She gazes up at Tyler. “Is that true?”

	Her eyes are light brown and deep. Wells of amber. Randall was right to compliment them. They are her best feature. Good breeding. He gives Tyler a nudge.

	“That’s right,” Tyler says, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Even from over there at the bar, I could see them. They’re beautiful.”

	She pulls out her cell phone and swipes the screen. “I haven’t heard anything like that in a while.” She frowns at the screen and swipes it again. “That son-of-a-bitch.”

	“I’m sorry I bothered you.” Tyler turns to go.

	“Wait.” She swipes the screen again, wrinkles her nose, and begins tapping the screen with her thumbs. “What’s your number? I’ll text you, then you’ll have mine.”

	Tyler stands there for a moment, stupefied.

	Randall taps Tyler on the back. “Where’s your phone?”

	Tyler pulls his phone out and gazes at the screen. He’s clearly too inebriated to make sense of what he’s seeing. The drunken fool must have double-vision by now, so Randall takes it from him. “Go ahead, miss. Send your message.”

	“I’m Chrissy, by the way.” She taps her phone, stands, and points the camera lens at Tyler. “There.” She taps the screen again, and the flash goes off. “My boyfriend’s going to hate this.”

	 Randall holds up Tyler’s phone. “We got it. Thank you.”

	“Yeah.” A smile takes over Tyler’s face. “Thank you.”

	She shoves her phone into her back pocket and heads for the ladies’ room. “Don’t mention it. I’ll see you around.”

	“Should we wait for her?” Tyler asks.

	“No.” Randall slips Tyler’s phone into his pocket and pulls out his wallet in one motion, then strides to the bar. “We need to go before she comes back and changes her mind.” He throws some cash down for a tip, turns, and motions toward the front. “Let’s go.”


	
CHAPTER NINE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	The door to my parents’ room was cracked open. I put my hand on the brass doorknob and peeked inside. Downstairs, Amanda was torturing Jacob. Making him play Candyland. Calling him a freak. This was my chance to get even with her. It was never fair that she always got her way. I was going to tell on her. I wanted her grounded.

	The doorknob was cool compared to the summer heat outside.

	“Joan,” Dad said, “when are you going to stop?” His voice was calm but firm.

	I took a deep breath.

	“It’s starting to affect how you treat the kids,” he said.

	“I only take these to help me sleep. I’m fine.”

	“But you dozed off in the middle of breakfast this morning.”

	I opened the door. “Mom. Dad. Amanda’s calling Jacob names.”

	“They’re here already?” Mom asked.

	“Aunt Janice just left. She said she’d be back Sunday. You have to come now. Jacob is having a meltdown.”

	“We’ll come after we finish unpacking.” Dad closed a dresser drawer. “Now go.”

	“But Amanda is making us play Candyland. She won’t let us play Monopoly.”

	“Go,” my mom said. “You don’t have time before dinner to play any games anyway.”

	“But—”

	“And close the door behind you.” She waved me away.

	I pulled the door closed and walked down the hall. My parents had put my suitcase in the bigger bedroom, probably because I was the oldest. Jacob’s suitcase was in the room across from mine. This left Cam and Amanda to share the fourth, smaller bedroom, unless my parents allowed them to stay in the basement. That was unlikely, though. There was nothing down there but dust, cobwebs, and an unfinished bathroom.

	When I hit the bottom of the stairs, Jacob was sitting on the floor between the kitchen and the dining room, and Cam and Amanda were at the table with the Candyland board spread open between them. She picked up a card.

	“What are you doing?” I asked.

	Amanda didn’t turn to face me. “We’re playing Candyland. C’mon.”

	Cam frowned at the board.

	Jacob shook his head. “Candyland starts with ‘C.’”

	“Shut up, dill-wad.” Amanda drew another card.

	“Be nice to him. My parents are coming. I told on you. You’re going to be grounded for the weekend.”

	She whipped around and squinted at me, her pointy nose centered between her delicate, dark freckles. “You’re lying. I think you’re lying.”

	“No, I’m not.”

	“Prove it.”

	“Yeah,” Cam said. “Prove it.”

	“Candyland starts with ‘C.’” Jacob sat in the corner, clutching his knees to his chest. Tears streaming down his face. “The letter ‘C.’” He rocked back and forth.

	I ran to the stairs. Mom and Dad would have to come now. At the top, my dad’s voice boomed down the hall. “Dammit, Joan, you’ve said that before. It’s going to kill you.”

	“Leave me alone,” she shouted.

	“Look at your sister. Do you want to end up like her?”

	“I—”

	I ran to their room and thrust open the door. It banged against the wall.

	“What now?” Mom stood by the dresser in the corner, her hands held out. Her summer dress clung to her thin frame, a lemon-yellow sail with no wind. “What do you want?”

	“Jacob’s crying,” I blurted. “He’s on the floor, and Amanda won’t leave him alone.”

	Her face was red. “We said we’d be down in a minute. Tell her to leave him alone.”

	“I did.”

	“Charly,” Dad said, his voice cold as ice, “go play until we’re finished talking, okay?”

	“But they’re playing Candyland, and Jacob doesn’t want to.”

	“I promise we’ll come help as soon as we can.” He folded a pair of jeans and laid them on the bed. “Okay?”

	“Promise?”

	“Yes.”

	Amanda was going to get it now. When Dad saw Jacob rocking on the floor, he’d ground her for sure. She deserved worse, but it was a start. Then it would just be the three of us.

	“Green,” I heard Jacob say.

	I cruised down the stairs.

	“Okay,” Amanda said. “You can be green.”

	Jacob was sitting next to Cam. He picked up the green Candyland token and placed it on the board.

	“What are you doing?” I asked.

	“Playing Candyland.” Jacob grinned. “It starts with ‘C’ and ‘C’ is for cookie, and that’s good enough for me. Right, Amanda?”

	“Right.”

	The Monopoly mess cluttered the floor by the closet. “But—”

	“Sit down, Charly.” Amanda patted the seat next to her.

	I wanted to rip that sly smile off her face.

	“Amanda won Candyland the last time we played,” Jacob said. “Last time when we were at home after we watched Ice Age. And she won when we played on Christmas break.”

	I moped into the hall and began picking up the Monopoly pieces. I couldn’t believe she was going to get away with this. It was like she bribed him with cookies or something.

	“Aren’t you going to play?” Amanda asked.

	“No.”

	“Then would you mind putting our bags away? They’re by the front door.”

	“Get them yourself.”

	“And cat starts with ‘C.’” Jacob grinned. “How’s your cat, Cam?”

	“He’s gone.”

	“Where’d he go?”

	“He went away.”

	“Where? Where did he go, Cam?”

	“Nowhere. He’s gone.”

	“It’s your turn, Jacob,” Amanda said.

	My mother screamed something from upstairs, and we all jumped when a door slammed. I wished Jacob was still rocking on the floor so Amanda would get in trouble. I put the top on the Monopoly game, stepped up onto the chair, and slid the box onto the top shelf.

	My dad came down the stairs. “How’s it going, gang?” He saw me in the hall. “It looks like everyone’s getting along now, having fun?”

	“We are, Uncle John.” Amanda shifted in her seat to face him. She put on her goody-two-shoes smile.

	“She’s lying,” I said.

	“It doesn’t look that way to me.” He smiled. “Who’s winning?”

	“Amanda,” Jacob said. “She won last time, too, after we watched Ice Age. And the time before that. She’s going to win again today, and Cam has a cat.”

	“No, I don’t,” Cam said. “Not anymore.”

	“Listen”—my dad pulled out a chair and sat next to Amanda—“Charly, come over here.”

	I stood next to Jacob.

	“What is it, Uncle John?” Amanda beamed.

	“I had an idea for you kids tomorrow. How would you like to play a game? A big game. Outside.”

	“Like what?” I asked. 

	“In the woods?” Cam lit up.

	“Yes.”

	“What kind of game?” Amanda put her hand on my dad’s wrist.

	“Like a treasure hunt. I haven’t worked it all out yet, but I think I can set it up around lunchtime.”

	“Is there a prize?” she asked.

	“That’s the best part. There’s an ultimate prize.”

	“Clear the table.” My mom descended the stairs. “I’m making dinner.” She put her hand on the wall and kept it there, letting it slide along as she ambled into the kitchen.

	“Game over,” Jacob said. “Clear the table. Amanda is ahead, so she won again. She is going to win tomorrow, too. She’s going to win the big game. She’s going to get the ultimate prize.”

	No, she’s not.


	
CHAPTER TEN

	RANDALL

	 


	Outside The Singer bar, the temperature has dropped twenty degrees, but it’s not too cold to snow. Billowy flakes float down onto the concrete. Randall walks to the corner of the building, away from the neon lights in the windows, and checks over his shoulder to see if Tyler follows. Like reeling in a half-dead fish, Tyler’s right behind him.

	“How was that?” Randall asks. “How do you feel?”

	“I—great.” Tyler spreads his arms. Takes in a deep breath. “I feel great.”

	“That was a rush, right?”

	“Yeah.”

	“I’ve got more where that came from. That was nothing.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“When I held up her phone number, and you saw it, you felt powerful, right? You went after something you wanted, and you took it. You exercised your power, and now you feel great. You just said so yourself.”

	“I did. I do.”

	“Are you adventurous enough to feel more power? More? To feel it right in the palms of your hands?”

	He sways. “How?” 

	“This way.” Randall heads around the corner toward the back parking lot. “I have something in my car you need to see.”

	“Wait.” Tyler attempts to take a step forward but stumbles back, catching himself against the building.

	“Let me help you.” Randall grasps his arm and leads him around back. There are no lights hanging above the lot, forcing them to move cautiously past the cars in the dark. Tyler’s feet bounce off each other and scrape against the pavement as he stumbles forward, relying on Randall’s grasp for balance.

	“My car’s back there.”

	“Where?”

	“Back there, in the corner.” Randall’s black Lincoln Continental sleeps in the dark about ten yards away. No one is around.

	“Wait.” Tyler pushes Randall’s hand off his elbow. “I changed my mind. I’m done for the night. I’ve got to go home.”

	Randall grabs him by his jacket collar and pulls him toward the Lincoln.

	“Stop it.” Tyler pushes Randall off. “What are you doing?”

	Spunk. The drunk has some spunk. This will not do. Randall lets go of him. “I apologize. I got excited. Trust me, when you hold it in your bare hands, you—you’ll see. The power.” 

	“Hold what?” Tyler’s voice is loud. Too loud.

	“Allow me to show you the gun we use on excursions. You’re going to love it.”

	“I told you.” He staggers to the left. “I’m not a hunter.”

	Randall grabs him by the collar again and pulls him off balance.

	Tyler attempts to push Randall away, but Randall expects this. He pulls Tyler to the right, then the left. “You’ve had too much to drink tonight, my friend. If nothing else, you’ll need me to give you a ride home.” He keeps Tyler off-balance until they reach the car.

	Tyler leans over. Rests his hands on the trunk lid. “I just want to leave. I think I’m going to be sick.”

	“Move.” Randall motions for Tyler to take his hands off the trunk. “The rifle’s in here.” Randall pops the lid. “See?”

	“No. I don’t see anything.”

	“Really? It’s right there. Take a closer look.”

	Tyler lowers his head into the trunk. “Nope. Nothing. I—”

	Randall plants one hand on the back of Tyler’s neck and shoves him into the compartment. Tyler’s fancy hiking boots leave the ground and flail as Randall holds his shoulders down, pressing his chest against the spare tire. 

	“Hey!” Tyler manages to roll over and, lying on his back, kicks wildly.

	Randall nearly takes a hiking boot to the face. “You neanderthal.” He shoves Tyler’s knees away from him and the idiot rolls after them deeper into the trunk.

	Tyler twists his upper body and reaches back for the edge, but Randall slams the lid shut before he can grasp it.

	“Let me out.” Tyler beats against the lid.

	Randall struts around the side of the Lincoln and opens the backdoor. He removes a black hood, two zip ties, and one leather glove from his prep bag. He puts the glove on his right hand. Tyler continues to strike the trunk lid, but no one can hear him. They’re too far from the bar, and no one is around. He checks his pocket for Tyler’s cell phone, and it’s still there. The drunken fool never asked for it back after that woman texted her number. Nothing can go wrong now. Nevertheless, there’s no time to dilly dally.

	Randall leans over the trunk. “If you promise to calm down, I’ll let you out.”

	“Ah!” Tyler yells. Hits the lid.

	“That’s not calm.”

	“Okay. Okay. I’ll stop.”

	Randall pops the trunk and cracks Tyler in the jaw before he can make a move. Randall hits him again and again until he covers his face with both hands, then Randall slips a zip tie around his wrists. Blood drips from Randall’s leather glove, and he quickly stows it in his jacket pocket before his stomach sickens from the sight.

	“Why?” Tyler screams.

	“Because you’re weak.” Randall punches him hard in the stomach. While Tyler tries to catch his breath, Randall zip-ties the drunk’s feet together.

	“Why are you doing this?”

	“Why are you doing this?” Randall mocks. “Why are you doing this? Why are you doing this?” He pulls a roll of duct tape out of the trunk’s side compartment and rips a piece off. “There are two types of animals in this world. Predators and prey.” He punches Tyler in the face once more before taping his mouth shut. “Guess which one you are.”

	Tyler lets out a muffled scream. He sounds like a baby rodent caught in a trap.

	Randall forces the black hood over Tyler’s head. His prize secured, he stands up straight, leans back, stretches his arms out wide, and inhales. Falling from the sky, snowflakes appear in the darkness as if by magic, landing on his face. Melting on impact.

	Tyler moans.

	What a crybaby.

	Randall slams the trunk lid shut and rushes around to the driver’s door. He’s taken longer than he should.

	A noise comes from the side of the building, just out of sight. He took too long indeed, but no matter. Everything’s under control. He walks past his car and strides to the back of the building. He stands in the shadows with his shoulders pressed against the wall.

	The clacking of high heels approaches, and she comes into view, passing by him on her way to the far end of the lot. It’s the woman from the bar—the bait with the red straw.

	He moves after her, slipping his hand into his pocket. 

	She stops next to a small car parked in the corner of the lot opposite Randall’s Lincoln, well-hidden between a giant SUV and a brick wall, and searches her purse for her car keys.

	“Greetings, miss.”

	She startles, the whites of her innocent eyes flashing his way.

	He marches forward.

	She fumbles for her key fob. Drops it on the ground.

	“Please,” Randall says, “don’t be scared. It’s me. From inside.”

	She kneels to retrieve the fob and looks up at him. Squints. Puts her hand on her chest. “Oh, you scared me.”

	He holds out his hand, and she takes it, pulling herself to standing.

	“Where’s your friend?” she asks.

	A muffled noise comes from his Lincoln. Dammit.

	She peers past him, her face now as white as her eyes.

	Randall slips his hand through the slit inside his pants pocket, unsnaps the strap, and grasps his pistol. “He had to leave.”

	“Oh.” She presses the fob button, and her car doors unlock. “I’m looking forward to calling him. I—” Her voice shakes beautifully, like the trill of an eagle. She stammers. Tells Randall to have a good night. Opens her door and turns her back on him to get inside the car.

	If only Randall could take her hunting.

	But he already has Tyler.

	Pistol in hand, he glances back at the bar.

	Not a soul in sight.

	She settles into the driver’s seat.

	He presses the muzzle to the side of her head and pulls the trigger.


	
CHAPTER ELEVEN

	CHARLY

	 


	Snow blasts through the mountains, driven by an unforgiving wind. I guide my Ford Focus over Vail Pass, barely able to see the car in front of me. The day started out beautiful, but once Jacob and I hit the freeway, the blizzard began. Nonetheless, we’re doing it. Only two days until New Year’s Eve. This year, we’re going to spend time with what little family we have left, even if it kills us.

	We set out early this morning, but not early enough to avoid the weather. I wonder if Amanda and Cam beat the snowstorm and arrived at the cabin already. The downfall hasn’t started sticking to the freeway yet, but it’s heavy. I switch the radio off to focus on the road. Jacob says nothing. He sits in the passenger seat, his back erect like a tongue suppressor, intent on analyzing each and every snowflake as it explodes against the windshield.

	At this angle, his face reminds me of Dad’s. Johnathan’s. Now that Johnathan has passed on, should I think of him as “Dad?”

	Jacob presses his feet against the floor as we head into a sweeping corner. A daunting cliff lies on the other side of the guardrail. His fingers work his fidget toy like ducks fighting over a slice of bread. His toy is some kind of rubbery fish. He has a vast collection of fidget toys, but this is his favorite. He’s twenty-six years old and hates it when I call his fidgets toys. They’re a part of his therapy, and I should choose my words more carefully, but I often slip up because, to me, they are toys. I don’t mean to insult him.

	I glance over.

	He has an unwavering innocence that gives me strength when I need it most. It makes me grateful to be his sister.

	The snow splattering against the windshield must be driving him crazy. Too much stimulation. I ease my foot off the gas and cruise into a turn. The back end drifts ever so slightly toward the edge as we round the corner. About ten minutes ago, a fleet of snowplows came in the opposite direction. A sign above the freeway flashes, CHAINS OR SNOW TIRES REQUIRED. I have neither, but we should be able to make it to the cabin before they close the freeway.

	I can’t wait to get there.

	I can’t wait to see Amanda and Cam. Find out what they’ve been doing. Tell them about Johnathan. About the trust fund.

	Jacob hasn’t blinked in ten minutes.

	“Are you okay?” I ask.

	“No.”

	“Is it the snow? Is it too much?”

	“No. Yes. No.”

	“Huh?”

	“I don’t want to go to the cabin, Charly. I don’t want to anymore.”

	“Why not?”

	He blinks slowly. “Charly. Please. Can we go back?”

	“No. It’s too late. Why don’t you want to go?”

	“I’ve been having flashbacks. I don’t want to see Cam. You invited Cam.”

	“I had to. It’s a reunion. Come on, we’re going to have fun. You, me, Amanda—and Cam.”

	“Cam is evil.”

	“No, he’s not. He’s strange—he was strange, but I’m sure he’s grown out of it. He was never evil.”

	“Remember his cat?”

	“Yeah, but that was a long time ago. Kid stuff.”

	“He killed his cat, and he hates me.”

	“He doesn’t know you. Not anymore. And you don’t know him, either.”

	I press on the brakes and turn toward the off-ramp. We slide sideways, slipping near the guardrails. My heart jumps. Feather-tapping the pedal before the anti-lock brakes kick in, I regain traction, and Jacob squeezes his fish with both hands, his knuckles turning white. The anti-lock brake system always scares him.

	We stop at the light, and Jacob stares straight ahead, doing his avoiding thing. He won’t look at me now that I refused to turn back. It’s so annoying when he behaves this way. “Cam doesn’t hate you. You’re fine. Everything is going to be fine.”

	“What about Mom? She’s not fine.”

	The light changes.

	“Let’s not talk about her.”

	I gun the car, and we accelerate across the intersection.

	“She gave you the keys to the cabin,” he says. “She gave you the cabin. I know what that means. She’s close to dying, isn’t she?”

	“She’s had a rough life. You know that. Besides, she didn’t leave us the cabin. It was Johnathan.”

	Shit.

	Why’d I say that?

	Now is not the time to have a deep discussion, but he’ll have a meltdown if I don’t tell him. He has that look on his face. Oh, God. It would have been so much easier if we’d made it to the cabin, and settled in with our cousins first.

	“Johnathan?” he asks. “Dad?”

	“What?”

	“Did Dad leave us the cabin?” He picks at his fish. “Who was it? Mom or Dad? You said it was Mom, then you said it was Johnathan. Johnathan is Dad. He’s Dad. Did he come back? Did he?”

	“No. He didn’t. He—” I tighten my grasp on the steering wheel. “He died.”


	
CHAPTER TWELVE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	We sat at the picnic table on the deck overlooking the boathouse and the lake. A summer weekend in the mountains. The chill mountain air gave way to the sun’s rays only when the breeze dropped, briefly warming us up. All of us except for Cam. He had disappeared into the forest’s shadows shortly after breakfast. The moment my dad said for us to meet in an hour to talk about the game, Cam was gone.

	Now, an hour had passed, and neither my father nor Cam was here. Only Jacob, Amanda, and myself. I picked at the weather-worn picnic table, pulling off slivers of wood. Jacob looked uncomfortable in his sweater. He was hot. Or, cold. Definitely itchy. He sipped from a glass of orange juice he’d saved from breakfast.

	“It’s gonna be a piece of cake,” Amanda said.

	“You’ll win.” Jacob pulled on his collar. “I could try, but—”

	“I know.” Amanda swept her hair back. “I’ve won a lot of scavenger hunts.”

	“He didn’t say it was a scavenger hunt,” I said.

	She lowered her chin. “Whatever it is, I’m not worried.”

	The french doors opened. My dad stepped onto the deck. He wore a thick red and brown shirt. A flannel. It didn’t suit him. He only ever wore clothes like those when we went camping. It was like he dressed up for Halloween.

	“Where’s Cameron?” he asked.

	“He’s in the woods,” Jacob said. “He’s hunting.”

	“Hunting?” Dad walked to the handrail.

	“I think he’s just wandering around,” I said. “Maybe he got lost.”

	“Cameron,” Dad shouted. “Come here. We’re all waiting for you.”

	The breeze picked up and blew through the pines.

	Cam appeared near the lake. He stood there wearing the same sweatshirt he’d worn yesterday. The stupid Cleveland Browns football team. “I’m coming.”

	“Great.” Dad sat next to Amanda, opposite me.

	Cam plodded past the boathouse, across the lawn, and up the steps onto the deck.

	“How are you guys?” Dad asked. “You’re going to love this.”

	“I’m hot.” Jacob scratched at his chest.

	Cam sat down, and my dad winked at him.

	Amanda gave Cam a look. “What were you doing out there?”

	“Nothing.”

	“He was hunting,” Jacob said.

	“No, I wasn’t.”

	“Okay,” Dad said. “Enough. Listen, here’s what we’re going to do. This afternoon, we’ll meet back here at two o’clock. I’ll give each of you a clue and—”

	“Why can’t we start now, Uncle John?” Amanda asked.

	“I need time to set the game up. I haven’t made the clues yet.”

	“What do we get if we win?”

	He put his hand on Amanda’s wrist. “Be patient.”

	“I don’t understand.” Jacob fidgeted in place. “What do we have to do?”

	“The goal is to follow the clues until you find the ultimate prize.”

	“What’s the prize?” I asked.

	Dad looked at the forest. “You’ll see. I’ll tell you when the game begins.”

	“I can’t do this,” Jacob said. “Amanda is going to win anyway. I don’t want to do it.”

	I nudged him. “It’s okay. You can come with me. We’ll do it together.”

	“What kind of clues are you making?” Amanda asked.

	“You’ll see. Don’t worry, it’s going to be fun. One clue will lead to the next, and to the next, and ultimately, you’ll find the ultimate prize.”

	My mother threw open the french doors. “What a wonderful morning.” Her robe opened, revealing her black silk pajamas. She waved a glass of orange juice over the deck.

	Dad had spared her only the briefest glance, then returned his attention to us. “Does everyone understand? Two o’clock. Meet back here?”

	“What are you plotting?” My mom stepped to my father’s side and put her hand on his shoulder. “What are you up to?”

	“We’re going to play a game for a prize,” Jacob said. “An ultimate prize. Amanda is going to win, but I’m going to try. Charly and I are going to try.”

	“It’s nothing, Joan.” Dad’s eyes had become tired. “Go back inside.”

	“Why?” She drank from her glass. “I can have fun, too.” She swayed, her hand still on his shoulder. “I’m not—”

	He grabbed her glass and brought it to his nose. “Jesus Christ. It’s not even ten in the morning.”

	She jerked away from him, her face reddening. “We’re on vacation.”

	“Please. Go inside.”

	“Fine. I’ll do the dishes.” She listed over to the doors, fumbled with the handle, and stumbled inside, spilling her drink. Watching her was a punch in the gut. The faint smell of vodka hung in the air. Maybe I just hadn’t been old enough to pick up on her drinking before then, but at least for me, this morning marked the beginning of the end for her. I don’t think I ever saw her sober again.

	Not until she checked into the assisted living center.

	My dad heaved himself to his feet. “Does everyone understand? Be back here at two?”

	We all nodded.

	A crash came from inside the cabin. Metal clanged. I thought my mom had dropped the muffin pan or something, but another crash came. And another. I pictured her beating the refrigerator with a baking sheet.

	My dad rushed inside.

	“I hate it.” Jacob stood. “I hate that noise. Make it stop.”


	
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	CHARLY

	 


	It’s slow going up the tight and winding mountain road. The blizzard makes it slower. Jacob and I left the freeway about an hour ago. The unrelenting snow engulfs us, and I begin to press my luck. I hit the accelerator on the short straightaways and ease off in the corners. The midday sun shines somewhere on the other side of those clouds but fails to break through.

	Jacob scrunches his face. Closes his eyes.

	We need to get to the cabin as soon as we can.

	Oh, no. Here it comes.

	He’s about to have a meltdown.

	I shouldn’t have said anything. If only we could have made it to the cabin before I told him Johnathan had died. Having Amanda and Cam around to support us might have softened the blow.

	He sits upright in the passenger seat, staring at the windshield. Watching the snowy onslaught.

	“It’s going to be okay,” I say.

	He shakes his head. His fidget toy bounces onto the floor, and he begins pulling on his fingers.

	“Take a breath. It’s going to be okay.”

	He knocks his knees together. Reaches for the door handle.

	“Stop.” I grab his elbow. “You can’t get out. We’re moving.” The front tires turn, but the car slides straight ahead. Slush splashes against the undercarriage. The rubber grips the road, and we veer to the left. I pull on his arm, but he shakes free of my grasp. “Jacob, please.”

	He lets go of the handle and puts both hands on the dashboard, his chest heaving. His eyes locked on the torrential snow.

	I straighten the car out and say nothing. The windshield wipers moan, struggling to keep up. They slap the ice gathered on the edges of the glass. I lean over the steering wheel, squinting. The sign for Inspiration Peak flashes into view, and we nearly miss the turn. The wind whips across the two-lane mountain road, deepening the drifts on each side. The tires slip, I ease off the gas, and Jacob breathes like a beached whale, staring out the window, knuckles as white as the winter squall.

	He’s not going to make it.

	My throat tightens.

	I need to relax. This is not that bad. I’ve driven in the mountains on snowy days hundreds of times. We’re going to be okay. It’s only a few more miles to the cabin.

	Once we’re there, everything will be okay.

	“Stop watching the snow,” I say. “It’s too much stimulus. Try closing your eyes.”

	“It’s not the snow.”

	“What is it? Johnathan?”

	He nods.

	“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything, but you shouldn’t be surprised. You knew he was never coming back. It’s just permanent now.”

	“Why don’t you ever call him Dad? If he’s dead—now that he’s dead, shouldn’t you—”

	“No. Dead or alive, he’s not—I’m not going to call him Dad. Not ever. And it doesn’t matter anymore, anyway. He’s dead.” My face flushes.

	I’m about to cry.

	But I never cry.

	Ever.

	Jacob stamps his feet, picks up his fidget toy, and throws it at the windshield.

	“Stop it,” I plead.

	“Dad’s dead. Mom’s going to die. She’s going to leave. You’re going to leave.”

	“Stop it!”

	“You’re going to leave me again, aren’t you, Charly? You’re going to leave me, aren’t you?”

	“Look at me.”

	“No.”

	“Stop looking at the snow, and look at me.”

	“I want out.” He slams his fist into the windshield. “Out!”

	The wind gusts, blowing snow over the hood. I can’t see the road’s edges. “Calm down. Use your toy.”

	“It’s not a toy,” he screams.

	“Hang on, okay? I bet Amanda and Cam are already at the cabin. I bet they’ve started a fire. Think about how much fun we’re going to have. We can have cocoa.”

	He pulls his knees to his chest. Rocks back and forth. “They can’t be in the cabin. They don’t have the keys.” A tear escapes his eye and runs down his cheek. “You said Mom gave you the keys. You have the keys. Dad’s keys. Dad is dead.”

	“Calm down. You’re going to be fine. Here’s the plan. We’ll get to the cabin, unpack, have dinner, and go to our room. We’ll keep the lights low, and you can watch videos on your phone while I talk to Amanda and Cam.”

	“All you care about is them.” He wipes his nose. “You only care about Amanda. I don’t want to watch videos. I want to go home. You want to keep going because you’re jealous. You’re jealous, Charly. You want something someone else has because you’re jealous.”

	“Jealous of what?”

	“Of what Amanda has. You don’t think I know, but I do. I’m not stupid.”

	“I know you’re not stupid. I love you, but—I’m not jealous of her. I just want to spend New Year’s with family for once. We haven’t seen them in forever. I want to reminisce and relive our childhood.”

	“You’re jealous. You’re jealous of everything Amanda has. She’s a millionaire.” He turns toward me. “I want to go home, Charly. Let’s go home.”

	Jacob’s wrong. I don’t care about Amanda’s big executive advertising position in New York. Her wealthy boyfriends. Her looks. Her money. Jacob doesn’t know about the trust fund. When we cash in, we’ll all be millionaires.

	“Cam is evil.” Jacob refocuses his attention on the windshield. “I want to go home.”

	“You need to let it go. Cam is not evil.”

	“But, his cat—he killed his cat. He’ll kill me. He said so.”

	“When?”

	“When we were little. He said so.”

	“That was a long time ago. Let it go.”

	“No. I want out, Charly. I want out. Pull over.” He grabs the steering wheel.

	I hit the brakes.

	The car spins out of control. He won’t let go of the wheel. I pry at his fingers, but his grip is firm. My foot slips off the brake and hits the gas pedal. We speed toward the mountainside.

	Jacob promised he would behave before we left home.

	I pump the brakes and close my eyes.

	We should never have left.

	I should never have trusted him.

	We crash into the mountain.

	Stopped, I watch the snow whirl over the windshield in sweeping spirals. The passenger-side hood and side mirror are demolished. The wind whirs like a jet engine. The mountain blocks Jacob’s door from opening, but he pulls on the handle anyway, repeatedly hitting the unlock button. He pushes on the door, but he can’t open it. He’s trapped.

	The blizzard envelops us.

	We’re trapped.

	“Oh, no,” he says. “Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no.”

	“Calm down.” I put my hand on his shoulder and he jerks away. “Everything’s going to be okay. Let me see how bad it is.” I open my door.

	“Don’t leave me. It’s cold out there. You’ll freeze. If your body temperature drops below ninety-five degrees, you’ll die of hypothermia within two hours. You’ll freeze to death, Charly.”

	“Relax. I’m not going to freeze to death. I’ll be right back. Here, I’ll leave the engine running so you’ll have heat. Promise not to touch anything?”

	“Yes.”

	I don’t believe him. I love him, but he always runs.

	The snowbank has swallowed the passenger side. The fender is crushed beneath the drift. We’re not going anywhere.

	I step into the middle of the road and gaze down the hill. Ice crystals form inside my nostrils. I’m not dressed for this. Snow slips into my sneakers and begins to melt, soaking my socks. My tongue stings. My eyes water in the wind. The frozen air is unbreathable.

	My cell phone signal is weak but alive.

	I try to call Cam, but he doesn’t answer. His phone goes to voice mail.

	I hesitate, then call Amanda. She’s going to think I don’t know how to drive.

	She doesn’t answer, and her phone goes to voice mail.

	There’s no break in the sky. The clouds own it.

	Snow swirls around me.

	The cabin lies somewhere on the other side of this hill, but it is still miles away.

	We’re stranded.

	Jacob watches me from the car.

	It’s only a matter of time before he tries to run.


	
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	“They’re getting a divorce,” Amanda said. “You know that, right?”

	“Shut up.” I seethed. “They are not.”

	Yelling came from the kitchen. Cam, Jacob, Amanda, and I sat at the picnic table on the deck, listening. My dad had gone inside when we heard Mom drop a pan. She needed help, but now—nothing but yelling.

	I looked away. Beyond the boathouse, ripples on the lake made their way to the shore and struck the sand.

	“It’s okay, Charly.” Amanda drew my attention back to her. She narrowed her eyes. “You can come live with me. My house is bigger than yours anyway. We have an extra room.”

	“They’re not getting a divorce.”

	“Whatever.”

	Cam stood and headed toward the stairs.

	“Where are you going?” Amanda asked.

	“Back to the woods.”

	“Why?”

	He didn’t answer.

	Jacob squinted at the sun and took his sweater off. “Amanda is going to win the prize. She’s going to win.”

	“No, she’s not.” I stood.

	Amanda grinned. “You don’t have a chance, Charly. I already have a plan.”

	“She has a plan.” Jacob flung his sweater on the table. “Amanda is a winner with a plan.”

	“Stop it, Jacob.”

	“He’s right. I have a plan, and I’m going to win. There are winners and losers, and I’m a winner.”

	I wanted to rip the freckles off her face. Put her in her place. But the right words didn’t come. Jacob was just being Jacob. I never understood why he liked her, and I still don’t. Anger swelled inside me, and I turned toward the cabin.

	“Aw, don’t go, Charly. Just because I’m a winner doesn’t mean you’re a loser. Not exactly.”

	My dad had left the french doors unlatched. I slammed them behind me and ran up the stairs. I needed a plan for the game. Amanda didn’t win at everything, and she wasn’t going to beat me. Not this time. I needed an edge. I—

	Before I could reach my room, my parents’ voices coursed down the hall like blood from a torn scab. They were still arguing. I heard Dad say my name, but I couldn’t make out the rest. My mom yelled back at him. I crept past my room and rounded the corner toward theirs.

	“I don’t understand.” She spoke like she had something stuck in her throat. “Is it me? Because of me?”

	“No,” he said. “Not—no. Maybe. Not really. It’s my work. If I go and do this, we’ll be set for life.”

	“How often are you planning to come back?”

	“At least once a month. Maybe more. I promise.”

	Silence.

	“Joan,” he said, “I’m worried about you and the kids.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“When did you start drinking in the morning?”

	“I’m fine.”

	“When I go, you’ll have to stop. You’ll need to take care of them.”

	“How are you going to break the news? Charly’s going to be crushed.”

	“I’m taking her canoeing at lunch. I’ll explain it to her then, and we can talk as a family with Jacob later.”

	I waited.

	She didn’t respond.

	“Joan, are you okay with this?”

	“Canoeing with Charly? On—on the lake? I suppose so.”

	“No. Are you okay with everything else?”

	Footsteps sounded inside.

	I backed away from the door.

	“It might be good.” Her voice wavered. “It might be good for you to go away for a while. I mean, for us.”

	The footsteps got louder, and I turned away. It sounded like my father was coming toward the door.

	I sprinted down the hall.

	What did she mean, good for us?

	I didn’t want Amanda to win the game, and I didn’t want Amanda to be right about my parents. Divorce. I vowed to keep both from happening. Dad said he would come back every month, but—how could it be good for us?

	How could it be good for anyone?


	
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	CHARLY

	 


	I shut the engine off despite the dropping temperatures outside. We ran the defroster for an hour, but ice crystals still cling to the upper corners of the windshield. The blizzard has intensified. I can no longer see the hill up ahead.

	“We will die in two hours if our body temperature drops below ninety-five degrees.” Jacob holds his fidget toy to his chest. “I read about this. We will die. I don’t want to freeze to death, Charly.”

	“We’ve got to save gas. There’s only a quarter tank left.”

	“What if it won’t start again?”

	“It will start again.”

	“I’m cold. I want my sweatshirt. We’re going to die.” He leans over the dashboard, his shoulders rising toward his ears. Tense. “Let me out.”

	I knew he wouldn’t sit there forever, trapped with his door against the snowbank. “If I let you out to get your sweatshirt, will you stay calm?”

	“I won’t run if that’s what you mean. I won’t run.”

	He’s said that before.

	I open my door. The wind slaps me in the face. I grab Jacob’s hand, and he crawls over the gearshift. His foot knocks my soda out of the cupholder, and he apologizes.

	“Leave it,” I say.

	Together, we trudge through the snow to the back of the car. The sun has begun its descent behind the mountains, darkening the sky. The blizzard has nearly filled the hole I dug behind the tires earlier this afternoon. My effort was in vain. The front end is buried so deep in the snowbank, there’s no way I could get us out. Someone will have to pull the car with a chain or something. The nearest tow truck places didn’t answer my calls, and only one took messages. I’m hoping they call back soon, but they probably won’t. With all this snow, I’m sure they’re all busy.

	I could call the police, but this isn’t an emergency. Not yet. Besides, I don’t trust them. They’d only call a tow truck and give me a ticket for reckless driving. That’s the last thing I need. Worse, they might look up my record.

	I push snow off the hatchback and open it.

	Jacob stands there, staring at his suitcase.

	“Hurry,” I say.

	“Will you open it? I hate the sound the zipper makes.”

	“Fine.”

	I agree, the zipper’s skritch is annoying, but for Jacob, the sound is all but unbearable. He didn’t fold his clothes. He pushes the wads around, searching for his sweatshirt.

	A raccoon tail falls out, bounces off the bumper, and hits the ground.

	“You still have this?” I ask.

	“Yes. Of course, I still have it. I kept it.”

	I pick it up. The tail has lost some hairs near the severed end, but the rest is full. Brown and black stripes, soft to the touch. “Is it really the same one?”

	“Yes.” He finds his sweatshirt and struggles to put it on over his coat. “I always take it with me. It’s good luck. Amanda gave it to me.”

	“I know.” I throw the tail back into his suitcase and shut the hatchback. 

	Jacob heads for the driver’s door. “I want to show it to Amanda. She’ll like that I kept it. Right? Right, Charly?”

	“Yes, I suppose so.”

	“She gave it to me because I was a winner.”

	“You are a winner. You don’t need a tail to—wait. Look.” A gigantic black SUV emerges through the blustery snow, coming up the hill the same way we did. I wave my hands. I’d think it was a military vehicle except for the shiny chrome grill. It’s too nice for the army. The headlights pierce the falling snow, and the windows are so heavily tinted, I can’t see the driver, but he must see me because he pulls over.

	Jacob frantically pulls on the door handle to my car. “Charly. It won’t open. Hurry.”

	“Hold on.”

	The SUV’s passenger side window opens. When I see the woman inside, I realize the SUV is a Humvee. It must be worth tens of thousands. She’s about my age, and her platinum blond hair is done up in a braided mohawk. She has full-on lip gloss and heavy mascara. Her green eyes are striking, and I wonder if she’s wearing colored contacts. She smiles as if we’re old friends. “Like, wow. Your car is really stuck.”

	“Why are we stopping?” The man in the driver’s seat leans over the steering column. His curly hair is drenched in product. It shines. His broad shoulders bury the steering wheel. “We can’t help them.”

	“We only need a push,” I say. “Or, a pull.”

	“Charly. Hurry.” Jacob pulls on the door to my car. It won’t open. The auto-locks must have kicked in when we got out. I grab him by the arm and pull him over to the Humvee.

	“We’ve got to keep going,” the Humvee driver says. “We’re expected.”

	Jacob pulls his arm out of my grasp and repeatedly bends his knees, bouncing up and down.

	“Does he have to go to the bathroom or something?” the woman asks.

	“No.” I turn to him. “Jacob. Stop it.”

	“She’s wearing too much makeup,” he says. “She wears too much. She’s a raccoon. Or a bandit. A bandit raccoon.”

	“Shh.” I put my hands on the woman’s door. “Can you help us get our car out?”

	The man revs the engine. “No. We don’t have time to pull you out. We’re on a schedule.”

	“I’m sorry.” The woman extends her hand. “I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Kennedy McCallister, and this is Barry Rockwell.” She winks as if I should know who they are. “Apparently, we’re late for this thing he’s doing.”

	He shifts into drive, and the engine lets out a low grumble. “Someone else will be along soon. There’s nothing we can do for you.”

	“Barry, stop. We can’t just leave them here.”

	“Yes, we can.”

	There’s no sky. It’s a whiteout.

	“I’m not riding with strangers.” Jacob bounces. Bends his knees. “Since the eighties, over five-hundred hitchhikers have been murdered. Over five-hundred.”

	The man leans toward Kennedy. Gazes at Jacob. “Is he all right?”

	“He’s fine.” I wrap my arms around myself. “It’s just cold out here.”

	“I’m not riding with strangers,” Jacob says.

	Sometimes, when he’s nervous or scared, Jacob resorts to quoting things he knows, and he knows a lot. His statistics are usually accurate. I don’t want to be murdered a mile from here by these strangers any more than he does, but we have no choice. Though, thinking about it, the odds aren’t bad. Five-hundred murders over three decades. That’s a pretty small percentage. My bigger concern is how “Barry” looked at Jacob. He doesn’t seem very understanding, if not downright hostile. Stupid jock. “Could we get a ride?”

	“He thinks he’s smart, doesn’t he?” Barry says. “Tell me. Since the eighties, how many hitchhikers murdered the people picking them up? Why should we risk giving you a ride?”

	Jacob squints. Lowers his chin. “Less than half the murders—”

	Kennedy puts her hand on Barry’s shoulder. “Barry, baby, we can’t leave them out here.” 

	“But they’re weird. Look at that car. Look at him. They’re not going to like it if we show up with unexpected guests. It might screw up the whole trip. Come on, babe.”

	“Oh, please. You’re only going hunting.”

	“No. I told you, it’s not only hunting, it’s—it doesn’t matter. We’re leaving them here and that’s final.”

	“We can’t do that.” She hushes her voice. “If we leave them here, and they don’t make it, and it gets out that we left them . . . what if someone tweets about it?”

	Barry pulls her close and whispers something in her ear.

	I search my pockets for my cell phone, but I don’t find it. I must have left it in the car. “Jacob, give me your cell phone.” He does so, and I hold it up to the window.

	Click.

	“What was that for?” Kennedy asks. “Barry. She took our picture.”

	“Shit.” He slams his hands on the steering wheel.

	I’ve never met anyone before now who could scowl and smile simultaneously. If Kennedy has never had Botox, then she’s an alien. “Will you take us with you now?”

	“You didn’t have to do that.” She scowls. “We were going to help you.”

	Barry unlocks the doors. “Get in.”

	“C’mon, Jacob.” I open the rear door.

	“No.” Jacob steps away.

	“Get in, you bonehead.” Barry honks the horn.

	Jacob puts his hand over his ears and takes another step back. “He’s going to kidnap me, Charly. He’s going to kill me.”

	“No, he’s not.”

	“I’m going to count down from ten.” Barry revs the engine. “Then I’m leaving, with or without you.”

	Jacob’s face twists. He jerks to his left as if to run, but the wind slaps him in the face, and he stops.

	I wrap my arms around him and whisper, “If we stay, and our body temperature drops to ninety-five degrees, we’ll freeze to death. If we go with them, we have a sixty-eight percent chance they won’t harm us. You said so yourself. Which is it going to be?”

	“. . . Eight . . . Seven . . .”

	“Don’t leave me, Charly.”

	“I’m not going to leave you.”

	“. . . Six . . . Five . . . Four . . .”

	“Which do you want to do? Stay or go?” I whisper.

	“I’ll go.”

	“Okay. Close your eyes, and I’ll help you get in. Everything’s going to be okay.”

	I open the door.

	Jacob climbs in and looks out the back. “He’s got guns, Charly. Oh, no. He’s got guns. Look.”

	Two gun cases lean against a stack of black suitcases beneath the back window.

	“I told you to close your eyes.”

	“He’s got guns, Charly.”

	“It’s fine. She said he was going hunting.”

	Barry hits the gas, and snow flies up behind us, covering the back window.


	
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	RANDALL

	 


	There’s nothing more annoying to Randall than begging.

	Let me out of here, they say.

	Why are you doing this? they ask.

	If you let me go now, I promise not to tell anyone. I just want to see my family again. And on, and on, and on . . .

	Thinking about it makes him sick, and now he must listen to it once again.

	He trudges through the snow, making a path from the cabin down the hill toward the lake. It wasn’t snowing when he arrived last night, but it is now. An angry blizzard hit this afternoon. It was nice to sleep in, but he jerked awake when he remembered he hadn’t untied the man from The Singer bar. Leaving his mouth taped shut for too long will weaken the man’s spirit, not that Randall cares. He cares only about the quality of the hunt. He should have removed the tape and zip ties last night, but it was late. He was tired. He barely had the energy to drag the drunken loser down the hill and into the boathouse before crashing on the couch.

	The man is right where Randall left him, lying in the fetal position in the middle of the cage. Passed out.

	It’s late afternoon, and the sun has dipped behind the mountains to the west. Randall goes inside the boathouse and flips the light switch. The lighting is abysmal. The wind blows cold air through cracks in the walls. He saunters over to the workbench and looks out the window. When he takes over, he’s going to renovate this place.

	He turns and does a mental inventory. Everything is still here, undisturbed—the red and blue kayaks against the far wall, the canoe, the green metal file cabinet, the stack of packing crates, and the slew of garden equipment in the corner—hoses, rakes, rags, rusted shovels.

	And the cage.

	He takes out his cell phone and types in the security code for the electronic padlock. The lock on the cage door unlatches, and Randall grabs a garden rake on his way inside. He jabs at the man’s ribs with the handle. “Wake up.”

	The man moans.

	How pathetic.

	Randall pulls the hood off the loser’s head.

	The loser struggles. Tries to free his hands and feet, driving the zip ties more deeply into his broken flesh. Dried blood cakes his wrists. His ankles.

	“Your name is Tyler, right?”

	The man groans through the tape and flails to free himself.

	“Hold still.” Randall rips the duct tape off the loser’s lips.

	“Help!”

	Right. They always yell help, too. Help. Help. Oh, help me . . .

	Randall cracks the rake’s handle over the man’s back. “Shut up. Your name is Tyler, right?”

	“Help me.”

	“What’s your damn name?”

	“T—Tyler.”

	The man’s eyes are so bloodshot, Randall wants to put the tape over them. Hide them from view so he doesn’t get sick. He gives the man a swift kick in the gut. “Tyler. That’s what I thought it was.” Taking the rake with him, he steps outside the cage and shuts the door.

	“Help me.”

	“Help me,” Randall mocks. “Help me. Help me.”

	Tyler sits up and scoots toward the door. “Please.”

	The electronic padlock makes a satisfying grinding noise after Randall latches it.

	“Why are you doing this?” Tyler asks.

	“You’ll see.” He pulls out his phone and opens his notes app. “All right. How tall are you?”

	“What?”

	“How tall are you?”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“I have some standard questions I have to ask, and you have to answer. How tall are you?”

	“How long are you going to keep me here?”

	Randall’s neck heats up. “Forever, if you don’t answer my questions.”

	“I—”

	“How tall are you?”

	Tyler pulls against his bonds.

	The zip tie cuts into his wrists.

	Fresh blood runs over his hands.

	It’s so disgusting, just like his eyes. Two pools of maroon-colored disease.

	Tyler begs, “If I answer your questions, will you let me go?”

	“I’ll take your ties off. How’s that? Let’s start with that, shall we? How tall are you?”

	“Five foot eleven.”

	“Weight?”

	“One-eighty.”

	“Age?”

	“Twenty-eight.”

	“How fast can you run?”

	“What?”

	“Do you run? Do you exercise at all?”

	“Please. I won’t tell anybody—”

	“I know,” Randall yells. “I know. If I let you go now, you promise not to tell anyone. Blah, blah, blah. How fast can you run? Have you ever run? Did you participate in track in high school? Anything?”

	“No.”

	“Did you play any sports?”

	“No!”

	The wind howls. Snow rushes into the boathouse from beneath the door. “You’ve got those fancy hiking boots, but I bet you’ve never gone hiking. I’m putting you down as ‘lazy ass’ for physical attributes. That’s accurate, don’t you think?”

	“No. Please. Why are you asking me these things?”

	“For the excursion. Remember? I’m taking you on an excursion.”

	Tyler looks around the boathouse. Confused.

	“Look,” Randall says. “It’s getting cold in here. I’m going to skip to the end. Let’s see . . . oh, I think I know the answer to this one, but I’ll ask it anyway. Have you ever gone hunting?”

	“Let me out of here.”

	“I’ll take that as a no.” He swipes the screen. “All right. I think that will do it.” He stows his phone in his breast pocket.

	Tyler shakes with rage.

	It’s not good. Randall needs the loser to save some energy for later. “Come. Sit over here with your back against the wall. I’ll cut your hands free now.”

	Randall retrieves a box cutter from the workbench.

	Tyler scoots over and sticks his wrists through the bars.

	Randall bends over, and his back pops. He loses his balance and grasps the cage to steady himself.

	“Careful,” Tyler says.

	“Shut up.” He shoves the box cutter’s tip beneath the zip tie and thrusts upward. The plastic snaps and Tyler screams as the blade cuts deep into his arm. Randall pulls it away and watches the blood run down.

	His stomach lurches. He wants to vomit.

	“Oh, God,” Tyler moans. “Why the hell did you cut me?”

	“Why the hell did you cut me? Why the hell—oh, stop your whimpering.” Randall tosses the cutter onto the workbench and grabs an oily cloth from the floor. “Clean yourself up with this. I’ll be back.” He stands up straight and folds his arms over his chest as he turns to go. “For the love of Darwin, it’s freezing in here.”

	“Wait.” Tyler wraps the cloth around his arm. “What about my feet? They’re still tied together.”

	“Oh, right. Lie on your back and put them closer so I can reach. If you kick me, your arm won’t be the only thing I cut.”

	Tyler does as told, tears streaming down his face, blood running down his arm. He’s so gross. So disgusting. His blood is sickness filled with bacteria and weakness.

	Randall severs the zip tie, and Tyler jumps to his feet, holding his arm. The cloth is soaked with blood and dripping. “Here.” Randall averts his eyes and throws Tyler another one.

	“It’s not enough. My bleeding won’t stop.”

	Randall rummages through the file cabinet until he finds a roll of duct tape. He tears a piece off and shoves it into the cage. “Here. Fix yourself and get some rest.”

	“Wait. Don’t go.”

	Randall opens the door and takes a couple of steps into the blizzard. He can’t see the cabin through the torrential squall.

	“Wait,” Tyler screams. “Stop. Stop. Stop.”

	“Wait. Stop.” So, so pathetic.

	Randall turns and pulls his collar tight around his neck. The whipping wind isn’t deterred. Snow pelts his face, melts and runs down his neck. “You want the light left on?” he calls in through the doorway.

	Tyler stands at the cage door, holding his arm. “Yes.” 

	Oh, look. Tears. He deserves to die. He’s so weak.

	They all deserve to die if they can’t survive the hunt. If they’re not strong. If they’re not men.

	Even Ronald?

	Wasn’t Ronald a man?

	Randall covers his eyes. His hand is cold to the touch. He turns his face toward the arctic maelstrom.

	It snowed the morning Ronald died, just like now.

	Did Ronald deserve to die?

	Your brother?

	Randall turns around. Tyler is the same height, the same weight as Ronald, and he has the same pathetic look in his eyes. But he is not Ronald. But Ronald liked hiking. Ronald would have liked Tyler’s boots.

	No. It had to be done.

	Randall blinks. Wipes his face. Shivers.

	“Help,” Tyler yells. “Somebody, help me.” He stamps his feet.

	“No one can hear you.”

	“Help. Help. Help.”

	“We’re miles from everywhere.”

	“Help.”

	“Help.” Randall pulls his collar toward his ears. “Calm down. You’re going to bleed out if you don’t calm down.”

	Tyler screams. His arm is so revolting. Bloody, sick, and diseased.

	An approaching car sends shivers down Randall’s neck. It’s coming up the drive on the other side of the cabin. No one should be here.

	Tyler lets out one final scream, slumps to the floor, and blubbers. He sniffs and blubbers like all the others. “Help me. Help me.”

	Randall strains to hear the approaching car. A brown sedan flashes between the cabin and the firewood at the top of the hill. Lance threatened to come to Colorado, but that was only if the cabin went unreserved over the holidays. Randall has a client—Barry Rockwell—but he isn’t supposed to arrive until later tonight. Why would Lance come early?

	Unless . . . the car is not Lance.

	“Please, let me go.”

	“Shut up.” The engine shuts off. Whoever is here has parked. They’re staying. “Get some rest. You need to save your energy.”

	“Why? What are you going to do to me? Am I going to die?”

	Randall flips the switch, the light goes out, and he closes the door.


	
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	CHARLY

	 


	Jacob sits next to me in the backseat of Barry’s Humvee, wringing his hands and glancing backward at the hunting rifles. The interior reminds me of a lounge in Las Vegas. Two-tone beige and brown leather seats. Video screens mounted inside the headrests. Rugged, stain-resistant carpeting.

	“Over 39,000 people died from gun-related injuries in the United States last year.”

	“Stop it, Jacob.” I reach over and touch his wrist. “We can talk about gun control another time.”

	“I don’t like guns, Charly. I don’t like them.”

	“Can you shut him up?” Barry asks.

	Jacob’s fish fidget is on the floor of my car, and my car is buried in a snowbank several miles back. Once Barry and Kennedy take us where they’re going, I’ll call for a tow truck, and the first thing I’ll do is get Jacob’s fidget back into his hands. “Close your eyes and relax. We’ll be out of this soon.”

	The sky continues to dump snow over the mountains. There’s no end in sight.

	Kennedy turns in her seat to face me as Barry powers over a hill. Hoop earrings swing from her ears, matching her necklaces and rings. Her bleached blond hair is in a braid, spotlighting her slender face, and she has a wide, gleaming smile. “So, like, what do you do, Charly? For work.”

	“I’m a server in a restaurant, but I’m also an artist. I mean, I like to paint.”

	“Have you done anything I might have seen?” Kennedy asks. “Do you post your work online?”

	“No, my paintings are personal. But someday—”

	“She’s a waitress,” Barry mutters.

	My eyes meet his in the rearview mirror. He has way too much product in his hair. He must have added some to his eyebrows too, and he undoubtedly uses nose clippers daily. I don’t know what it is with rich people, always worried about their looks. When our trust fund matures, I’m not changing. Sure, it will be nice not to worry about the bills, and we can get a better place—a house, maybe—but I’m not going to become pretentious. A lot of people deserve that money more than I do. I’m going to be a charitable millionaire. “My job is only temporary. I have a trust fund coming due soon.”

	We hit a bump, and Kennedy bounces, giggles, and turns in her seat to face me. “That’s great for you. I’m a fashion influencer. Maybe you’ve read my blogs.”

	“I doubt it. I’m not into fashion much.”

	She glances at my waist. My shoes. “Are you on Instagram?” She holds up her cell phone. “Here’s my profile. See? I have one hundred twenty-eight thousand followers.”

	“That’s amazing,” I say. “Good for you.”

	She shifts her body, faces front, and gazes longingly at her phone.

	We hit another bump, and the wind whips snow over the windshield.

	Jacob opens his eyes and slams his hand down on the leather seat. He’s shaking.

	“How much farther is it?” I ask.

	“I want to get out,” Jacob says. “I want to go home.”

	Barry spins the wheel and hits the gas, powering through a turn. “I’m not playing the ‘are we there yet’ game. We’ll get there when we get there.”

	The Humvee feels unstoppable despite the weather. This jerk could have pulled my Ford out of the snowbank. “Where are we going?”

	“It’s a lodge,” Kennedy says. “Right, hon?”

	“The hunting guide called it a cabin, but you’re right. I’m certain it’s more like a lodge. It had better be nice with what I’m paying.”

	“I hope so. I hope there’s a lot of things to take pictures of. I’m going to post everything. Ooh, maybe it will be rustic, do you think? Like, wagon wheels on the walls and creepy black and white pictures of settlers and things?”

	“You can’t do that. Post. You’re not even supposed to be coming with me, and now I have to figure out how to explain these two.”

	“Coming with you? Hunting? I know I’m not going hunting. There’s no way I would go into the woods, but—”

	“No, on the trip. Look, when we get there, let me do the talking. If I have to pay extra, then so be it. We’ll be fine as long as you stay out of the way.”

	“Out of the way?” Her voice tightens. “What do you mean? I’m not staying out of the way.”

	Jacob shakes his head and kicks the back of Barry’s seat. “Slickhead.”

	“What was that, you little cretin?” Barry shifts down. The engine grumbles. The Humvee slows down.

	“He’s a curly-headed slickhead with too much money.” Jacob kicks Barry’s seat again. “Look at his hair. He thinks he can tell people what to do because he has too much money. He’s a slickhead.”

	“Stop it, Jacob,” I say.

	“Is he retarded or something?” Barry asks.

	“No. He’s autistic. He’s sensitive to things. You know, you could try being sensitive to others.”

	Jacob raises his voice. “I’m sensitive to slickhead assholes.”

	“Jacob, please.” I lean forward. “How much longer is it until we’re there?”

	Kennedy slaps Barry’s shoulder. “Look at me. Do you think I’m staying in our room the entire time you’re out hunting?”

	“No, babe. Once the hunting guide and I leave, you can do whatever you want.”

	Jacob drives his shoes into the carpet. He shakes. His anxiety is escalating. This can’t go on much longer. One of his feet slips and kicks Barry’s seat again.

	“Goddammit,” Barry says. “Get him under control.”

	I reach into my pocket and realize I left my phone in the car along with Jacob’s fidget. “We need to go back. I don’t have my phone.”

	“That’s not happening.” Barry shifts gears again. The engine revs. “The sun is almost gone.”

	“But, I need to call a tow truck and tell them where to bring my car.”

	“They’re closed by now. This is a one-way trip.”

	Kennedy frowns at her phone. “I haven’t had a signal for miles. Will there be WiFi at the lodge?”

	“Don’t count on it.”

	“Jacob, do you have your phone?” I ask.

	He pulls it out of his pocket. “I don’t have a signal either.”

	I lean in between the front seats. Barry smells like a men’s clothing store. “You’ll have to take us back at some point tonight. We left our bags in the car.”

	“Like I said, it’s a one-way trip. I’m not going anywhere after we arrive. Not in this weather. Not in the dark. I’m not going to risk running off the road and getting stuck like some idiot.”

	“What are you saying?” My neck tenses. “Are you kidding me? This thing can go anywhere, and those floodlights across the top of the cab could light up a stadium.”

	“He’s a slickhead, Charly. A slickhead.”

	“And you’re a bonehead,” Barry says. “Isn’t there some way to shut him up?”

	“If you’re so afraid of getting stuck in the dark,” I say, “then why don’t you turn back now while there’s a tiny bit of light left? The deeper into the mountains we go, the less chance a snowplow will come. They’ll be too busy with the main roads for days. If you don’t turn back now, we might be stuck out here forever.”

	“Is she right?” Kennedy asks. “Forever?”

	“Don’t listen to her. This thing can go anywhere.”

	“No, I think she’s right,” Kennedy says. “I want to go back now. I should never have agreed to this. If they don’t have WiFi at the lodge, I’ll be ruined.”

	Jacob stammers, “I don’t have internet, Charly. I don’t have internet.”

	I take his phone, put it on the console between us, and grasp his hands. I hold them together. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure something out.”

	I wish I could disappear. I let go of his hands and wish I hadn’t trusted him not to run away. If he hadn’t tried to get out of the car, we wouldn’t have run off the road. This trip is a disaster. I don’t know what I was thinking.

	“There it is,” Barry says.

	I strain to see out the windshield. The wipers sweep back and forth, obscuring my view, only giving me glimpses of what’s ahead. Tire tracks leading up a hill. Two sedans parked next to a snowmobile. One black. One brown. Beyond that, a blue tarp tent covering a pile of firewood stacked high. The tarp waves in the blustery wind, battling the whiteout, threatening to fly away.

	Barry shifts gears, and we climb. A two-story cabin emerges on our left. Massive log walls with a long, covered porch. It’s rustic like Kennedy hoped, but it is not large enough to be called a lodge. It’s a cabin. It’s my family’s cabin.

	My cabin, now.

	The Humvee slips to the side. Barry corrects course by spinning the wheel to the right, and we slide in next to the brown sedan. It looks like my cousin Cam’s car. It has a dent in the passenger door, and the passenger side mirror is missing. I remember seeing pictures of it years ago when Cam posted on Facebook that he’d finally been able to afford something. Next to it, snow cloaks an elegant black sedan. I’m not sure what kind it is, but it’s nice. Maybe a Cadillac. Or a Lincoln.

	“What do you think?” Barry shifts the transmission into Park.

	“I don’t see any hot spots.” Kennedy taps her phone. “And I don’t have a signal.”

	“No, what do you think about the place?”

	She keeps tapping on her phone.

	“Come on, babe. Stop it. You can live without the internet for two days.”

	“No, I can’t.” Bolts of fire shoot from her eyes. “I can’t.”

	He leans toward her, puts his hand on her cheek. “Come on. I’ll make it up to you. When we get back to Denver, I’ll take you shopping.”

	“He’s a slickhead.” Jacob kicks Barry’s seat. “A slickhead with too much money. Money isn’t happiness. He thinks he can buy people’s happiness.”

	Barry glares at Jacob in the rearview mirror, his lips mouthing obscenities.

	I stare out the window. The cabin looks so different in the winter. The wind whips snow flurries over the porch, sweeping them against the front door like ghosts trying to break inside. The windows above the awning are barely visible. I remember sitting at the end of the hall, looking out over the mountains that summer. “Is this the right place? Are you sure this is where your hunting trip is?”

	“Yes,” Barry replies. “All of you stay in the car until I come back.” He reaches for the door handle.

	“Wait,” Kennedy says. “I’m coming with you.”

	“No, you’re not. You’re not supposed to be here.” Barry glances back at Jacob and me. “None of you are supposed to be here.”

	“This isn’t your cabin,” I say. “There’s something wrong.”

	“You’re damn right there’s something wrong. You’re not supposed to be here.”

	“Why can’t I come in with you?” Kennedy asks.

	“Let me go inside first and explain. I’m sure it’ll be okay.” He rubs his thumb and forefinger together. “I’ll pay extra if I have to.”

	“He’s a slickhead,” Jacob says. “He’s going to use money to get his way. Dirty slickhead.”

	“If no one else was supposed to be here,” Kennedy looks out her window, “then why are there two cars parked over there?”

	“I don’t know.” Barry scratches his forehead. “I think the black one belongs to the guy who sold me the trip, but—maybe the other one belongs to a helper. Like a Sherpa.”

	“No,” I say. “That’s not a Sherpa’s car.”

	“You’re right.” Kennedy turns to Barry. “Those people can’t afford cars.”

	I lean forward. “It’s my cousin Cam’s car. This is my cabin.”

	“Cam?” Jacob presses his forehead to the window. “That’s Cam’s car?”

	“Yes.”

	“I don’t want to see Cam. He’s evil. I want to go home, Charly. I want to go home. Now.”


	
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	I did my best to keep up with Dad, but his paddle strokes were strong. He sat at the back of the canoe, propelling us forward. The canoe veered left, so I paddled left. It veered right, so I paddled right. The water slapped the hull. The smell reminded me of a freshly mowed lawn but more bitter than that. I struggled to keep the canoe’s nose pointed toward the lake’s center.

	“Good job, Charly. Keep us straight.”

	“I’m trying.”

	The boathouse shrank behind us. While I paddled, I plotted. The game was this afternoon, and I couldn’t let Amanda win. I’d spent the morning in my room trying to come up with a plan. She had a plan. I had nothing. Every idea I came up with had me cheating. I kept picturing her tied to a tree while I raced across the finish line.

	I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t tie her to a tree. Could I?

	No.

	Not that I wasn’t strong enough. I was bigger, older, and smarter, but it would have gotten me in trouble. It had never made sense how Amanda always got whatever she wanted. For a long time, I believed she was the cheater, but I could never prove it. She always had help.

	To win the game, I needed an edge. I needed a plan, and I needed my dad’s help.

	“This is good.” He pulled his paddle out of the water. “We can stop here.”

	The canoe slowed down, drifted forward, and I tucked my paddle under the seat behind me. Ripples in the lake brushed up against the canoe, gently rocking us, and Dad stowed his paddle. He opened the cooler. “Here, have a sandwich.”

	“What kind is it?”

	“Salami, I think.” He looked at it with suspicion.

	“No, thanks.”

	“Why not?”

	“I’m not hungry.”

	The others were probably sitting at the picnic table this very minute, scarfing down peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with soda. After Dad returned from the forest this morning, setting up the game like he’d promised, he kept me from joining them by insisting we go out in the canoe. “I’ll eat something when we go back. Before the game.”

	He sniffed the sandwich and returned it to the cooler. “Okay. Me too.”

	A breeze swept over the water, raising the hairs on my neck. I should have worn something warmer than a tank top. Puffy white clouds cushioned the sky. The sun beat between them as hard as possible, but the mountain air refused to warm up.

	“Charly, there’s something I want to talk to you about.”

	“The game?”

	“No. Don’t worry about the game.”

	“Did you finish setting it up this morning?”

	“Yes, almost. Listen—”

	“What are the clues like?”

	“After this trip, I’m going to be traveling for work.”

	I already knew this, but I didn’t want him to know I knew. I couldn’t let him know about my eavesdropping. I turned away. Gazed at the water. “I don’t want to lose.”

	“Did you hear what I said?” he asked.

	“I hate that Amanda wins at everything.”

	He shifted his weight, and the canoe rocked slightly. “I know. Don’t let her get to you.”

	“But—”

	“Don’t worry about the game. This is important. I’m going to be gone a lot over the next year or two, but I’ll come back every month. I promise.”

	“A year or two?”

	“Yes, but I’ll come back. I promise.”

	“Why are they making you go?”

	“They’re not making me, honey. It’s an offer I can’t refuse. They need me.”

	I needed him, but I couldn’t worry about this right now. I needed to beat Amanda more. “What are the clues like?”

	“You really want to win the game, don’t you?”

	“Yes.”

	“Because of Amanda?”

	“I want the prize, too. What is it?”

	He glanced back at the cabin. “It’s the ultimate prize, but I don’t have it yet. It’s something you don’t have.” He chuckled. “It might be something you don’t want.”

	I wanted it—whatever it was—as long as Amanda didn’t get it.

	“It’s not a big deal,” he said, pulling his paddle out from beneath the seat.

	“Wait. Whoever finds it wins, right?”

	“We need to head back. They’ll be waiting for us.”

	“Wait.” I had to try. “Can you help me win? Can you tell me where the clues are?”

	He put his paddle in the water. “No. You know I can’t do that. That would be cheating.” He pulled hard, and we spun around. “Grab your paddle. It’s time to head back.”

	I faced forward, stabbed the water, and stroked, trying to line us up with the boathouse in the distance. He couldn’t see my tears, but I hoped he could feel my fury. I stabbed the water again.

	“Charly? Are you okay?”

	“Yes.” I paddled hard, thrusting the canoe forward.

	“You don’t need to cheat to win,” he said. “If you try hard, you can beat her.”

	“No, I can’t. She always cheats. Someone always helps her. It’s not fair.”

	“Let’s see how the game goes. I’ll keep an eye on her, and if you need my help, I’ll be there.”

	“Promise?”

	“Yes. I promise.”

	I rested the paddle on my lap and wiped my face. I loved my dad so much. He would make everything okay. He said he would help me.

	As we neared the shore, I saw Cam and Jacob on the lawn, throwing a football. Amanda sat with her back against the boathouse. She had a notebook and a pen, and when she saw us coming, she stared at me for a second, then wrote something down.

	“Jacob, come help us,” Dad called. “You too, Cameron.”

	Jacob bounded toward the shore, and Cam came shuffling down the slope behind him. They grabbed the canoe’s tow rope, and Dad paddled until the back swung out and hit the shore.

	I stood, and the canoe wobbled, so I grasped the side to keep from falling out. Slowly, I lowered myself back onto my seat.

	“Hold on, Charly,” Dad said. “Let me steady it.”

	He jumped into the water and held the craft still.

	I stood and put one foot in the water.

	Cam and Jacob heaved on the rope and pulled the canoe out from under me.

	I tumbled into the muck. My hands sunk into the sand, and my head went under. Green sediment—slick, slimy, and gritty. It ran up my nose and down my throat. I stood, shaking my arms and coughing. The water in my ears tried to block out Amanda’s laughter but ultimately failed.

	“I’m sorry,” Jacob said. “I’m sorry, Charly. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

	Cam continued pulling the canoe onto the shore without Jacob’s help, then threw the rope down.

	“I thought you were going canoeing,” Amanda cackled. “Not swimming.” She stood, both arms pressing her notebook against her chest.

	“Charly needs a towel.” Jacob took off running toward the boathouse. “A towel. I’ll get a towel.”

	“Stop,” Dad said. “Jacob. Stop.” He labored up the shore, forcing his feet through the shallow water. “No one’s allowed in the boathouse. You know that. Go to the cabin if you must.”

	Jacob stopped.

	“I’m fine,” I said.

	“Ha.” Amanda beamed. “Fine. Yeah, you’ve never looked better. You should take baths more often.”

	“Amanda,” Dad said. “That’s enough.”

	“Why can’t we go into the boathouse?” Cam asked.

	“Because you’re not allowed.” Dad shook the water from his feet and glanced at his watch.

	“But, I need something to cut with. You said—”

	“Just hold on.” Dad shot him a look. “We have less than an hour until the game. Let’s all meet on the deck then.” He turned toward the boathouse. “Cameron, come with me.”

	I shook the water from my feet and wiped my face.

	Jacob headed for the cabin.

	Amanda stood, grinning at me.

	“What are you looking at?”

	“Nothing.” She turned to go, still clutching her notebook. “Absolutely nothing.”

	“What were you writing?”

	“It’s my plan for the game. You’re going to lose.”

	A cloud crossed in front of the sun, and a shadow fell over the boathouse. I’d missed seeing where Cam and my dad went, and I didn’t care. The shadow consumed me, and I shivered in my wet clothes. I had less than an hour to create my own plan, then I remembered my dad’s promise.

	He was going to help me win.

	I had nothing to worry about.


	
CHAPTER NINETEEN

	CHARLY

	 


	Kennedy waits for Barry to return from the cabin for twenty minutes before she loses her cool. She jumps out of the Humvee and heads for the front door, kicking her way through the snow.

	I’ve spent the last twenty minutes convincing Jacob we don’t need to go back to our car tonight. This is our cabin. Once we explain everything to the hunters, they’ll leave, and we can worry about going home later. We can relax. Jacob can hide in one of the bedrooms and desensitize. I’ll reunite with Cam and Amanda. It looks like Cam is already here. His dented, brown Chevy from the eighties sits crooked between us and the black car.

	“I want to go home,” Jacob says. “I don’t want to see Cam.”

	“For the last time, Cam isn’t evil. You watch. Once we get reacquainted, you’ll like him. I bet he’ll give us a ride to our car when the snow lets up.”

	“He’s a cat killer.”

	“Oh, stop. Look, Kennedy left the door open. We need to go inside and close it. Can you stay right behind me?”

	He nods.

	I get out of the Humvee, and he follows me inside.

	Somewhere beyond the hall, past the dining room, Kennedy is yelling at Barry. I’d be angry, too. He dragged her up here so he could leave her in the cabin while he hunts. Their relationship seems raw, like they don’t know each other very well.

	“I want to go home, Charly. It’s loud in here. The raccoon-eyed woman is loud in here.”

	“I know, but we can’t. Let me straighten everything out, and I’ll take you to one of the bedrooms where you can relax.”

	In her haste, Kennedy tracked snow inside. We follow her trail down the hall to the closet and open the door to hang our coats. The board games are still there. Monopoly. Candyland. Not much has changed. Then, I see the kitchen. Stainless steel appliances and a granite countertop greet us. The dining room table is at least six inches thick. It’s maple or oak. I’m not sure which.

	The french doors haven’t changed. Their foggy glass panes still separate the cabin from the deck. The lawn. The lake. The forest. But the curtains are new. They’re made of thick burlap and completely hide the doors when closed. A wagon wheel chandelier lights up the dining table.

	The place appears desperately rustic. Just what Kennedy wanted for her blog. Pictures.

	Two deer heads bookend a moose above the fireplace in the living room. A fire cracks and pops and heats the dry air. A furry rug hides the floor beneath two leather couches surrounding a coffee table made out of a barn door. A silver tray sits on the table, presenting a bottle of Scotch.

	Kennedy stands over Barry with her hands on her hips. “Well? What’s it going to be?”

	Barry, seated nonchalantly on one of the couches, crosses his legs and sips from a snifter. He turns his attention to the man in the hazy gray suit seated on the couch across from him. “That depends. When are we leaving on the hunt?”

	The man takes a drink. His beard reminds me of Wolverine’s from the X-Men—Jacob loves X-Men—except for how neatly he’s trimmed it. Not a whisker out of place. Hints of gray lie low in his sideburns, giving his age away. Forties, maybe. “We’d agreed to go first thing in the morning, but that was before you broke the rules.”

	“Not that I want to,” Kennedy says, “but if I did, why couldn’t I go hunting with you? Is it because I’m a woman?”

	“No, babe.” Barry smirks. “It’s nothing like that.”

	The bearded man turns toward the dining room. Puts his Scotch down. “Oh, Christ. Who are they?”

	Jacob crowds into me, pressing his body against my back, and I grasp his hand. He whispers, “Where’s Cam?”

	“Those are nobodies,” Barry says. “They were just leaving.”

	“No, we weren’t.” My back stiffens. “This is our cabin.”

	“Mr. Rockwell.” The bearded man stands, rising off the couch like an evil deity. He’s easily over six feet tall, and his voice resonates throughout the cabin. Something about it makes me want to do whatever he says. “You have put the entire experience at risk with all these people. The hunt is off.”

	“No.” Barry slams his drink onto the coffee table and stands. “Let’s work something out. These people aren’t my fault. Here.” He reaches into his pocket. “I can fix this.”

	“Slickhead,” Jacob blurts out. “He’s a money slickhead.”

	Barry pulls out his wallet. “I’ll pay for the mistake, and everyone can leave as soon as the road clears.”

	“Like, I’m not going anywhere,” Kennedy says.

	“Not you, babe. Them.”

	“We’re not going anywhere either.” I squeeze Jacob’s hand. “This is our cabin.”

	The bearded man pulls on his suit jacket, straightens the creases, smiles, and crosses the room. He holds out his hand. “Greetings. My name is Randall Thorne, and you are?”

	“Charly Highsmith.” Compared to mine, his hand is a frying pan.

	“Oh, you’re Miss Highsmith. Of course. I’ve been expecting you.”

	“You have?”

	“Yes.”

	“Wait. You met Cam, didn’t you? I saw his car outside. Where is he?”

	“He’s in the basement with the other one. I needed to talk with Mr. Rockwell in private, so I requested they wait down there.”

	“Other people are here?” Barry asks. “You were going to charge me for her and them, but you’re hiding more people in the basement?”

	“Please, Mr. Rockwell. You misunderstand. I did not invite anyone other than you. They’re all here because Miss Highsmith invited them. Because she thinks she owns this cabin. I assure you, I did not break the rules. You did.”

	Barry’s face tightens. “Rules or no rules, we’re going on the hunt tomorrow, right? I haven’t come this far to—I didn’t drive all the way up here for nothing.”

	"Please,” Randall raises is hand. “Exercise some patience.”

	“I do own this cabin,” I say.

	“No.” Randall lowers his voice. Looks me in the eye. “My organization owns this location. We purchased it years ago.”

	“No. My father owns it. He gave it to me as part of a trust fund.”

	“Do you have paperwork indicating such?”

	“Not with me, but here. I have the keys.” I head toward the front door to prove my case. The cabin must have been listed in the trust or my mother wouldn’t have given me the keys. This Randall person doesn’t need to know the trust hasn’t matured yet.

	“Charly.” Jacob tugs on my shirt. “Wait.”

	“Stay there,” I say.

	He backs away from Randall. He has that look in his eye. He bounces, bending his knees over and over. “Jacob, stop moving. Stay right where you are, okay?”

	He nods.

	“Promise me you’ll stay right there.”

	“I promise, Charly. I’m not going to run.”

	Randall follows me into the hall. “You’re wasting your time. We change the locks after each experience. Company policy.”

	I open the door, and the wind slaps me in the face. The larger keys don’t fit the lock. I try the small, rounded key, though I’m sure it unlocks the boathouse. It doesn’t fit either.

	Is this my cabin?

	The updated kitchen. The couches. The moose head. These don’t seem like things my father would have bought. According to my mom, he never owned anything “rustic.” Maybe he did sell it to this man. But if so, why would my mom give me the keys?

	Oh, no.

	I knew it wasn’t her cabin to give away.

	She made a mistake.

	“Come.” Randall waves his monstrous hand. “It’s freezing out there. It appears there’s no end to this blizzard.”

	I close the door behind me and follow him down the hall.

	“Now that we’ve established rightful ownership of this location,” he says, “let’s discuss the logistics of your departure.”

	“I’m not leaving.”

	He turns on me and lowers his chin. “Ah, but you are leaving, Miss Highsmith. One way or another. You’re leaving.”


	
CHAPTER TWENTY

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	“Has anyone seen Cameron?” Dad asked.

	He stood on the deck, gazing over the lawn into the forest. He’d showered since our canoe trip, and his aftershave stung my nose. Medicinal. Toxic. I never liked it. I always wondered if my mother ever liked it.

	She was in their bedroom, taking a midday nap.

	Amanda and Jacob stood next to me by the picnic table, waiting for the game to begin. She had put on a pair of red hiking boots and strapped a bag around her waist. I couldn’t tell what she had inside it, but I guessed it was her plan and some snacks. Jacob scratched at his chest. He’d put his itchy sweater back on despite the afternoon heat.

	After falling in the water, I’d only had time to change into some dry clothes and eat lunch—a leftover peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I didn’t have time to create a plan, but I didn’t need one.

	Dad had promised to help me win the game.

	“Has anyone seen Cameron?” he asked again.

	“I saw him,” Jacob said. “By the boathouse. I asked him where he was going, but he was running. He was running, and he ran that way, into the woods.”

	“How long ago?”

	“I don’t know.” Jacob cocked his head. “Seventeen minutes?”

	“Dammit.” Dad lowered his head.

	“Someone will have to find him,” Amanda said. “He was angry about not being allowed in the boathouse. He’s probably hiding.”

	“We’ll go get him,” I said. “C’mon, Jacob.”

	I pulled on his wrist.

	“I don’t want to, Charly.”

	“But, we can’t play the game without him. C’mon.” I pulled again, and Jacob relented. He followed me down the stairs onto the lawn. “Where did you see him last?”

	“He went that way.” Jacob pointed to the trailhead on the eastern side of the lake.

	Amanda bounded down the stairs and ran in the direction Jacob was pointing. “I’ll find him. You stay here, losers.”

	“Jacob.” I grasped his hand. “Hurry.”

	He jerked away from me.

	“Fine. Stay here.”

	I ran after Amanda. Thick pines loomed over the trail, sticking their branches in my face. We’d only been to the cabin a few times, so I hadn’t explored the forest much, but I knew this trail split into others. Some climbed a ridge, and others ran around it. Ahead, Amanda came to a fork in the path and went right, ascending the ridge.

	I stopped, not sure whether to follow her.

	As she disappeared over the top, something down the path on my left cried out. I jumped. The sound was too sharp to be a baby and too loud to be a bird. I ran toward it, following the winding trail, weaving through the trees.

	The cry came again. Pitiful and sad.

	A brown shape appeared through the trees, and I halted. Ducked down. Listened. With one hand on the ground, I held still and listened.

	My heart pounded.

	Was it a bear?

	Slowly, I pulled a branch down. Cam stood there wearing his stupid Cleveland Browns sweatshirt and holding a stick. He glanced around, then knelt down out of sight. The crying came again, and this time, it was followed by a high-pitched chitter.

	“Hey.” I stood and walked toward him. “You’re missing the game.” He didn’t look up. Instead, he rammed the stick between the bars of a wire cage, and again, the cry came.

	He had trapped an animal.

	“Hey, stop it,” I said. “What are you doing?”

	“Watch this.” He jammed the stick into the cage again. A raccoon jumped and shrieked.

	“Stop it,” I shouted.

	“Why?” He jabbed the raccoon again. “It’s funny.”

	“No, it’s not.” The poor thing desperately limped around the cage. It was small, not like a baby, but like the runt of the litter. And it was hurt. Maybe sick.

	“Yes, it is. It’s just a stupid animal.”

	I stepped forward. “He’s not stupid.”

	“He is too.” Cam stood. “If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t be in that cage. Look at how he moves around.”

	"I think he’s sick. There was probably food in there. He was just hungry. Let him go.”

	“You like stupid animals, don’t you?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Like your brother.”

	“Shut up. Jacob’s not stupid.”

	“He is too. Just like this thing.” He bent over, rammed the stick into the cage. “And so are you.”

	The raccoon tested the cage bars with his paws.

	“Let him go.”

	“No.” Cam dropped the stick and knelt next to the cage.

	The raccoon chittered.

	Cam reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife. Not a butter knife. A hunting knife.

	“What are you doing?”

	He lined the knife up with the raccoon and closed one eye like he was aiming a gun. “What’s it look like I’m doing?”

	“Stop, or I’ll tell on you.”

	“Go ahead.” He grasped the door latch. Raised the knife.

	“Where’d you find that?”

	The raccoon backed himself into a corner and hissed.

	Cam slowly opened the door.

	“Charly?” Jacob’s voice came from somewhere behind me. “Charly, where are you? Charly?”

	“Jacob, go back. Get out of here.”

	“Dad said to find you. Where are you? I am supposed to find you.”

	“Go away.”

	Cam shook the cage, throwing the raccoon off balance. “Come here you stupid animal. Stop moving.”

	“Let him go.” I rushed forward. I couldn’t let this happen. I couldn’t let Jacob see this.

	Cam grabbed the raccoon by his tail and pulled him out of the cage.

	The raccoon swung up and tried to go for Cam’s arm. Tried to bite it but missed.

	Jacob stepped from behind a tree.

	Cam flung the raccoon onto the ground and buried the knife in its back. Blood spurted onto his Cleveland Browns logo. He let go of the knife and jumped clear of the animal as it screamed and twisted and tried to run. The knife stuck straight up like a flagpole.

	“It’s his cat,” Jacob yelled. “It’s just like his cat.”

	The poor thing made a gurgling noise, and collapsed.

	Jacob had turned red and was squinting hard as if he thought he could stop the tears from coming.

	Cam laughed. Pointed at the carcass. Kicked it.

	“Stop,” I screamed.

	Jacob put his hands over his ears. “It’s like his cat. He killed his cat again. He killed it, Charly. Make him stop.”


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	CHARLY

	 


	Jacob had promised not to run. With the blizzard raging outside, Cam and Amanda in the basement, and Kennedy and Barry in the living room, he had been unable to sneak away.

	Thank goodness for small favors.

	I breathe a sigh of relief when Randall and I reach the end of the hall and see Jacob there, standing in the kitchen entryway, bending his knees, bouncing up and down. I need to convince Randall the cabin is mine and get Jacob into one of the bedrooms upstairs so he can escape these people. There’s not much time before he has another meltdown.

	Barry and Kennedy sit snuggled together on the leather couch by the fireplace. “I’m sorry, babe.” He caresses her chin. “If you really want to leave, we could find a way, but I have to stay. I have to do this.”

	“No,” she says. “I know how important this is to you.”

	"You have no idea. If I don’t this, I’ll regret it forever.”

	I follow Randall into the living room.

	“Please,” Randall says, “have a seat.” The timbre of his voice compels me to do whatever he says. I don’t like it, but I sit on the couch anyway. “Would you like a drink?” He sits next to me. His cologne is clean. Velvety.

	“No, I’m not in the mood.”

	“Very well. I have an idea for your departure.”

	“Hold on. Just because I can’t prove I own this place doesn’t mean you own it. Do you have proof?”

	“Like yourself, I don’t have it with me. I would have to contact my employer.”

	“What about the hunt?” Barry says. “We’re still going on the hunt, right? I paid a deposit. You owe me.”

	Randall stands. His voice booms. “I owe you nothing.” He puts his hand in his right pants pocket and holds it there. His fingers move. A nervous habit, I guess. “You put everything—everything—at risk when you invited your significant other. I should send you out into the cold right now.” His neck blazes red.

	“No, wait.” Barry forms a hard smile. “Let’s work something out. I told you. I’ll pay extra for her.”

	Slickhead.

	Randall strokes his beard. Tugs on his chin.

	“Let’s leave, baby.” Kennedy stands. “We’re obviously not wanted here. This guy gives me the creeps, and there’s no internet. I can’t survive without the internet.”

	“Is she some kind of imbecile?” Randall asks. “She can’t survive?”

	Barry pulls out his wallet. “Here. How much will it take?”

	Randall waves his hand. “Put your money away.” 

	“Yeah, don’t give him any more money.” Kennedy grabs Barry’s wrist. “Let’s go.”

	Barry puts his wallet away. “I told you.” He speaks in an angry hush. “I have to do this.”

	“Wait,” Randall says.

	“No.” Kennedy tugs on Barry’s arm. “We’re leaving. Now.”

	“She needs to be quiet.” Randall eyes Barry’s wallet. “She—”

	“No, I don’t. You can’t tell me what to do.”

	"Mr. Thorne.” Barry trembles, his face turning red. “She doesn’t speak for me.”

	Randall slowly pulls his hand out of his pocket and gestures toward the stairs. His eyes are stone gray. Reflective. “Come, Mr. Rockwell. Let’s go upstairs and, as you say, work something out. In private.”

	“What about us?” I ask. “My brother and I need a room.”

	“What about you?” Cam steps out from behind the burlap curtains near the french doors.

	Jacob jumps. Terror contorts his face, and he backs into the kitchen.

	“Cam, wait.” I rush to Jacob and grasp his arm.

	Randall rises off the couch.

	Cam is wearing a thick, woolen sweater that matches his raggedly combed hair.

	“It’s good to see you,” I say. “What were you doing behind the curtains?”

	Randall crosses the room. “Yes, tell us. What were you doing? You were supposed to remain in the basement with your sister.”

	“She’s not my sister,” Cam says coolly. “She’s my cousin.”

	I go to him. We embrace. It’s like hugging a tree. His sweater scratches my chin, and he smells earthy. “When did you get here?”

	“Earlier this afternoon.”

	“And Amanda came with you?”

	“Yes.”

	Barry crosses the room. “Am I going on an excursion or not?”

	Randall shakes his head at Cam. He straightens his jacket and turns toward Barry. “Let’s discuss it upstairs.”

	“What’s an ‘excursion?’” I ask.

	“Never you mind,” Randall says. “I’ll address you and your brother after I’ve spoken with Mr. Rockwell.”

	Kennedy slumps down onto the couch as Randall and Barry head for the stairs. “It’s what he calls the hunting trip. Not the best name for it, I don’t think.”

	“What are you hunting?” I ask. “Deer?”

	Randall pauses at the base of the stairs. His had grasps the railing, and his voice is thick. “Never you mind what we’re hunting. You won’t be here very much longer.”

	“Yes, I will.”

	I watch as he and Barry climb the stairs. I don’t like this man. His suit and commanding swagger don’t impress me. This is my cabin. Not his.

	I go to the basement door and open it. “Amanda? Are you down there?”

	“Charly? Is that you?”

	Her hair, still black as night, comes into view first, followed by the bridge of her nose, her chin—her chest. It’s been years, and the years have been kind to her. She’s buxom, but trim. Her skin has a youthful glow. When she reaches the top, we grasp each other’s elbows and stare into each other’s eyes like old friends. Her dark freckles are gone.

	“It’s so good to see you,” she says.

	“You, too.”

	"What’s with that guy with the beard?”

	“Don’t worry about him. There’s a misunderstanding is all.”

	“Great.” She takes me by the hand and pulls me to the dining table. “Sit. I want to hear everything. I know you’ve had it rough.”

	She has no idea.

	Cam turns away. Faces the french doors. Gazes through the glass into the night.

	Kennedy pulls out her phone and frowns at it.

	“Tell me about the streets.” Amanda focuses on me from across the table. “What was it like being homeless?”

	“I wasn’t exactly homeless. I . . . let’s talk about you. Is what I’ve seen on LinkedIn true? Are you some kind of big advertising exec now?”

	“Marketing, and yes, I suppose so.” Her eyes fall to half-mast. “I’ve done well. After college, I met the right people, worked hard, and voilà—I’m the head of the distribution channels in all of North America and Europe for MediaRight Limited. But, do you want to know a secret?”

	“Sure.”

	“The higher up you go, the easier it becomes. I never have to lift a finger except to give a little advice to my employees here and there. I’m making more money sitting here doing nothing, talking to you, than I’ve ever made before. It’s called passive income.”

	“That’s amazing.”

	She smiles. “Isn’t it? Once you have millions, the interest compounds, at least, that’s what my financial advisers tell me.”

	“Wow. When my trust fund matures, you’ll have to help me in a couple of years.”

	“Trust fund?”

	“Yes. I’m going to be a millionaire, too.” The news hits her between the eyes. She squints for a split second. I’m not certain if it’s envy or fear.

	“Watch out.” She clasps her hands. “It’s nice, but it can be lonely. When did you find out about the fund?”

	“Only a couple of weeks ago. Dad made a lot of money after he left us, and he recently died, so—”

	“Oh, no. Not Uncle John. Did you get to see him?”

	“No.”

	She shakes her head. “I can’t imagine growing up without my father. Poor Uncle John. And, what your mom put you and Jacob through . . . it was deplorable. How did you survive it? Homeless and alone.”

	“I’d rather not talk about it.”

	“I understand.” She grasps my hand. “But, I’m so intrigued by your story. After you ran away, I only heard random bits of news from my mom. How did you find Jacob? How did you get off the streets? We all thought you were going to die. The stories we heard—the drugs, the men?”

	I pull my hand away.

	I want to tell her I survived something no one else could. I want to tell her I saved Jacob on my own, but that’s not the truth. Someone helped me once. I feel like a little girl thinking this, but it’s not fair. All through life, everyone helped her, and they did it all the time.

	She’s had it so easy, sitting here, glowing.

	I deserve to glow.

	“Charly, are you okay? I didn’t mean to pry.” She glances away. “I know, when we were kids, I wasn’t always the nicest to you.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“I’m really only curious. We drifted so far apart after your parents divorced. I wish I could have been there for you more, but I didn’t know.”

	"You didn’t know, or you didn’t care?” I bite my lip. I shouldn’t have said that.

	She slowly shakes her head. “Some of both, I suppose.”

	“It’s cold out there,” Cam says to no one, still staring out the french door windows.

	“Amanda, I invited you and Cam here to reminisce about the good times, not dwell on the bad. We had good times, didn’t we?”

	“Remember when we did the magic show for Cam’s sixth birthday?”

	“I can’t believe we didn’t get in more trouble for catching that rabbit on fire.”

	"At least it wasn’t real. But the top hat was.” She laughs. “He loved it.”

	“Cam?” I turn toward the french doors. “Do you remember that?”

	He doesn’t move.

	“Cam,” I say, louder, “how have you been?”

	He slowly pivots away from the windows. “I’ve been well.”

	“After New Year’s,” Amanda says, “let’s get together more often. I’ve missed you.”

	“I’ve missed you too. And Jacob—” I don’t see Jacob. I call his name, and he doesn’t respond.

	I go to the kitchen.

	He’s not there. “Jacob?”

	Amanda stands. “What’s wrong? I didn’t even know Jacob came with you.”

	“He was in the kitchen a moment ago. I swear. Cam, did you see him leave?”

	“Yes.”

	“What? When? Where did he go?” I glance up the stairs.

	Cam turns toward the french doors. Looks out the windows. “I opened the door for him when you went to the basement. He seemed . . . unsettled.”

	“You what?” I run past him and swing the doors open.

	The blizzard greets me with icy teeth. The crystals snap at my throat. “Jacob! Where are you?”

	Footprints weave across the deck, disappearing over the edge where the stairs begin.

	“Jacob. Come back!”


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Cam kicked the dead raccoon in the head one last time. Blood ran over the animal’s side, pooling near Cam’s feet, the knife still sticking out of its back.

	Jacob was long gone. He’d run toward the cabin after witnessing the murder. I doubted he would ever be the same, and he never would be.

	I charged toward Cam. “You sick—”

	“What?”

	He reached for the knife, but I got there first and pushed him down. His backside hit the ground hard. I kicked his hip, and he rolled over, reaching for the raccoon. “Why did you kill it? Why?” I kicked him again but missed.

	He grabbed the raccoon and stood. The knife fell out of the animal’s back and tumbled onto the ground.

	I lunged forward.

	He swung the carcass, and the bony fur struck my face.

	I stumbled and missed wrapping my arms around Cam’s waist. My knees hit the ground hard, and I planted my hands to keep from slamming my face into a tree.

	“What’s wrong with you?” Cam stood over me.

	Raccoon blood ran down my cheek. “Me?”

	“Yeah. You.”

	I got to my feet. Wiped my face. “You’re sick.”

	“No, I’m not. I’m a trapper.” He grinned. “Like a mountain man. Watch.” He placed the raccoon on the ground and began sawing its tail off. “If I could, I’d make a hat.”

	“Jacob was right. This is like your cat, isn’t it?”

	His face flushed red, and he pointed the knife at me. “No, it’s not. You don’t know anything about my cat.”

	“Everyone said you killed it, and you did, didn’t you?”

	“Shut up, Charly.”

	“You did, didn’t you? You did. You did.”

	“Shut up, or—”

	“Or what? You’ll kill me too?”

	“No.” He went back to sawing on the tail. “I loved my cat.”

	“Then what happened to it?”

	“Nothing.” He pulled on the tail, and it snapped off. A fisherman posing with a prize catch, he stood and held the tail high in the air, grinning.

	“You’re disgusting. I’m telling.”

	I marched toward the trail. “Jacob?”

	No answer.

	When I returned to the cabin, Jacob was sitting on the deck with his back against the railing, rocking. I couldn’t blame him—the knife, the look in Cam’s eyes when he stabbed the raccoon. The blood. It was all too much.

	“Where’s Cameron?” Dad asked.

	“He killed a raccoon,” I said. “Did Jacob tell you what he did? He killed it for no reason.”

	“No, Jacob hasn’t said anything. Where did you see Cameron?”

	“I’ve got it.” Cam came running around the boathouse, waving the tail in the air. “I’ve got it. Here.” He bounded up the steps and handed it to Dad.

	“Cameron, I asked you to bring the cage. What happened?”

	“He stabbed it.” Jacob stared at the forest. “He stabbed it with a knife, Dad.”

	“Cameron? Is this true?”

	Cam averted his eyes. The blood on his sweatshirt had already begun to dry.

	“Where’d you get the knife?”

	“It wasn’t dead yet, like—you said it would be dead in the cage, but it wasn’t, so I killed it.”

	Dad placed the tail on the table. Glanced at his watch. “Let me have the knife.”

	Cam put the knife on the table next to the tail.

	“Okay,” Dad said, “we will talk about this later, but”—he paused and looked at each of us in turn—“everyone remember. No one is allowed in the boathouse. Ever. Got it?”

	We nodded.

	“What happened?” Amanda ascended the deck.

	“I found Cam,” I said. “I found him first.”

	“Good for you. I didn’t try. I changed my mind and explored the woods. I know all the trails now.” She patted her bag. “I know how I’m going to win.”

	“I wouldn’t be too sure.” Dad raised his eyebrows. “It’s a challenging game.”

	She sauntered over to the table. “What’s that?”

	“Everyone”—Dad waved his hand over the tail—“I asked Cameron to bring this to me.”

	Amanda curled her lips in disgust at the severed appendage.

	A lump grew inside my stomach.

	Jacob stood and came to the table.

	Dad picked the tail up and tried to cover the protruding bone at the base by smoothing the fur over it. “This is the ultimate prize. To win, you must be the first to find it.”

	I couldn’t believe it. Cam hadn’t been lying. My dad had asked him to kill the raccoon. For a prize. A stupid prize. “It’s gross.”

	Dad eyed me. “I told you that you might not want it, remember? Out on the lake?” He chuckled. “But trust me, it’s special. You can’t get these just anywhere.”

	“He killed it,” Jacob said. “Like his cat. Like—”

	Cam slammed his hand down on the table. “Shut up.”

	“Calm down, boys,” Dad said. “What’s done is done. It doesn’t matter now.”

	“But, you told him to kill it.” My anger was reaching a fever pitch. “Why?”

	“No, I thought it would already be dead. I wanted him to bring the cage back with the raccoon inside it, but like I said—it doesn’t matter now.” He attempted once again to smooth the fur over the exposed bone. “I have an old rabbit’s foot your grandfather gave me. Would that be better?”

	“No,” Cam said. “I want to use the tail.”

	“I just want to play the game.” Amanda tapped her bag. “I’m going to win, so let’s get it over with so we can go swimming.”

	I grasped the table. I wanted to flip it. No one cared that an animal had died, except maybe Jacob, but even he had come out of his trance and looked excited.

	“Charly?” Dad’s eyes were cool. “Are you going to be all right?”

	“No.”

	“Care Bear, please.” He softened his voice. “Hunting is a part of life. People have made clothes out of things like this tail for centuries. Are you okay if we use it as the prize for the game?”

	“Fine.” I folded my arms. I’d always hated it whenever he called me Care Bear.

	“Jacob?” Dad gazed in his direction. “Are you okay with it?”

	He nodded.

	Dad held up the tail. “Okay, give me twenty minutes, and when I come back, the game will begin.”

	“Where are you going?” I asked.

	“He’s going to go hide the prize.” Amanda tipped her head back. “It’s obvious.”

	Cam got up from the table and watched my dad cross the lawn. He studied Dad’s path. It wasn’t going to help. Once Dad entered the woods, there would be no knowing which trail he took. The only way to find the prize was to follow the clues.

	Amanda unzipped her bag and pulled out a piece of paper. She’d drawn a map instead of looking for Cam earlier. “Uncle John should have just given the prize to me now. I’m going to find it first.”

	“Amanda will win.” Jacob grinned. “She always wins. She has a map and a plan. Amanda will win.”

	No. She won’t. Not this time.

	My dad promised.

	He promised he would help me win when we were canoeing.

	Amanda sat there with that smug look, gazing at her map.

	I sat across from her with nothing to worry about.


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	CHARLY

	 


	I can’t believe I let Jacob out of my sight. It was only for a moment while I reunited with Amanda. The impressions of his footsteps in the snow are deep and dark and disappear down the deck stairs. The sun fell behind the horizon an hour ago, but thankfully, it took the blizzard with it. There’s over a foot on the deck, maybe two, and more below, covering the lawn between here, the boathouse, the lake, and the forest. It’s a frozen wasteland.

	“Charly,” Amanda shouts from inside the cabin, “come back inside.” Cam stands next to her in the doorway, staring over me into the forest. “You’ll freeze to death.”

	“That’s why I have to go. I’ve got to find Jacob.”

	She turns the outdoor light on. At the bottom of the stairs, Jacob’s footprints lead up the hill toward the cars.

	“Wait,” Amanda says. “At least let me get your coat.”

	Jacob promised he’d stay in the kitchen, but this is my fault. When he reaches a certain anxiety level, I know better than to trust him. It’s not intentional with him, like it would be with most people.

	Amanda disappears into the cabin, heading for the hall closet.

	Cam stands in the doorway. I don’t want to be mad at him, but he let Jacob go. He held the door open for him. He probably thinks Jacob has gotten better since childhood. I thought Cam would have gotten better too, but now I’m not so sure.

	“Here.” Amanda returns. Steps outside. Hands me my coat. “I’d come with you, but—” She glances up at the sky.

	“It’s okay. I understand. It’s dark out here.” I pull my coat on and head for the stairs. “I’ll be right back. I’m sure he didn’t go far.”

	Jacob’s tracks run around the cabin, past the firewood and the snowmobile, and stop at the black car. The Lincoln. It looks like he tried to get inside because the snow is packed down by the driver’s door.

	It’s locked.

	He didn’t stop there. His tracks go to Cam’s beat-up Chevy, then to the Humvee. He was trying to find somewhere warm. It is freezing out here. My ankles feel it the worst. Snow is matted to my pant legs, making the denim stiff and heavy, and my shoes never had a chance to dry.

	Jacob’s tracks leave the Humvee and run past the front porch. He went down the other side toward the lake. I stop at the boathouse to see if he tried to go inside. It’s pitch black by the door, so I kneel and touch the ground to determine whether he stood there, packing the snow down.

	He didn’t, and it’s a good thing because we’re not allowed in the boathouse.

	I laugh to myself.

	That was Johnathan’s rule from when we were kids. The boathouse was always off limits. But he’s dead now, and technically, it’s my boathouse. Technically, this place is mine, despite what Randall Thorne thinks.

	Randall Thorne.

	Who is he, really?

	I step away from the door, and the dim starlight shows Jacob’s tracks heading toward the forest. “Jacob?” I don’t want to go out there. Not in the dark. “Jacob, come back! I’m sorry. I know there were a lot of people inside, and you got over-stimulated. Just come back, and we’ll go upstairs.”

	Nothing.

	There’s nothing but the calm hush of a fading winter wind as it pushes through the trees.

	“Jacob? Are you out there?”

	The chill air seeps into my bones. 

	“Hmmph.”

	The sound came from behind me. I spin around. Gaze at the boathouse’s black outline.

	“Hmmph.”

	There it is again. It’s coming from inside the boathouse.

	“Hello?” I call.

	I wait.

	No response.

	The wind blows my hair over my face. Freezes my eardrums.

	I wait.

	“Hello?” I say again.

	Did I really hear something?

	Slowly, I sneak up to the window next to the door. It could be an animal. A fox or a raccoon trapped inside. Or—no. It didn’t sound like a bird. I cup my hand against the glass and peer inside.

	A faint light shines in from the window on the other side, illuminating a workbench, but it’s not enough for me to see anything else.

	“Hmmph may. Peese, hmmph may.”

	That wasn’t a fox or a raccoon. It sounded like, Please, help me. But I can’t be sure. Not with the wind in my ears. Not with my heart pounding in my throat. My hand trembles as I grasp the doorknob. The cold brass sends chills up my arm. If it’s locked, I have the key. I think I have the key. Randall said they changed the locks to the cabin after every hunt. He didn’t mention the boathouse.

	The knob turns.

	“Is someone in here?” I ask. “Jacob?”

	Something grasps my shoulder from behind, and I scream. I spin around and flail, and I hit Jacob in the face.

	He stumbles backward into the snow. Falls to the ground. Sits up.

	“Jesus Christ, Jacob. You scared the hell out of me.”

	Behind us, the wind sucks the boathouse door closed.

	“I’m sorry, Charly. I’m sorry.”

	I help him stand. “You’re freezing.”

	“I’m sorry, Charly.”

	“It’s okay.” I circle him, brushing the snow off. “I wish you could stay put once in a while.”

	His face scrunches.

	“C’mon.” I take his hand and pull him toward the cabin. “We need to get you inside before you freeze to death.”

	“If my body temperature drops below ninety-five degrees for two hours, I’ll die of hypothermia.”

	“I know. Come on. Where’d you go?”

	“I had to run.”

	“I know.”

	“I don’t like that man.”

	“The slickhead?”

	“No. The other man. I don’t like him. The tall man with the beard.” He pulls his hand away from mine and stops. “I don’t like the slickhead, either. And I don’t like Cam. Cam is evil. They’re all evil, and—”

	“Calm down.”

	The wind gusts at our backs.

	He shakes like tinsel tied to a fan.

	I wrap my arm around him and hold him steady while we trudge up the hill to the cabin.

	A tear streams down his cheek.

	The wind weeps with him.

	The wind says, “Hmmph may.”

	“Did you hear that?” I ask.

	“No.”


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall has allowed Barry to sit on the only chair in the room. Randall sits on the bed. He’s explained Barry’s excursion, and as he did so, one thing became exceedingly clear—Miss Highsmith and her family must leave the cabin. One way or another, they must leave.

	Tonight.

	He can’t risk losing Barry as a client. He can’t risk his boss coming to the cabin and finding all these people. Lance would never stand for this.

	“Then I think you understand,” Randall says. “Yes?”

	“Yes,” Barry says. “Again, I’m sorry I brought Kennedy up here with me. I didn’t think—”

	“Stop. It’s okay. She will never know the true spirit of the hunt, correct?”

	“Correct.”

	Randall stands and strides to the window. He pulls the curtain back. The upstairs master bedroom faces south, overlooking the awning, the cars, and the driveway. “The snow has stopped. As long as it doesn’t begin again, our plan to extricate everyone from the cabin tonight should work.”

	“Thanks for this, Mr. Thorne.”

	“Randall. Please.” He turns and holds his hand up. “From now on, call me Randall.”

	“Of course, Randall.”

	Barry’s teeth couldn’t be whiter. He’s the perfect client. Young, dumb as a fencepost, and full of . . . fluids. Disgusting fluids. But incredibly wealthy, and wonderfully gullible. And most likely connected to more young, dumb millionaires looking for ways to spend the old money they’ve inherited. Barry is the perfect customer to focus on when he takes over Zaroff Excursions. He needs to make sure Barry has the time of his life.

	He opens the door and motions for Barry to take the lead.

	Barry raises his chin and strides past him into the hallway.

	They descend the stairs.

	Cam, that unkempt creep, stands by the burlap curtains, staring out the french doors. His counterpart, the raven-haired snoot, Amanda something, sits at the dining table, tapping on her phone. Randall rounds the corner and sees Kennedy sitting by the fireplace, also tapping on her phone. She lies back on the leather couch, her legs crossed, her feet draped over the armrest.

	Barry goes to her. “Hey, babe. Sorry I took so long. What are you doing?”

	“I can’t connect. Why isn’t there any WiFi in this place? I was going through my pictures, looking for something to post as a kind of retro thing on my blog. Look at this. Remember when we were young, and Justin Timberlake brought sexy back? He’s canceled now, you know.”

	“Where is Miss Highsmith?” Randall asks.

	“What?” Barry asks his idiot girlfriend. “Justin’s not canceled, is he?” 

	Louder now, Randall repeats, “Where is Miss Highsmith?”

	“We call her Charly,” Cam mutters without turning away from the doors.

	“She left,” Amanda says.

	“Good.” Randall steps over to the dining table. Amanda seems to be the sanest of the group. She is the only one who hasn’t complained or demanded anything since arriving at the cabin. “That will save me time. Now, you all must leave.”

	“Good,” Kennedy says.

	“Not us, babe.” Barry puts his hand on her knee. “You and I are staying. The hunt is still on.”

	“Why?”

	“I’ll explain later,” Barry says. “It’ll be okay.”

	She glares up at him.

	“Yes, yes. You two are staying, but the rest of you must leave. Now. Did”—Randall glowers at Cam—“did Charly take her brother with her?”

	Cam turns away from the doors. Faces Randall. “No. She didn’t leave, leave. She went to look for him.”

	“What? Where? What do you mean?”

	“Out there.” Amanda points at the french doors. The doors that lead onto the deck. The deck overlooking the boathouse. The boathouse with the cage and the whiny hiker wannabe. Tyler, that pathetic drunk, sitting there bleeding his disgusting blood all over the place.

	Randall winces at the thought.

	He rushes to the doors. Shoves Cam aside. It’s too dark. He can’t see the door to the boathouse. There are no lights on inside. That’s good. Maybe Miss Highsmith and Jacob didn’t see anything.

	Amanda shifts in her seat. “What’s wrong?” 

	Randall straightens his jacket. Forces a smile. Attempts to put his hand on Cam’s shoulder to apologize, but Cam steps backward into the kitchen. “I’m sorry I nudged you. I—” Cam cringes like a cornered animal.

	Randall backs off.

	“What’s the problem?” Amanda asks.

	“There is no problem,” Randall replies. “Other than the fact that you are all still here.”

	Utterly unperturbed, Amanda gazes at her polished nails one at a time. “Our car won’t make it down the mountain in this snow.” 

	“Barry has agreed to forge a path down the mountain with his Humvee for you to follow. He’ll take Miss Highsmith and her brother back to their car, then drive to the nearest town. You’ll make it down the mountain just fine. I have no doubt.”

	“Even if Cam’s beater could make it”—Amanda stands up—“Charly won’t go for it. There’s no way she’s leaving.”

	“Why not?”

	“She’s hard-headed. Always has been. She said this place is hers, and if that’s true, she’s not going to leave without a fight.”

	“She has no ammunition for a fight.” Randall shoots his cuffs. “She admitted she has no proof of ownership. She will leave, and you along with her.”

	“I’m not going.” Cam resumes his position by the french doors. Stares into the night. “I’m glad Charly invited us here. There are some places I need to see again before I leave. Out there. In the woods.”

	“I’d like to stay also,” Amanda says.

	Randall resists the urge to reach into his pocket. Slip his hand through the slit. Grasp his pistol. He could end this now. There’s too much talking. Too much weakness spewing from their mouths.

	Ah, but Barry is too important.

	This excursion is too important.

	He turns away from Amanda.

	Barry snuggles with his Kennedy on the couch. He whispers in her ear. He tickles her. She giggles. Insufferable, but he has no choice but to suffer them.

	“Did you hear me?” Amanda asks. “I said I’d like to stay. I’m interested in what you’re up to.”

	There’s too much talking.

	Barry tickles Kennedy harder.

	She clucks like a chicken.

	There’s too much clucking.

	These people must leave.

	“Mr. Thorne?”

	Through force of will, Randall focuses on Amanda. “What I’m up to? What business could that possibly be of yours?”

	Barry plays Kennedy’s ribs like an accordion, and she screams in elation.

	“Stop tickling her,” Randall demands. The two of them blink at him, drunk on their stupid games.

	“I was talking to him”—Amanda points at Barry—“about his ‘excursion.’” She narrows her eyes. “I want to go on an excursion, too.”

	“No.” Pressure builds in Randall’s head. “You wouldn’t like it. You’d never survive it.”

	“You’d be surprised to know what I’ve survived.” She stands and smiles and tilts her head back. She draws Randall in. It’s both exciting and threatening. A tingling he hasn’t felt in a long time creeps up his thigh.

	“Let her go with you,” Kennedy says, curling into Barry, still laughing.

	“Barry!” Randall shouts. “Mr. Rockwell. Please, stop fondling your imbecile girlfriend.”

	“Imbecile?” Kennedy sits up straight, pushing Barry away.

	“And, you.” Randall glares at Amanda. “Get your things and leave.”

	“I will not. I’m going hunting with you.”

	He marches to the french doors. Shoves Cam out of his way again.

	“I’m going into the woods tomorrow,” Cam says, “and you can’t stop me. I did something out there. I . . . I left something out there a long time ago, and I’ve got to find it.”

	“You’re a moron, and you’re all leaving. Tonight.”

	“We’re not going anywhere,” Amanda says. “This is Charly’s cabin.”

	Randall unlatches the doors and pushes them against the wind. The frigid air embraces him, but it does nothing to temper his rage. He wants to go on a hunt, too. Right now. He wants to kill them all.

	He steps onto the deck, and the wind blows the doors closed behind him. He will find Miss Highsmith and her retarded brother. He will make them leave immediately. One way or another. Either with Barry or with the way of the world. With the way of the strongest and the fittest. The way evolution cleanses the gene pool at the hands of an ever-adapting king such as himself. He will hunt them down, and they will leave, or he will kill them.

	He is the king.

	He flies down the stairs. Stops at the bottom. Stands in the cabin’s shadow.

	Two shapes are making their way toward him, trudging through the snow.

	They’re coming from the boathouse.

	It’s them.

	He reaches into his pocket, slips his hand through the slit, and grasps his pistol.

	The wind howls.

	Then, the wind moans.

	“Hmmph may.”


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	CHARLY

	 


	Without a doubt, something is in the boathouse. It sounded like some suffering animal, but I can’t hear it now. Not over the wind. Not over Jacob’s sobbing. His hand is like ice, and he moans. We’ve got to go inside before things get worse.

	The sun has gone down and taken any semblance of warmth with it.

	The cabin looms over us as we trudge through the snow toward the deck stairs.

	I should never have thought Jacob would stay inside with so many people there. He was only out of my sight for a minute, then he was gone.

	Speaking of gone, my feet have gone completely numb. Once I warm up, I plan to ask Randall about the noises in the boathouse. I wonder if he’s had problems with animals hibernating in there. I wonder if what I heard was an animal. It sounded like someone pleading for help. But that makes no sense. Why would someone be in the boathouse? I can’t imagine it has much heat, and the noise I heard—it was unhappy to say the least.

	It was more than unhappy.

	It was desperate.

	Someone stands just inside the cabin on the other side of the french doors. I wave, but the silhouette doesn’t wave back. It’s probably Cam. That’s his station. He probably can’t see us in the dark.

	“Stop, Charly,” Jacob says. “I don’t want to go inside. I don’t want to.”

	“We have to.”

	“He’s evil. See?”

	“That’s only Cam.”

	“Not him.” Jacob points at the bottom of the stairs. “Him.”

	Someone moves in the shadows.

	“Who’s there?” I call.

	Randall emerges from beneath the eve. He raises his left hand, keeping his right in his pocket. “Miss Highsmith. Where have you been?”

	“I had to find Jacob. He’s freezing.”

	Randall steps in front of the stairs, blocking our way. “Yes, I know, but tell me. Where did you go?”

	“Nowhere. Look, we need to go inside.”

	“He’s evil,” Jacob mutters.

	“Shh.” I tighten my grip on Jacob’s hand.

	“Out there?” Randall points toward the boathouse. “By the boathouse?”

	“Please, can we get by?”

	“Did you go inside the boathouse?”

	“My brother will be frostbitten if we don’t go inside.”

	“Frostbite occurs when the temperature falls below freezing,” Jacob says. “It causes skin damage. Charly, I have skin damage.”

	Randall presses his lips together. “Where did you find him?” He jerks his head toward the boathouse. “There?”

	Jacob tries to let go of my hand, and I squeeze hard, but not hard enough. He breaks free, bends forward, and rushes past Randall. He clambers up the stairs to the deck on all fours. I chase after him, but Randall puts his hand on my shoulder. He stops me in my tracks. The weight of his hand is astounding. I struggle to step onto the first step. Jacob reaches the top and sprints toward the cabin. Twisting, I free myself from Randall’s grasp and step backward up the stairs.

	Jacob is right.

	There is something evil about Mr. Thorne. He reminds me of my first boyfriend, Drake.

	Drake used to beat me.

	“Go,” Randall says. “Go inside then.” He motions for me to leave.

	I run up the steps.

	Jacob has already gone inside.

	The french doors hang open, and the wind parts Cam’s hair on one side. He stands there, motionless. A blank look on his face. I rush inside and close the doors behind me before Randall makes it to the deck.

	“Are you okay?” Amanda asks. “We were worried about you.”

	“Where’s Jacob?”

	“He’s over there.” She points at the living room.

	“What’s wrong with him?” Barry passes by me on his way to the kitchen.

	Jacob sits with his back against the wall by the fireplace. A log crackles, sending embers into the air. Fortunately, the embers turn to ash and die before landing on his shoulder.

	“I told you,” Kennedy says. “He’s one of those people on the spectrum. I’ve read about it.” She lies on the sofa, her arms draped weakly at her sides. Her braided blond mohawk has loosened, but her hair still looks fantastic.

	I go to Jacob. Take him by the arm. “Let’s get you upstairs. You’ve had enough excitement for one night.”

	“Kennedy,” Barry calls from the kitchen. “Come here. Let’s do this.”

	“Be right there. Can you pour me a glass of wine?”

	Jacob and I head for the stairs.

	“Wait, Charly,” Amanda says. “Aren’t you going to have dinner with us?”

	“I don’t know. I might come back down.”

	The french doors open, and Randall steps inside. “Miss Highsmith.”

	I’m not talking to him now. The way he kept asking about the boathouse outside—it gave me the heebie-jeebies. And his heavy hands . . . I don’t trust him at all. He’s hiding something in the boathouse, and he won’t tell me the truth about it. I’m sure of this. I’ll have to go back out there later to find out for myself.

	“Her name is Charly,” Cam says. “Miss Highsmith sounds weird.”

	I pull Jacob up to the stairs.

	“Charly,” Randall says. “I’m not finished with you.”

	I ignore him. There’s nothing he can do to me.

	This is my cabin.


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	My perception of time has changed over time. When I was younger, one minute took an hour. Especially when I was waiting for something.

	And, we were all waiting for something.

	We sat at the picnic table on the deck, waiting for Dad. He left to hide the raccoon tail a few minutes ago. Amanda put her map back in her bag and rested her elbows on the table. She smelled like flowery strawberries, and I wondered when she’d started wearing perfume.

	Jacob and Cam sat across from us.

	A breeze cooled my neck beneath the insistent afternoon sun. Earlier, my mom had slipped off to her room for a nap. I assumed she was still there, and I doubted she would get up before the game began. Probably not before dinner.

	It was a great day for the game. When the early morning clouds had disappeared, the temperature had risen. Sweat glistened on Jacob and Cam’s foreheads. That kind of thing would have driven me crazy. Boys don’t mind sweating or smelling bad. Or farting. I knew Jacob wouldn’t change out of his sweater, and I doubted Cam would take off his Browns sweatshirt until Sunday.

	They were disgusting.

	“What did it sound like when you killed it?” Amanda asked Cam.

	He grinned. I’d never seen him so happy. “Like a girl.”

	“What do you mean?” she said.

	“Like a girl,” he repeated. “It had a high pitch and screamed like a girl.”

	“Boys scream too,” I said. “I think the raccoon sounded like a little boy screaming.”

	Amanda turned to me. “I killed a mouse once, and it barely made a noise. Have you ever killed an animal, Charly?”

	“No,” I said.

	“Charly killed a spider for me.” Jacob wrinkled his lip. “It was on my blanket. She killed it dead.”

	Amanda drummed her fingers on the table. “Spiders aren’t animals. They don’t count. You’ve never killed anything, have you, Charly? Is it because you’re afraid?”

	“Spiders are arachnids.” Jacob used his matter-of-fact voice. “And, arachnids are animals. So, spiders are animals.”

	“They still don’t count.” Amanda kept her gaze on me.

	“I’m not afraid,” I told her.

	“Is everyone ready?” Dad was hustling up the lawn.

	“Yes,” Amanda shouted. “I’m ready.”

	He joined us at the picnic table, his red and brown flannel shirt unbuttoned to reveal a blue T-shirt beneath. He had sweat on his forehead, and he didn’t wipe it off. “Okay. I spent the morning hiding enough clues so each of you will have a chance at finding at least one. The clues are written on white pieces of paper, and I left them near the trails, so don’t wander off the beaten path, got it?” We nodded. “Whoever finds the raccoon tail first wins. Got it?”

	“Amanda’s going to win,” Jacob said. “She always wins.”

	I nudged his shoulder and glowered at Amanda. I couldn’t help myself. She grinned at me, and my lips tightened.

	We stood, and Jacob walked around the table. He leaned over and whispered in my ear. “You’re not going to leave me, are you, Charly?”

	“No,” I whispered back. “Not as long as you keep up. Promise you’ll keep up?”

	“Yes.”

	Dad saw Jacob whispering. “Also, I want all of you to promise you’ll play fair.” He shifted his gaze to Amanda. “Do you promise?”

	I nodded.

	“Yes, Uncle John,” Amanda said.

	“Cameron? Jacob?”

	“Yes.”

	“Okay.” He shook his head and raised his hands. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

	Amanda bolted for the stairs.

	Cam ran after her.

	I waited until they’d both made it out of earshot.

	Dad stood there, not saying anything. He’d promised to help me, and now was a great time for him to tell me where to find the first clue. Or where he’d hidden the tail.

	But he didn’t say anything. He just stood there.

	“Are we going?” Jacob asked. “Shouldn’t we go, Charly?”

	I winked at my father and took Jacob’s hand. He’d find me later in the forest.

	We sprinted toward the woods and crossed the trailhead in stride. The trees’ shade engulfed us, and the temperature dropped. Shadows crisscrossed the trail. Up ahead, Cam’s brown sweatshirt flashed between the branches and bushes. I couldn’t see where Amanda had gone. Jacob ran behind me, and before long, he breathed heavily. I stopped and turned around at every bend in the trail to check on him. To make sure he didn’t fall too far behind.

	Cam’s sweatshirt took a sudden turn and disappeared. When I got to where he had changed direction, there was no fork in the trail. He must have bounded off into the trees.

	I looked around for a clue. Spotting white pieces of paper against dark green pine needles and bushes should have been easy, but I hadn’t found a single one. Dad had said he left the clues close to the trail, but Cam had run off into the wilderness, leaving the beaten path.

	What an idiot.

	Jacob caught up with me and stopped. He put his hands on his knees and gasped for air. “Slow down, Charly.”

	“No. We have to keep going.”

	I took off.

	“Wait,” he said.

	I ran to the next fork and waited for him. There were no footprints in the hard-packed dirt, so I couldn’t tell which way Amanda had gone. Assuming she’d found a clue and taken it with her, our best option would’ve been to follow her. One clue was supposed to lead to the next.

	“Charly.” Jacob panted like a dog. Sweat trickled down his cheek. He shouldn’t have worn that sweater. “Wait. I can’t keep going.”

	“Why not?”

	He sat on the ground, rubbing his leg. “I have a cramp. Ooh. My shin hurts. I have shin splints. I—”

	“Get up. We have to go.”

	“I can’t. Shin splints happen when the muscles don’t have room to flex. I can’t go or they’ll flex, Charly. They’ll hurt more.”

	I grasped his arm and pulled. “Stand.” He stood on one foot and leaned into me. His breath smelled like wet paper. “We need to find a clue. I’m going to run ahead and look for one, okay?”

	“Okay. Run ahead.”

	“Follow me.”

	“I can’t.”

	“You have to. You promised.”

	“No. It hurts.”

	“At least try. Hop if you have to. I’ll be up ahead.”

	“Don’t leave me.”

	I ran down the path, scanning the trees for clues. Nothing. The trail forked again, and I went left. I should never have offered to play the game with Jacob tagging along. The trail forked yet again, and I ran back to check on him. I kept doing this, over and over, telling myself it was good to double-check the trees for clues, but each time, Jacob made more excuses. He said he couldn’t run on his leg. He said there were too many rocks on the path to dodge. Too many needles on the trees.

	He said his chest hurt.

	Of course his chest hurt.

	That’s what running does.

	I ran ahead again, leaving him farther behind than before.

	A high-pitched squee broke over the ridge ahead. It might have been a bird, but it sounded like Amanda. And it sounded happy. I took the next fork toward the sound and sprinted hard. She might have collected all the clues by now. She might have found the prize. I hadn’t seen a single piece of paper yet because of Jacob. Doubling back every few minutes had cut our progress by half. It wasn’t fair. While Amanda followed her map, crossing off the trails as she went, I’d had to babysit Jacob.

	I listened, but the squee didn’t come again. The trail emptied into a field that stretched over a hill. Amanda wasn’t there, and I hadn’t seen Cam since the beginning. This was a dead end. I turned back to find Jacob and planned on getting rid of him. I wanted him to go back to the cabin. I couldn’t do it anymore. Until I was certain Amanda had won, I needed to keep trying.

	“Jacob?” I called.

	He didn’t answer.

	The trail branched in three directions, and I didn’t know which way I’d come. The sun hung to the south, so I knew the direction back to the cabin, but I didn’t know where Jacob had gone.

	He had promised to keep up, and now he’d gotten lost.

	I should never have believed him.

	I took a deep breath and hoped Amanda had gotten lost. I hoped she’d misread her map.

	All I needed was one good clue.

	I turned in a circle, searching the forest for the white papers.

	Why hadn’t my dad given me a hint before the game began? 

	He’d promised to help me, and then he said nothing before the game began.

	Nothing.

	Why hadn’t he come to me?

	And, why had Jacob disappeared? I’d promised to take him with me on the game only so he would come. Dad was counting on me to watch over him, but I wanted to win. I didn’t have time to go chasing after him.

	A squee cut through the trees. Amanda, celebrating.

	The trail before me branched in three directions.

	One toward Amanda’s squee.

	One deeper into the forest.

	And one toward the cabin.


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall sits on the leather couch by the fireplace, suffering from a headache, sipping Scotch and waiting for Miss Highsmith to come back downstairs.

	The liquor has a bite. It’s a blend, and it’s not the best.

	He wipes his lips.

	The fire crackles.

	Everyone should be gone by now, but they wouldn’t listen to him. They kept whining, and complaining, and coming up with weak excuses.

	Too dark, Barry said.

	I’m hungry, Kennedy said.

	I’m not leaving until I get my own excursion. Amanda was the worst. Who does she think she is?

	Randall takes a sip.

	Everything has gone to hell. Everyone should have been following Barry’s Humvee down the mountain by now. Instead, Barry is in the kitchen bickering with his harlot. Miss Highsmith and her brother are hiding upstairs like cockroaches. Amanda sits at the dining table, staring at him. Plotting. Trying to come up with a way to get her own excursion.

	Women make the worst clients.

	Who does she think she is?

	It’s almost too much to bear.

	Randall takes another sip of his inferior Scotch.

	If only Ronald was here. He could make them all go away. He could convince them to leave. Everyone loved him. They always wanted to do what he said. They all thought he was harmless, but he wasn’t.

	He . . .

	The pressure builds inside Randall’s head. His temples throb. He must stop thinking about his brother. It never helps. Ronald was weak.

	Ronald had to go.

	Everyone here must go.

	“This isn’t working.” Barry’s voice carries from the kitchen. “It’s not sharp enough.”

	“It’s a knife, isn’t it?” Kennedy is unbelievably stupid, even for a woman. “Knives cut, don’t they?”

	“I think it’s for cutting butter or something.” Barry isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, either. “Not raw steak.”

	Randall stands and faces the fireplace. The flames dance, and the logs pop, but he can still hear Barry and Kennedy’s incessant chatter. He closes his eyes and hears his parents’ incessant chatter. Their arguing. Ronald tried to keep the peace but—Ronald. Always trying, always behaving like a child. Always hopeful. Ronald never understood; you can beg the boars not to fight over slop, but at the end of the day, they’re still boars. They will eventually eat you alive if you let them.

	Is that what happened?

	Was Ronald eaten alive by boars?

	No.

	It had to be done.

	For the sake of Darwin, it had to be done.

	“What’s the water for?” says Barry in the kitchen.

	“Pasta,” Kennedy says.

	“We’re making steak and pasta?”

	“There’s nothing else.”

	“I saw lettuce in there. Why don’t you make a salad?”

	“I don’t have anything to chop it with. The knife is gone.”

	“Are you sure you didn’t move it somewhere? I swear it was here when we arrived.”

	“For the last time, I didn’t touch it. I checked the dishwasher, the drawers—everywhere. It’s gone.”

	“Mr. Thorne,” Barry yells. “Can you come here a second?”

	This must end. They must stop their arguing. They must all leave. Tonight. Whatever their reasons for staying—too dark outside, too snowy, too hungry—it doesn’t matter. One way or another, they must all leave.

	“Mr. Thorne?” Barry calls.

	Randall’s head throbs.

	“We lost the knife. Do you have another one?”

	Randall doesn’t have a knife, but he has a gun.


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	CHARLY

	 


	“Lie down,” I say.

	Jacob lies on the bed, and I cover him with blankets before closing the door. We’re in the first bedroom off the hall. The one I stayed in as a child. The bed frame is constructed of rough-sawed pine and resides next to a matching dresser and desk. There’s a notepad and pen on the desk. It’s more like a hotel room now. All it’s missing is a Bible.

	“I’m cold.” Jacob pulls the blanket up to his chin. “I didn’t want to come here, Charly. You made me come here, and it’s too cold in here.”

	“You agreed to come, but then you changed your mind halfway up the mountain. We wouldn’t have crashed the car if you hadn’t tried to get out. Then, you ran away. I know coming here has been stressful, with the storm and everything, but what’s really going on? ”

	“Cam is evil. That man is evil. The slickhead is evil. Everyone is—”

	“No one is ‘evil.’ We’ve all had our problems, and we’ve all acted badly in certain situations. Cam’s not evil, he had a rough childhood, just like us. He just dealt with things differently than we did. His parents’ divorce messed him up too.” I step over to the desk and sit in the office chair. “I’d hoped he would be less strange by now, but we’ve got to give him a chance. Mom said he’s gone to therapy. We haven’t even talked to him yet.”

	“He does horrible things, Charly.”

	“No, he did some horrible things when he was little, but I’m sure he’s gotten better.” I hope he’s gotten better. We all did bad things growing up, but that’s how we learn. If I’d been held accountable for the mistakes I made as a child and on into adulthood, I’d have never become the person I am today. Cam deserves the same forgiveness.”

	“He kills animals, Charly. Animals.”

	I rub my hands together to warm them up. “We were kids. We all made mistakes.”

	“I’m cold.”

	“I know.”

	“Cam is mean. He calls me ‘freckles.’”

	“What?”

	“If I don’t do what he says, I’ll end up like Freckles. Freckles was his cat, Charly.”

	“I know. When did he call you ‘freckles?’ Tonight?”

	“No.”

	“When?”

	“Never mind. I’m not staying here. There are too many people. I want to go home.”

	“They’re all downstairs. You’re safe.”

	“They could come anytime. I want to go to the car. I want to go home.” He pulls out his cell phone. “I want to watch videos.”

	“Do you have a signal?”

	“No.” He shakes his head. “I want to go to the car. I had a signal in the car. I could watch YouTube if we went to the car.”

	Jacob might be right. If we went back to the car, we’d be close enough to civilization to get a signal, and I could call a tow truck. Later, we could come back here with all our stuff and find out what’s in the boathouse. This is our cabin, and I want to know what’s going on.

	Someone knocks at the door.

	“I told you, Charly.” Jacob scoots back against the headboard. Sits up straight. “I told you someone could come.”

	“Who is it?” I ask.

	“It’s me.” The door opens.

	Jacob pulls the covers over his head.

	“Hi, Cam.” I follow his eyes to the bed. “Jacob isn’t feeling well. He’s over-sensitized. He doesn’t do well in groups.”

	“I understand,” he says. “I’ve been to therapy.”

	“Oh.” I meet his gaze. “How have you been, otherwise?”

	“Good. Look, I want to catch up, but there’s a lot of confusion downstairs. Randall still wants us to leave tonight. He wants us to follow Barry through the snow, and he wants you to come down so he can talk to you.”

	“We’re not going anywhere.”

	“I want to go to the car,” Jacob says from beneath the blankets. “I want to go home, Charly.”

	“No, this is our cabin. We came to spend New Year’s Eve with Cam and Amanda, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

	Jacob jerks the covers off his head. “We didn’t come to spend it with that slickhead or that man. Why can’t we leave?”

	The truth is, we could leave, but I’d be haunted by the noises I heard outside the boathouse. Besides, it’s the principle of the thing. Randall doesn’t own this place. He can’t force us to leave. Why is he so determined to push us out into the frozen wilderness? “Cam, I need to talk to Jacob for a minute. Can you tell everyone I’ll be down soon?”

	“Sure.” He turns to go, then stops. “Oh, I almost forgot. They’re trying to cook dinner down there, but they’re having problems. Do you remember seeing any knives when you came? That guy swears there was a carving knife on the counter earlier, but it’s gone now. He said he doesn’t have anything to cut with.”

	“I want to go to the car,” Jacob says. “I want to go now.”

	“I never went into the kitchen.” I stand. “Jacob, did you see a knife?”

	“He’s a slickhead, Charly. A slickhead who wants a knife. He could buy a knife if he wanted a knife. I don’t. I want to go home.”

	The mention of food has my stomach aching. We haven’t eaten in hours. “Cam, can you ask them to make enough for us?”

	“Sure.”

	I watch closely as he leaves. His ratty hair and stained shirt scream same-old-Cam, but he’s not as aggressive as I remember. He moves into the hall, taking slow, measured steps, and descends the stairs.

	“Jacob, you need to calm down.”

	“I need my fidgets.”

	“Everything is in the car.”

	“I want to go to the—”

	“I know, but we’re not going to the car. It’s too cold to spend the night out there. This is our cabin, and we’re staying. We’re spending New Year’s Eve with Amanda and Cam, and that’s final.” He scrunches his face. “Let’s talk about the problem. The real problem. Is it Cam, or is it all the people? If it’s Cam, you need to find a way to forgive him.”

	“It’s both. Cam is evil. The people are evil. You’re being evil.”

	“No, I’m not. I’ll try to make everyone leave except for Cam and Amanda, but you have to promise to calm down and stop running away.”

	“I need my fidgets.” He pulls on his fingers. His eyes dart to the window.

	“Okay. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe I can convince Barry to take me to the car, but until then, do you promise to stay in here?”

	“Don’t leave me, Charly. You always leave me. Remember when you left me?”

	“I left you once.” Heat courses up my neck. It’s been years, but he’ll never let it go. “Only once.” I go to the door. “Promise me you’ll stay this time. No more running away.” I can’t believe I’m asking him to promise again, but I have no choice. It will be okay. There’s only one way out of the cabin from here. He’d have to jump out the second story window to run.

	All I have to do is keep an eye on the bottom of the stairs. “Do you promise?”

	He nods, then pulls the covers over his head.

	I pull the door closed behind me.

	No one is going to tell me I have to leave.

	Not Jacob.

	Not Randall.

	Not the noises coming from the boathouse.

	I’m staying, and I’m going to find out what is going on.


	
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	RANDALL

	 


	Cam comes down the stairs and steps awkwardly off the last step.

	What a cretin. His gaze crosses over the dining room, ignoring Amanda who’s seated at the table, past the kitchen entryway, and settles on the french doors leading to the deck. He undoubtedly wants to stand by the burlap curtains and stare out at the forest again.

	Randall stops him. “Did you give Miss Highsmith my message?”

	“Do you mean Charly?”

	“Ah, yes. Charly.” Randall’s throat tightens. “Did you tell Charly she must leave tonight?”

	“Yes, I told her, but—I’ll let her tell you herself. She’ll be down in a minute. She wants dinner.” He heads for the french doors. “Hey, are you guys making enough for everyone?”

	Amanda looks up from the dining table. “They are.”

	Barry calls from the kitchen. “We could if we had a knife.”

	He and Kennedy are fumbling around in there, attempting to make dinner when they should be leading everyone down the mountain in his Humvee.

	Idiots. They’re all stunted idiots.

	“Will you forget about the damn knife?” Kennedy asks.

	Randall passes by Amanda on his way to the kitchen. She smells like lilacs in the Spring. She follows him with her eyes.

	“Have you ever done this before?” Barry asks Kennedy as Randall steps into the kitchen entryway.

	“What?” Blink blink. A deer in headlights. So ridiculously vapid.

	“Cooking.”

	She laughs. “Not really. You?”

	“No.” He chuckles. “Me neither.”

	Silver spoons.

	The two of them obviously grew up with servants. Not like Randall. Not like Randall and Ronald, fending for themselves every day. Searching for rye crackers in the couch cushions. Smearing stale bread with the rancid peanut butter found stuck to butter knives in the sink. Slurping half-eaten cans of kippers stolen from their father’s side of the bed while he slept. They grew up hunting for their food in that cramped, two-bedroom house, and they survived. Well, Randall survived. No one spoon fed him like these silver spoon, bitching babies.

	Kennedy puts her wine glass on the counter, pivots, and hefts her bottom up. She sits there like a dim-witted child, swinging her legs. Stupid. She’s so profoundly stupid, and now she’s drunk. She leans forward, grabs Barry’s shirt, pulls him to her. She locks her legs around him and they kiss.

	It’s sloppy. It’s disgusting.

	Still standing in the kitchen entryway, Randall senses motion behind him and turns. Miss Highsmith is descending the stairs on the other side of the dining room. He turns back to the groping couple by the stove. “Get control of yourselves,” he tells them. “Cooking won’t be necessary. You’ll be leaving soon.”

	Kennedy pulls her lips off Barry’s. “Not until after we eat. I’m starving.”

	“Watch out, babe.” Barry turns a knob on the stove. “It’s gonna get hot in here.” 

	Kennedy giggles and reattaches their wet, slippery lips. 

	Randall wheels from the spectacle. “Miss Highsmith,” he says. “Please, come here.”

	“How’s Jacob doing?” Amanda asks. She stands and follows Miss Highsmith.

	“Excuse me,” Miss Highsmith says, and Randalls steps aside so she and Amanda can enter the kitchen. “He’s better.” She turns abruptly and eyes Randall. Who does she think she is? She’s tall for a woman, but Randall still towers over her. He towers over everyone, in one way or another. “This is our cabin,” she says, “and we’re not leaving. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Not—”

	Randall raises his hand. This woman’s eyes betray no fear. This confidence could be a natural part of her, or it could have come from something she knows. Something she could use against him. Something she saw in the boathouse. “Where did you go when you were outside?”

	“To look for Jacob.”

	“No. Tell me exactly where you went.”

	“Why?”

	Barry extricates himself from his loathsome girlfriend’s limbs and drops a steak onto a skillet, then turns a knob on the stovetop.

	Kennedy hops off the counter and refills her wine glass.

	Randall stares down his nose at Miss Highsmith. “Why won’t you answer me?” His neck tenses. “I asked you outside, and I’m asking you again. Where did you go?”

	“She told you,” Amanda says. “She was looking for Jacob. Where did you find him, Charly?”

	“I followed his tracks to the cars out front, came around the side, went down the hill toward the lake, and there he was, okay?”

	“Down the hill?” Randall asks. “By the boathouse?”

	Miss Highsmith turns toward the stove. “Is there enough for Jacob and me?”

	“I think so,” Barry says. “We have six steaks.”

	Randall walks into the kitchen and puts his hand on Miss Highsmith’s shoulder. “Did you go inside the boathouse?”

	“No.” She jerks away.

	“Look at me.” He fills his chest and locks his jaw. “Did you go inside the boathouse?”

	She doesn’t respond. Instead, she steps into the kitchen entryway and looks toward the stairs, then the french doors.

	“If she did, she’d tell you,” Amanda says. “Right, Charly? You don’t lie, do you? You’ve never lied, or cheated, or done anything wrong. Right?” Her lips curl. “Have you?” She takes Randall’s arm in one hand. “Relax, Randall. Can I call you Randall?”

	Her touch threatens to derail his question. He must know what, if anything, Miss Highsmith saw. If she hadn’t seen anything, she would have answered no immediately. But, if she did see Tyler, moaning like a wounded seal—locked up in the cage—would she tell him? Here, in front of all these people?

	Probably not.

	Her half-wit brother might have also seen Tyler, but he wouldn’t lie. He couldn’t. He has mental issues. People like that can’t lie because they lack the mental strength to do so. Perhaps Randall should question him.

	He gently removes Amanda’s hand from his arm, holds onto her fingers, then lowers them to her side. “I have something I’ve been working on for my organization in the boathouse. It’s top secret, and I’ve been charged to keep it as such. I simply need to know if Miss Highsmith or her brother happened inside and saw it. If so, I’d be obliged to have them sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

	“Oh, why didn’t you say so?” Amanda brushes her hair back. Smiles. “It’s just business. Charly? Did you go inside the boathouse?”

	Miss Highsmith turns around and stands there, blocking the kitchen entryway, hesitating to answer.

	“Please.” Randall’s head throbs. The cheap Scotch he drank earlier backfires inside his brain. “Answer her.”

	Cam appears behind Miss Highsmith in the entryway. Gazes into the kitchen over her shoulder. She doesn’t see him. In fact, Randall had forgotten he was out there. The man is incomplete. He’s an example of why evolution is so important. Survival of the fittest. He is a neanderthal on the outside and a cretin on the inside.

	Miss Highsmith jumps, startled by Cam’s presence.

	“It’s started snowing again,” Cam murmurs. “The road’s going to be getting worse.”

	Barry’s steaks sizzle in the pan, popping and crackling.

	“Tell us, Charly.” Amanda hasn’t given up. “Did you and Jacob go inside the boathouse?” She leans toward Miss Highsmith. “What did you see in there? What’s the secret?”

	Miss Highsmith doesn’t respond. The way she looks at Amanda intrigues Randall. He has difficulty reading her. He definitely can’t trust her. He senses hatred in her. A great reservoir of hatred hidden behind a poker face. She’s not going to keep secrets from him. He won’t allow it. Whether or not she speaks the truth is another thing. He must act as if she did go inside the boathouse.

	He can’t let her get away with this.

	Kennedy pours herself another glass of wine.

	“Stop it.” Barry takes the bottle away from her. “You’ve had enough. You’re leaving.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Something’s not right.” He takes in the room. “That knife shouldn’t be missing.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	"I can’t do this with everyone here. Someone’s got that knife, and—I’m going on the hunt no matter what. Look, everyone can follow me down the mountain like Mr. Thorne asked, then you can go with them. Let’s finish cooking, eat, and then you can get the hell out of here.”

	“No,” Randall says. “No one is leaving.”

	“What?” Barry scowls. “Why not?”

	“I’m okay with that,” Cam says. “It’s still snowing out there.”

	“Me too. I want to stay.” Amanda steps closer to Randall. “Where did you get those cufflinks?”

	“What do you mean no one is leaving?” Kennedy takes a drink of her wine. “Barry apparently wants me gone now.”

	Her imbecilic voice runs like acid over Randall’s brain. He needs a break. “Excuse me,” he says, motioning for Charly to move out of his way so he can step into the dining room. He wipes his forehead. The french door windows reflect the dining table. The living room windows reflect the fireplace. He cannot see outside, but he trusts the neanderthal’s observation. “If the snow continues, there may be too much on the road by the time everyone has eaten.” He turns around and faces the group. “I wish for all of you to stay the night.”

	“No,” Barry says. “They should leave now before it snows more.”

	Randall struggles to keep his voice down. “Everyone is staying.”

	Kennedy grasps Barry’s arm. “If you don’t want me here . . . I want to leave now, too. It’s only snow.”

	“No!” Randall raises his hands. “No one leaves, you drunken imbecile.”

	Kennedy turns toward the hall closet, lowers her chin, and closes her eyes.

	“Hey,” Barry says. “Don’t talk to her that way.”

	Randall sighs. Squeezes his temples.

	“I wasn’t going anywhere anyway,” Miss Highsmith says. “This is my cabin.”

	“I’m staying, too.” Cam straightens his back. “I want to go for a walk in the woods.”

	“There might be too much snow for that,” Amanda says.

	“I don’t have a choice. I’m going for a walk in the woods tomorrow no matter what. It’s why I came.” The moron never blinks.

	Miss Highsmith glares at Amanda. “Are you staying?”

	Amanda steps near Randall, practically brushing up against him. Lilacs in the Spring. “That depends. Other than freezing in the woods with Cam, is there something fun we could do?”

	“I’m certain you’ll think of something.” Randall eyes Kennedy. She sips her wine. “It’s settled then. No one leaves the cabin tonight.”

	“Shit.” Barry grabs a spatula and shoves it under the steak. Tries to flip it, but it’s stuck.

	Randall opens a drawer and retrieves a set of tongs. He rips the burnt steak from the pan and holds it in the air. “Don’t worry. We have more.” He pictures pressing the hot side against Miss Highsmith’s face. Deforming her dispassionate features. Her cheeks. Her lips. Her chin. She’s the reason there’s no peace right now. She’s the reason for the pain in his head. It’s not the blended Scotch.

	It’s the risk of losing everything.

	He can’t allow her and her brother to leave.

	Not tonight.

	Not tomorrow.

	Not ever.

	“I’m not staying here tonight.” Barry stomps his foot. Puts his hands on his hips. “You can’t make me.”

	Randall drops the steak into the pan, raw side down. A ball of smoke flies into the air. He places the tongs on the counter and motions for Barry to come closer. Barry does so, and Randall speaks under his breath. “You’re staying. You paid to be here, and that’s what you’re going to do. You paid to experience the power of a Zaroff excursion, and that’s what you’re going to get. Besides, I need your help. We have a lot of hunting to do.”


	
CHAPTER THIRTY

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Amanda wasn’t yelling squee every time she found a clue because she was excited. She did it to drive me mad.

	And it worked.

	I chased her, swerving along the bending trail, dodging the trees. I knew better. I knew I should have gone back to the cabin and searched for Jacob. He’d fallen farther and farther behind since the game began, but I couldn’t help myself.

	I wanted to win.

	But I hadn’t found a single clue.

	The trail led me between two boulders twice my height. They had once been one boulder. I imagined a massive lightning strike splitting it in two. Coarse and cracked—I dragged my fingertips over the surfaces as I passed in between, and finally, on the other side, I spied a piece of paper hiding near a log. I lunged for it, but Amanda surged out from behind a tree as though she’d been waiting for just this moment and snatched it up. She smiled. Held the clue in the air. “Another one. That makes four for me. Squee. How many have you found?”

	“What’s it say?”

	“Like I would tell you. Have you found any clues?

	“We’re”—I gasped for air—“doing fine.”

	“We’re? You and who else?” She made a show of looking around her. “The last time I saw Jacob, he was limping away like a baby.”

	“His leg hurts. Did you see which way he went?”

	She pointed in the cabin’s direction. If he went that way, I’d be in trouble for sure. I was supposed to be watching him. 

	Amanda stuffed the clue into her bag and pulled the zipper shut. “I think I know where the prize is. Where are your clues?”

	“Jacob has them.” I turned to run. “I’ve got to find him. We’re close to winning, too.”

	“No, I don’t think you are. You might as well give up.”

	I ran back between the boulders and headed for the cabin. I needed to get there before Jacob complained to Dad.

	Dad.

	If I could find him, he could help me, and I would still have a chance. The trees blurred. I pounded through the forest, no longer searching for clues.

	Footsteps sounded behind me. “Charly, wait. Stop.”

	I turned, and Cam came running up. “What?”

	“You have to help me.” He held a knife in one hand.

	I took a step back. “Help you what? I have to go.”

	“No. I have a plan. Help me catch a raccoon, and I’ll let you win.”

	“Have you seen Jacob?”

	“He went that way.” Like Amanda, Cam pointed in the cabin’s direction. “I think he gave up.”

	“Thanks.” Time was running out. Jacob had definitely gone back to the cabin. “I’ve got to go.”

	“No.” Cam grasped my arm. “You have to help me. I have a plan, but I can’t find the cage. I need it to trap a raccoon. If you help me, and we catch one, I’ll give you the tail. Then, you can say you found the prize and win.”

	“That’s stupid. Let go of me. What are you going to trap it with? Do you have any food?” I pulled my arm away.

	“No.”

	“Do you know how to set the trap on the cage?”

	“No.” His upper lip begins to shake. “I’ll figure it out. Won’t you please help me find it? I’ll give you the tail.”

	“No. I’m not helping you kill another raccoon. I’m going to win fair and square.”

	With help from Dad, of course.

	“Charly,” he called as I sprinted away. “You’re going to lose if you don’t—”

	I ran out of the forest and onto the lawn at full speed. The lake stretched out beneath the blue sky, as still as still could be. Not a boat in sight. The boathouse’s windows were dark and lifeless, hidden from the sun beneath the eves. I sprinted up the hill toward the deck and carefully opened the french doors to the dining room. I didn’t want to wake Mom, assuming she was still asleep upstairs.

	“Dad?” I said in a hush.

	Nothing.

	I tip-toed through the cabin until I was sure he wasn’t there. Neither was Jacob. Back on the deck, I gazed at the lawn. The forest. Somewhere out there, Amanda was zeroing in on the prize, and I was stuck here looking for my brother. I resented him for this. I wished he’d never been born.

	Dad had forbidden us from going inside the boathouse, but this was an emergency. I was losing.

	The boathouse door creaked when I opened it. Dust thrust up into the light cast from the window above the workbench. I almost sneezed. My eyes adjusted to the darkness. The canoe lay before three kayaks against the far wall. Tackle boxes and fishing poles. A shovel and a rake. A raccoon trap.

	Maybe I should help Cam.

	No.

	He was sick.

	Dad wouldn’t have fallen for it anyway.

	It would have been cheating. It wouldn’t have been fair to the others, but none of this was fair to me. It was all Jacob’s fault. He held me back, and it wasn’t fair. My entire life—Charly, can you watch Jacob while I go to the store? Charly, I’m sorry, but I can’t take you to soccer practice because Jacob has a doctor’s appointment. Charly, don’t invite more than two friends over at a time. You know how crowds upset your brother.

	I needed to find Dad and explain it to him. We needed to start the game over, this time, without Jacob.

	“Charly? Are you in there?”

	Someone was coming. I was caught. Caught in the boathouse.

	Hot energy surged down my legs. Run. Run. Run.

	“Charly?” Jacob called. 

	Thank God.

	“Jacob, it’s you.” I closed the boathouse door behind me and stepped into the sunlight.

	He came limping across the lawn.

	“Where were you?” I asked.

	“Were you in the boathouse, Charly? You’re not supposed to be in the boathouse. No one is supposed to go into the boathouse.”

	“I was looking for you. Why’d you leave?”

	“You left me. Why do you always leave me?”

	“You’re too slow.”

	“I have shin splints.” He hobbled over near the boathouse and sat on the ground. “It hurts.”

	“Get up. We have to go.”

	“No. I quit. I can’t do it.”

	“Yes, you can. C’mon. I can’t leave you here.”

	“Why not? You left me everywhere else.”

	“Dad said I had to watch you. Now, get up.”

	“Stay and watch me, then.” He grasped his leg. “Stay with me.”

	“But . . . the game.” A distant squee sounded through the trees. “Please, Jacob, won’t you try?”


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	CHARLY

	 


	Shiny wooden chairs, cloth napkins, and sparkling silverware surround the dining table. The wagon wheel chandelier illuminates the dining room, making for a pleasant atmosphere, but the food—yuck. My steak is black on one side and pink on the other. I doubt Barry has ever been in a kitchen before. It was nice of him and Kennedy to try, but my food is almost inedible. And worse, with the snow coming down hard again, I don’t think I’ll be able to convince them to leave tonight. They’ve become too comfortable here.

	Amanda takes delicate bites of her salad, pulling the lettuce off her fork with her red lips, her polished nails shimmering beneath the chandelier, her eyes playing with Randall’s attention. He sits at her side. She always gets what she wants. She didn’t only come here to find out about me, about my troubled teen years. Maybe it’s the disappointing food, or the fact that I’m suddenly starving, but I’m feeling raw toward her. It’s not fair. She didn’t come here to reunite as much as she came to rub her perfect life in my face.

	Cam stands by the french doors, staring out the windows. He can’t possibly see anything out there. He didn’t come here to reunite with us either. He appears to be reliving some memory triggered by staring outside, but there can’t be much to see. Snow covers the trees. Ice covers the lake. The boathouse below is buried and smothered in darkness. I wonder if the sounds I heard are still happening. Hmmph may. Before dinner, I almost snuck outside to listen but thought better of it.

	I’ll get my chance.

	Randall was so suspicious, repeatedly asking Jacob and me if we had gone to the boathouse, I didn’t dare make a move. His story about keeping a top secret project in there is bogus. If it was top secret, why would he even mention it?

	“Oh.” Amanda eyes my steak. “You got one of the bad ones.”

	I turn my fork, and charcoal chunks fall onto my plate. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

	It’s true. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until we sat down. Steak, spaghetti. Salad. Not salad, actually. More like a pile of lettuce and one ripped-apart tomato. Barry didn’t have a knife to chop the salad with. In fact, we don’t even have steak knives.

	“Cam,” Barry says. “Are you going to join us?”

	The burlap curtains hang motionless on each side of Cam as he stares into the darkness.

	“Cam? Did you hear me?” Barry puts his fork down. “Is it still snowing out there?”

	“I’m not sure,” Cam replies. “I think so.”

	“It doesn’t matter”—Barry directs his attention at Randall—“we’re still going on the hunt, right?”

	Randall dabs his mouth with his napkin. “Yes. Nothing will stop the hunt.”

	"What are you hunting, anyway?” I ask. “A polar bear? A snow owl? Won’t all the animals be hiding from the blizzard?”

	“The blizzard? Oh, no.” Kennedy raises her wine glass, guiding it toward her lips. “Won’t that be dangerous? I don’t want my Barry to get buried.” She sips her wine, and a maroon bead dribbles down her chin. “He’s my ride.”

	“Danger is part of the experience.” Randall folds his napkin and places it on his lap. “And no, we’re not hunting polar bears or owls. We have plenty of native prey for tomorrow’s excursion.”

	“What kind of native prey?” I press.

	Fire flashes in Randall eyes, but no one else seems to notice.

	“Nothing is going to stop the hunt,” he says. He’s obviously not going to answer me, so I stop asking. It’s not worth it. Tomorrow, the blizzard will subside, they’ll go on their hunt, and then they’ll leave. It feels like I’m giving up, but if I bide my time, I’ll get my chance to find out what’s in the boathouse. I only hope I can wait.

	Cam approaches the table. Sits down. “Can someone pass the wine?”

	Kennedy reaches for the bottle but misses.

	Barry hands the Merlot to Cam.

	I wonder how many glasses Kennedy’s had and whether this is normal for her.

	“Thank you.” Cam fills his wine glass, and Randall scoots his glass toward the bottle.

	Cam fills Randall’s glass.

	“Amanda, when did you and Cam arrive?” I ask.

	“Not long before you. A couple of hours, I suppose.”

	“Did you have a chance to look around outside?”

	“No. Why?”

	“Just curious. When I was looking for Jacob, I heard some strange noises down by the lake. I wondered if you had seen anything.”

	Randall stabs his salad with a fork. “I arrived yesterday and walked the grounds as always. I heard nothing out of the ordinary.”

	“What about your company’s top secret project?” I ask. “Is it noisy?”

	“Project? Oh, in the boathouse?” He laughs. “No, it’s not noisy, but I’m curious. What exactly did you hear?”

	Not so fast. I’m the one asking the questions now. He’s trying to turn the tables on me.

	Kennedy takes another sip of wine.

	Amanda uses her fork and fingers to tear off a piece of steak.

	Cam shifts in his seat when our eyes meet. “What about you?” I ask. “Did you go down by the lake? By the boathouse?”

	He averts his eyes. “I’m going into the woods tomorrow. I have no reason to go to the boathouse.”

	“Correct,” Randall says. “The boathouse is off limits.” He sounds like my dad. “In fact, no one has any reason to leave the cabin.”

	“What if we do?” Cam asks.

	“If you leave and go to the boathouse, you’ll need to sign a non-disclosure agreement, like I already said.”

	“And, if we don’t sign it?” Amanda tilts her head.

	“How should I put this . . .” He places his frying pan hands on the table. Looks in my direction. “Then you’ll become acquainted with my organization’s law team. We take our trade secrets very seriously.”

	The burnt part tastes better than the raw, but I can’t eat much more steak. Too black. Too rough. The spaghetti’s not much better. Over-boiled and slimy, it slides off my fork before I can get it into my mouth.

	“Why the interest in my project, Charly? Are you sure you didn’t see something? Do you need to sign an NDA?” He refers to the agreement the way a priest opens the door to a confessional. Sitting there, all smug—he’s the one hiding something. “How about your brother? Did he see something?”

	His devilish beard masks his dimples. He’s laughing at us on the inside. Jacob might be right. Some people might be evil, and if so, this man leads the list. The feelings I’m getting now . . . I see nothing but evil. Signing his NDA would be like signing my soul over to the devil. I lean forward. “I already told you. We didn’t go to the boathouse.”

	“Are you certain?”

	“Yes, but I’m planning on going there later. Jacob doesn’t do well in groups, so I thought we’d spend the night down there.”

	“Is that why he didn’t come down for dinner?” Cam asks.

	“Yes.”

	Randall’s neck has turned beet red.

	“Is the boathouse heated?” I ask.

	Randall tightens his grip on his fork. “You cannot go there, and no, it is not heated.” He stands. “Trust me, if the project were not top secret, I’d have asked everyone to sign the NDA and given a tour, but that’s not the case. Signing the NDA is a last resort if someone accidentally happens to wander inside the boathouse.” He leans forward. Puts both hands on the table. “From this moment on, no one goes near there. Understand?”

	Everyone nods except me. He’s running a scam. He said his company takes people on hunting adventures, but he’s acting like he works for the CIA. Without a doubt, he’s lying, and someone—or something—is trapped in the boathouse. No matter what I say at this table, he’s not going to come clean.

	“Miss Highsmith,” he says. “Do you understand?”

	I nod.

	Amanda gazes up at him with a smirk on her lips.

	Cam stands. Picks up his plate. “I’m finished.”

	“Me, too,” I say. “But, I need to take some food to Jacob.”

	Barry looks at Kennedy. “I guess we should clean the table.”

	“Oh, yes.” She slides off her seat and stands with the help of the table. The wine bottle is empty. “Anyone want more wine? I’m getting another bottle.”

	“Haven’t you had enough?” Barry asks.

	It’s my parents all over again. Arguing about alcohol in the cabin.

	Cam returns from the kitchen and sits down. “Oh, I should have brought the wine. Sorry. Can you get me some?” He turns. Glances at the french doors. “We’re snowbound for now. There’s nothing to do but drink.”

	I scoop the last of the spaghetti onto a plate and add some salad to it. “I’ll be right back.”

	When Jacob sleeps, he sleeps deep. He never admits this, always complaining he is fatigued from being woken up, but I’ve seen him sleep through some major disturbances. Still, I tip-toe into the bedroom and put his plate on the nightstand. Puffy snowflakes fall outside his window. A draft seeps through the panes.

	Randall said the boathouse has no heat.

	I head back to the dining room.

	At the bottom of the stairs, I see Amanda slip into the basement. She closes the door behind her. I didn’t think she’d be sleeping down there. With all her flirting, I thought she’d already convinced Randall to give her the upstairs master suite.

	Cam sits at the dining table with Kennedy.

	Both their wine glasses are full.

	Kennedy slouches with her elbows on the table.

	“Wait a minute,” Cam says. “You saw a carving knife when you came in, but then it was gone?”

	“I don’t know.” She slurs her words. Waves her hand in the air. “Barry said he saw it.” 

	Something slams in the kitchen.

	It sounds like Barry is trying to do the dishes by himself.

	“You didn’t see it, did you?” she asks.

	Cam sits up straight. “No.” He takes a drink of his wine. “I’m not into knives.” He sees me standing at the bottom of the stairs.

	I quickly cross the room as if I never stopped moving. “Where’s Randall?”

	“I think he’s in the basement,” Kennedy says.

	“Yeah, he went down there right after you went upstairs.” Cam swallows more wine and makes a sour face.

	“I’m tired.” Kennedy drains her glass and puts it down. She glances at me, and her eyes begin to close. “Did you take a knife out of the kitchen?”

	“No.”

	“What?” Barry shouts from the kitchen.

	“Nothing.” Kennedy rests her head on the table. Lowers her voice. “I don’t know why I came here with him. He thinks he’s some big tough hunter guy, but he acts like a child most of the time.”

	“How about Amanda,” I say. “Have you seen her?”

	Kennedy lifts her head. “I think she’s in the basement.”

	Cam looks around. “She is?”

	I don’t say anything. Amanda batted her eyes at Randall all evening, then snuck into the basement behind him. She’s up to something. She wants the master bedroom, but it’s more than that. I shouldn’t judge her, but it’s hard when my competitive streak keeps flaring up. I’d hoped things had changed since we were kids. Softened. I’d hoped this reunion would be us laughing at the crazy things we did when we were young, but her actions and her holier-than-thou attitude—I feel like I’m being thrust into playing my father’s game all over again. Consumed by my desire to win.

	This feeling isn’t fair to her or me. We’ve all changed, but nonetheless, I’ve got to know what she’s up to. What are they doing down there?

	Kennedy stands. Sways. “Why don’t you like her?”

	“What?” I ask.

	“Why don’t you like Amanda? There’s so much friction between you two.”

	“That’s not true.”

	“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you hate each other.”

	“Whatever gave you that idea?”

	Cam heads for the kitchen. “I’m getting more wine. It’s going to be a long night.”

	Kennedy puts her hand on her belly. “I’ve got to go to bed.”

	“I don’t hate Amanda.”

	She stumbles toward the stairs. “Like, whatever you say. I just don’t want to be around when you two get into it.”


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	RANDALL

	 


	The note reads, Meet me in the basement after dinner for a night you won’t forget.

	Amanda slipped the note into Randall’s hand right before they sat down to dinner. She wants to give herself to him, and it’s no surprise. He is the ultimate male specimen, after all, but he doesn’t have time for fun.

	Barry’s hunt is tomorrow.

	It will go as planned.

	Amanda stands in the dimly lit hall by the basement bathroom, her legs begging him to lift her skirt and enter her like a lion. But he can’t. He dare not. The others sit at the dining table upstairs, chatting their worthless heads off.

	Barry’s hunt is tomorrow.

	Barry’s hunt is a stepping stone toward destiny. Toward taking over Zaroff Excursions.

	Randall will evolve.

	He will take over. He will lift the organization. Improve the processes. The infrastructure. He’ll take each location to a new level, starting with this cabin and its rundown basement. His wealthy clients will love him for the renovations, and word will spread. He will replace the basement’s lighting. The two bedrooms and the bathroom, obviously done on a budget, with their white walls, hollow brown doors, cheap brass doorknobs—he will replace everything.

	He strokes his beard. The Scotch he drank earlier eased his headache, and though not a drinker, he wants more. It’s going to be a long night. He pretends not to notice the curves of Amanda’s breasts behind her blouse. He raises the note. “Why did you give me this?”

	“So you’d meet me in private, silly.”

	“What did you mean by ‘a night you won’t forget?’”

	“Oh, that was just to get you down here. Wait. You didn’t think I wanted to”—she averts her eyes, attempts to hold back a grin, and fails—“you didn’t think I was hitting on you, did you?”

	“Of course I did. Why else would you give me this? What do you want?”

	“I want you to take me on an excursion. I want to go hunting with you.”

	“Sorry, but I cannot help you. It’s not the kind of hunt you think.”

	She steps forward. “Oh, it is.” She puts her hand on his chest. “You see, I’m an accomplished hunter. Tomorrow wouldn’t be my first rodeo.”

	He pushes her hand away. Ignores the swelling in his groin.

	She smiles like a demon.

	He needs to either rest or have another shot of Scotch. “I will not be taking you with us. You and the others need to go to bed.”

	“I can pay the fee. It’s not an issue. In fact, given the short notice, I’ll add ten percent as a bonus for you.”

	“Absolutely not. You don’t know what you’re demanding.”

	“I know what’s in the boathouse.” She titters. “You’re funny. An NDA . . . ha! There isn’t an NDA that could protect your company from that sort of thing. False imprisonment isn’t a trade secret.”

	“Shh.” He grabs her arm and pulls her into the bathroom. Shuts the door.

	“Hey,” she shouts.

	He swings her toward the shower.

	She spins around. Rubs her elbow. “You didn’t have to do that.”

	“Shh. The others might hear you. Be quiet.”

	“No. Not unless you take me with you tomorrow.”

	“How do you know what’s in the boathouse?”

	“Like I said, tomorrow wouldn’t be my first rodeo.”

	“You’ve commissioned an excursion with us before?”

	“Yes. You see, I have a primordial need to be a hunter. A true hunter. I want to be the best version of myself. Feel the power. When it comes to life, I want to win.”

	She knows the sales pitch, but she can’t possibly know what’s in the boathouse except—she listened when he questioned Miss Highsmith. She has gone on an excursion before. She’s presumptive and aggressive and confident. Solid, the way a woman ought to be. “I cannot take you.”

	“I’ll pay you twenty percent above the fee. Under the table. You can keep it for yourself.”

	“I don’t have the resources for two hunts tomorrow.”

	“Take me on Barry’s hunt. I don’t mind sharing.”

	“It doesn’t work that way. If this isn’t your first rodeo, then you know the rules. You know each hunt is an individualized experience.”

	“Can’t you make an exception?”

	“No. There are consequences for breaking the rules. Do you realize you broke the rules by inviting me down here?”

	“How so?”

	“If you’ll recall, after an excursion, you’re to never speak of it again. If you wish to try again, you must contact our office. I’m assuming you failed or you wouldn’t be so eager.”

	“I didn’t fail.” Her cheeks redden. “We were distracted. The guide misled me, and we ran out of time.”

	“I doubt that, but it doesn’t matter. I cannot take two people hunting on a single trip. You’ll need to contact the office and schedule your own hunt. I am pleased you wish to retain our services again, but I cannot help you.”

	She brushes her hair back. Raises her chin. She shows courage, inviting Randall into the basement to be with her all alone. If it weren’t for the others upstairs, he’d end her now. It’s a shame, really. He could use the extra money, but it’s a short-term opportunity at best. She’s not wealthy. Not old-money wealthy, like Barry. She most likely does not have old-money connections. Barry is the real deal. He’s the future of Zaroff Excursions.

	She’s a woman.

	And she broke the rules. There are consequences.

	She’s as good as dead.

	“Please, take me on an excursion,” she implores. “I’ll sign anything your little business wants. I won’t break the rules again.”

	Little business, she says. Conducting excursions in over eleven countries worldwide is not a little business. “I don’t know who led your excursion, but I’m guessing he was new. I’m not. I’m one rung from the CEO, and”—Randall puts his palms together—“do you know what the CEO did the last time someone broke the rules? The last time someone threatened to expose us?”

	The smile leaves her lips. She shakes her head.

	“How would you like to spend some time in the boathouse?”

	“I’m not afraid of you.”

	“You’re so sure of yourself.” He glances at her feet. Her waist. Her hands. Her face. “Did you take the knife?”

	“What?”

	“The carving knife Barry was asking about. Did you take it?”

	“No.”

	“Are you certain?”

	“Yes. Why?”

	Behind her, the shower curtain bears a sullen floral pattern and hangs from a rusty, chrome-plated bar. A stack of white towels rests on a vanity between the shower and the toilet. He hasn’t checked the vanity in a long time, but it’s unlikely there’s anything in there he could use to tie her up. The plastic curtain doesn’t have the thickness to suffocate her. It would rip.

	He’ll have to knock her out.

	Hide her body in one of the bedrooms.

	He takes a step forward.

	“What are you doing?” she asks.

	“Are you certain you didn’t take the knife?” He looks at her hands.

	“Yes.”

	“Are you certain you want to go on a hunt tomorrow?” Randall raises his hand, threatening to strike her. Takes another step forward.

	She holds her ground. “Yes. I’m certain.”

	Her courage excites him. It’s a real shame. She has great genetics. To his surprise, the human race would be better with her in it, but there’s too much at stake. Barry is the client of the future. Not her.

	He makes a fist.

	Someone yells from outside the bathroom. “Hello? Amanda? Are you down here?”

	Amanda opens her mouth.

	Randall is quick to cover it. He swings around behind her and pulls her close. Her ass feels good against his groin.

	He whispers, “Say one word, and I’ll snap your neck.”

	“Hello?” the voice calls again.

	He presses his hand hard against her lips. His fingertips dig into her cheek. “Get in the shower and shut the curtain. Don’t say a word. Do you understand?”

	Amanda nods.

	He removes his hand.

	She steps into the stall, but she doesn’t close the curtain.

	“Amanda,” the voice says, “I saw you come down here.”

	“It’s Charly,” Amanda whispers.

	“Shh. Be quiet.”

	“No. Not unless you take me with you tomorrow.”

	“Two people cannot hunt one animal. Now shut up.”

	She looks to the ceiling. Runs her tongue over her lip gloss. “Maybe you could put someone else in the boathouse. You know—for me.”

	He pulls the curtain closed. “Stay there, and for the good of man, shut the hell up.”

	“Amanda?”

	Randall opens the bathroom door.

	Miss Highsmith stands at the bottom of the stairs, barely visible in the dim light. She’s a whore on a street corner.

	Charly.

	That’s a good name for a whore.

	She steps forward and attempts to peer past him into the bathroom.

	He senses Amanda’s gaze upon his back. She must be peeking through the curtains. The insolence. The bravery. Her lilac perfume. He steps into the hall and pulls the door closed behind him.

	The whore yawns and stretches her arms over her head. “Have you seen Amanda? I wanted to tell her goodnight.”

	“Her room is upstairs.” Randall doesn’t believe her. Miss Highsmith didn’t come down here to say goodnight. She’s snooping. “I haven’t seen her.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes. Tell me, how long have you been down here?”

	“Huh?”

	“In the basement.” His throat tightens. “When did you come down here?”

	“Just now.”

	“Very well. Let’s go back upstairs.” He reaches for her arm.

	“Where’s Amanda?” She pulls away. “I know she’s down here somewhere.”

	“Miss Highsmith. I’m not asking you. I’m telling you.”

	“Amanda?”

	The sound of water comes from the bathroom.

	The whore narrows her eyes and smirks.

	Randall wants his gun in his fist. He wants to reach into his pocket, unstrap it from his thigh, and shoot that smirk off her face. Ah, but then he’d have to kill Amanda as well, and that would be a shame. He’d also have to murder everyone upstairs. It would be a massacre and a mess. The carnage would traumatize Barry and put the future of Zaroff Excursions at risk.

	His hand trembles. He puts it in his pocket.

	“Sounds like someone’s in the bathroom,” she says.

	Randall looks at her hands. He scans her pockets and her pant legs, looking for a bulge. Someone took the carving knife. He must be careful. These people aren’t as innocent as they appear. Not all of them are sheep headed for the slaughterhouse.

	One of them is a wolf.

	One of them has a carving knife.

	The bathroom door opens.

	Randall spins around.

	“Hi, Charly.” Amanda dries her hands with a towel. “Going to bed?”


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	CHARLY

	 


	Sleep doesn’t come. I toss and turn like a child the night before the first day of school.

	It’s not the floor’s fault.

	It’s not Jacob’s snoring.

	It’s Amanda.

	I can’t shake the image of her standing in the basement bathroom, drying her hands, looking over Randall’s shoulder. They met in the basement and—why were they in the bathroom together? Were they having sex?

	What’s wrong with Amanda?

	Whatever she’s up to, she’s not going to get away with it. I hated how they shooed me upstairs to bed like a child. They’re in on something together. She probably knows what he’s hiding in the boathouse.

	I roll over. Pull the blankets over my ears.

	Jacob’s snoring reminds me of the noise outside the boathouse. It flaps softly like a child’s blanket in the wind. Maybe that’s all it was. Maybe it wasn’t an animal crying. It could have been a blanket, or a pump in need of oil, or an old TV. A radio. A top secret project. I’m exhausted, but I must consider the possibility that Randall is telling the truth.

	No. No way. He’s evil.

	He’s like my first love in life, Drake. Drake hit me, but does that mean he was evil? Or was he just troubled?

	I’m driving myself crazy.

	Jacob snores again.

	I look at the window.

	It must be past midnight.

	I look at Jacob.

	He had a rough day. It’s easy to forget how important his fidget toys are to him. Everything we have is trapped in my car miles from here, buried in the snow. I wish we could leave. Put all this behind us. I wish we had never come. I wish I could sleep, but the noise inside the boathouse won’t stop bouncing around inside my head.

	Hmmph may. Peeese, hmmph may.

	There’s only one way I’m going to get any rest.

	I quietly put on my jacket and shoes and carefully open the door so as not to wake Jacob. I wish I’d worn hiking boots, but I don’t own any. I’ve always been partial to canvas flats.

	Guttural, animal noises come from across the hall. Barry and Kennedy’s room. It’s been a long time for me, but when I picture Barry having sex . . . he’s just not my type.

	He’s a slickhead.

	At the end of the hall, I hear glasses clinking downstairs. I tiptoe down the steps until I can bend over the railing and spy the dining table.

	Randall and Cam are sitting there, drinking. The wine bottles are empty, and the Scotch is nearly gone. They laugh and clink their shot glasses together. Cam must be drunk. He’s grinning ear to ear.

	Randall says, “. . . and the gentleman dropped his gun and ran, screaming, all the way back to the cabin. I yelled, ‘Come back. It’s only a raccoon.’”

	Cam guffaws. Slaps his hand on the table and slams his shot back.

	Randall pours him another.

	There’s no way I can sneak past them.

	Back in the hallway, Kennedy moans behind her bedroom door. I hope their lovemaking doesn’t wake Jacob. If he finds out I left him alone, I’ll literally never hear the end of it.

	The windows at the end of the hall overlook the awning above the front door. It’s the only way out. I open the nearest window, and crystalline, icy snow rushes in, instantly freezing my face. I thrust my legs outside and slide out after them. But when I attempt to plant my feet on the awning, they slip out from under me and I begin sliding down it in fits and starts—arresting my descent, then losing traction and dropping another six inches down before I roll onto my stomach and, with everything I have, scramble back up the awning and grasp the window jamb with both hands. After hanging there and panting for a minute, I pull myself up and breathe a sigh of relief.

	That had to have been noisy. Someone might have heard my flailing.

	I peer into the hall.

	It’s empty.

	A big part of me longs to climb back inside, but that’s not an option. Slowly, I reach up and pull the window closed.

	The wind stings my neck.

	There’d better be something good in the boathouse.

	Raising my left elbow so I can see, I scan the accursed awning I’ve just scaled. About five feet away, the awning butts up against a stout-looking downspout. All I need to do is shimmy over there, grab it, and slide down it like a fireman. 

	Still gripping the window jamb for all I’m worth, I shimmy. I make progress, but not quite enough. There’s a gap between the end of the jamb and the downspout. When I reach for the downspout, my chest contracts. The cold air burns my lungs. This is more exercise than I’m used to. More excitement. I try to catch my breath and consider going back inside, but my hands are aching and the awning is only getting icier. I’d never make it.

	The only way out is down, so, doing what I can to swing toward the downspout, I launch myself at it—and, after losing enough elevation to send my stomach into my throat, I get my frozen hands on it. Wrapping it in my arms, I shoot down at about twice the speed I’d fantasized I would until my feet slam onto the porch deck. Pain courses up my legs with the impact, but thanks to the adrenaline rush, I barely feel it.

	I hold still, hoping Cam and Randall didn’t hear me over their boozing inside.

	This is stupid.

	What am I waiting for?

	Whether they heard me or not, I need to get out of here.

	I’m off the porch and trudging through the snow, hoping there’s nothing buried beneath the drifts that will trip me up. A few hours ago, I traipsed around the cabin searching for Jacob, leaving a trail, but I can’t see it in the dark.

	The porch light comes on as I round the corner.

	The snow is deeper on this side.

	The north side.

	The dark side.

	I make it to the backyard and lift my knees high, forcing my way down the hill, past the deck. They don’t seem to be chasing after me, but I assume they are, and I push on. My shoes fill with snow. My calves freeze. I can’t go any faster, but I try, and I nearly fall down. It’s like running in quicksand.

	When I reach the boathouse, I put my back against the wall. My chest heaves. My lungs burn. For a moment, I thought someone had followed me down the hill, but there’s no one up there. Other than a faint light escaping through the french door windows, the deck is dark.

	I’m safe for now.

	“Hello?” A broken voice comes from inside the boathouse. “Is someone there?”

	It’s a man’s voice.

	“Please, help me.”

	A light bursts to life behind me. Turning, I see the glow comes from above the french doors. Fluffy snowflakes fall and settle on the deck. The picnic table’s silhouette hides behind the railing and reminds me of a bug’s skeleton. It’s like the bugs we studied in middle school before I dropped out.

	“Please?” the voice says again. “Is someone there?”

	The french doors open.

	I’ve got to hide.

	I grasp the doorknob to the boathouse, attempt to turn it, but it’s locked. I twist hard, and it gives a little, but not enough. Placing one foot on the wall, I twist and pull on the door. The weather-worn wood flexes, the door pops open, and splinters of wood bounce on the floor. The latch is mostly broken now. I slip inside and pull the door closed behind me. There’s just enough wood left in the jamb to hold the door closed.

	Moonlight pushes through a window on the opposite wall, exposing a workbench.

	Everything else is blanketed in darkness.

	“Who’s there?” the voice asks.

	“Where are you?”

	“Over here. There’s a light switch by the door. Please, help me.”

	The floorboards groan as I feel my way through the dark to the workbench. I don’t dare turn on the lights for fear Randall will see them from the deck. Frost covers the window above the bench, obscuring the moonlight.

	It’s freezing in here.

	“Please. Are you going to let me out?”

	“Hold on,” I say.

	I run my hands over the workbench, feeling for a flashlight, a lighter. Matches. Anything. I find a hammer, some screwdrivers. A toolbox. I open it, remove the top tray and discover a small flashlight hiding in the bottom.

	I switch it on, turn around, and—oh my God.

	There’s a cage.

	Randall has locked a man in a cage.

	The man stands, grasps the bars, and shakes the door.

	“Stop it.” I rush to him. “They’ll hear you.”

	“I want out.”

	“Shh.”

	“I’m dying.”

	He shakes the door again.

	A padlock bounces outside the latch, noisily banging against the iron.

	I grasp the bars. “Stop it.”

	He lets go and backs away before I can get the light on him.

	The cage isn’t small. It could hold several people. The thick black bars stretch toward the ceiling. I shine the light on the padlock.

	“Who are you?” he asks.

	There’s no combination dial or keyhole. “I’m Charly. I’m going to get you out of here.” I pull, but the lock doesn’t give. A red circle lights up in the center. I press it with my thumb. Nothing happens. There are no buttons, dials—nothing. It’s completely smooth. “I don’t understand.”

	“You’ll have to break it with something,” he says. “It’s electronically controlled. He unlocks it with his cell phone.”

	“Who? Randall?”

	“Huh?”

	“Was the man’s name Randall?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe. Yeah, I think so.”

	I shine the light on him. A blood-soaked rag hangs from his forearm. He’s got a shiner beneath his left eye, and his lower lip is split. His skin is puffy and pale. I can’t tell how long he’s been here, but he looks like he might be right. He looks like he’s dying.

	“Please, help me.”

	“What happened?”

	He rubs his head. “I don’t know. One minute, I was having a drink in a bar, and the next thing I knew, I was locked in a trunk. When I woke up, there was this guy, and—he beat me up. He locked me in here.”

	Randall did this. He must have. “What did the man look like?”

	“Tall. Really tall. Big hands. He wore a suit or like a fancy suit jacket. His hair is dark, and he has—”

	“A beard?”

	“Yes.”

	It’s Randall. No doubt. He lied to us, telling us he had a top secret project when he really had a man in a cage. Is this what human trafficking looks like?

	The poor man steps backward and lowers himself to the floor. He sits with his legs crossed.

	“Why is he doing this?” I ask.

	“I don’t know.”

	His head hangs down. His chin touches his chest. His shoulders droop, and he cradles his bandaged arm with his free hand. The floorboards are stained red, but it looks to me like his bleeding has stopped.

	I swing the flashlight over the room, cringing at the thought of the light escaping through the cracks in the walls. The interior is somewhat like I remembered. The kayaks are still here. The canoe. A few life jackets. A metal cabinet near the workbench. There’s a thick blanket on the floor next to the cabinet, and I grab it. “Here.”

	“Thank you, but it’s too late.” He shivers. “I’m going to die.”

	“No, you’re not. What’s your name?”

	“Tyler.”

	I grasp the lock. “It’s going to be okay, Tyler.”

	“It’s no use. You can’t open it. I’m going to freeze to death in here.”


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Despite Amanda’s most recent victory cry—squee—the game was not over. Despite my brother’s ailing leg and my dad’s disappearance, I was not giving up. There had to be a way to win.

	Jacob sat slumped against the boathouse, rubbing his leg. “You can’t leave me here, Charly. You can’t.”

	“Isn’t it any better? We don’t have time for this.”

	“It hurts. It’s shin splints.”

	I raised my voice. “We have to go back and find the prize now. I’m not going to lose.”

	“Amanda always wins. She will find the prize first. The raccoon tail is the ultimate prize. Not everyone has one, but Amanda will. She always wins.”

	“Only because you let her.”

	“No, I don’t. She always wins because she’s Amanda.”

	I wanted to open the boathouse door, shove him inside, and lock it. I wanted to leave him there until I could find the prize and win the game. “Don’t you want to win? Don’t you ever want to win?”

	“I guess. You know what the doctor says. It’s hard for me.”

	“You can do it. Here. Let’s see how bad it is.” I bent over and rubbed his leg. He yelled in pain. “Okay. Can you make it back into the woods where Dad can’t see you? If he thinks I left you alone, I’ll get in trouble.”

	“It hurts to walk.”

	“Here, let me just—” I rubbed his leg again.

	“Ow. You’re hurting me.”

	“Doesn’t it feel better?”

	“I guess so.”

	“Good, c’mon.” I grasped his arm and helped him to stand. “You can hide while I go find Amanda.”

	“But I saw Cam in there.” He shook his head. “He didn’t see me. I saw him, and he had a knife.”

	“Don’t worry. I won’t let him find you.” Jacob gingerly took one step, then another. I pulled on his arm as we crossed the lawn. By the time we reached the trailhead, he almost walked normally. “Is your shin better?”

	“Kind of.”

	We dropped into the shadows and followed the trail. “Do you still want to wait while I go ahead?”

	“You’re leaving me?”

	“Yes. That was the plan. I—not really. I’ll be right back. I just need to find Amanda and beat her to the prize. You can hide.”

	“What if Cam sees me? He had a knife. Why did he have a knife, Charly?”

	“He wants to cheat by killing another raccoon and taking its tail. He thinks he can fool Dad into believing he found the prize.” I stepped off the path and headed for the largest tree in the area.

	Jacob followed, dry needles crunching beneath his feet. “Don’t leave me, Charly.”

	“It’s okay. He won’t see you behind here.”

	“Look,” Jacob shouted. “There. There. There.” He pulled away from me.

	“What?”

	He fell onto his hands and knees and reached into a bush. “I found one.”

	I joined him on the ground and snatched the piece of paper away from him.

	 

	Behind the house of boats, where one hundred years ago, a mountain man gave a donkey named Rags a box of oats, you will find the next of these notes.

	 

	Jacob snatched the paper back, and I stood. Amanda might have already found the raccoon tail. I could picture her holding it up in her greedy little hands. If we went back to the boathouse, she might come out of the woods and win before we could read the next note. But, if I found her first, I could take the tail away from her.

	“I did it. I did it. I found a clue.” Jacob stood, beaming.

	If I took the tail away from Amanda, she’d tell on me, but we had no time.

	“Charly,” Jacob tugged on my arm, “let’s go.”

	“Not that way.”

	“What?”

	“Let’s go find Amanda. We have to stop her.”

	“But the clue is this way. The boathouse is this way. I can do it. I found this clue. I can find the next one. I know where it is. Please, Charly? There is a box behind the boathouse. A wooden box. There are a lot of things behind the boathouse, but one thing is an old box. It might have those oats in it from a long time ago. A donkey named Rags ate oats.” He stood tall, waving the paper in the air.

	I couldn’t say no. “How’s your leg?”

	“It’s better.” He marched back onto the trail. “I’m going to find the next note.”

	“Fine, but let’s hurry before Amanda finds the prize.” I followed him out of the woods, glancing over my shoulder. Any second, I just knew Amanda would come running behind us, shrieking with victory, but she didn’t. Jacob ran behind the boathouse, favoring his leg, half-skipping every other step, and he was right. Behind the boathouse, we found another clue inside an old wooden box.

	My dad was nowhere in sight.

	I still wanted his help.

	He had promised, and then he had left.

	Jacob read the clue, then handed it to me.

	 

	A boulder named Stew fell off the mountain and broke in two. If you follow the trail and stay to the right, you can visit Stew, and under the log on his left, you’ll find your next clue.

	 

	“Let’s go, Charly.” He took off for the forest, limp-running. “Let’s go find Stew.”

	I ran after him. “Jacob, wait.” He crossed the trailhead into the forest’s shadows. “Jacob, wait. It’s not there. I know where Stew is, but—”

	“Me too.” He didn’t stop. “Me too, Charly.”

	“Wait.” I grabbed his arm. “The clue is gone. It isn’t under a log by the boulder anymore. Amanda already took it. I was there.” He stared at me as if I had spoken in a foreign language. “There’s no point in going there. The clue is gone.”

	“But, I found the clue. This clue. She hasn’t found them all. I want to find the next one.”

	“I already saw her find the next one. I think she has found all the rest. It’s too late. We can’t win by searching anymore.” I caught my breath. “We need to find her, or we have to—we need to bring back a raccoon tail.” Maybe Cam’s plan wasn’t so stupid. If we helped him catch a raccoon, he’d give us the tail. It would be cheating, but we were out of options. If we found Amanda and took the tail away from her, she’d tell on us, but with Cam’s tail, we could say we had the real one. It would be hard for Dad to know who had cheated.

	“I can find another clue, Charly. I can. I’m sure I can.” Jacob had never been so driven to do something in his entire life. He bounced like his leg had stopped hurting.

	“There’s no time. Let’s help Cam catch a raccoon.”

	“No. I don’t like Cam.”

	Snap.

	“Shh.” Someone, or something, had stepped on a stick. “Did you hear that?”

	Jacob turned pale and nodded. He held up the clue. “A boulder named Stew—”

	“Shh.” I snatched it from him. “Someone’s coming.”


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall rests his hand on the french door handle, gazing outside. His nerves took over for a second there, but he’s okay now. Earlier, sitting with Cam at the dining table, he’d heard a noise—a loud crash—come from out front, but nothing was there when he checked the porch. It could have been the wind, tearing a branch from a tree, or some poorly placed firewood falling off the stack. Or someone trying to escape.

	It had sounded like someone was on the roof, so he stepped off the porch and gazed up at the cabin. The darkness hid the upper floor, but his instincts had told him something was wrong. He rushed back inside and switched the deck light on. But—curiously—no one was out there, either.

	His instincts are never wrong.

	He rubs his beard.

	The moonlight reflects off the snow, painting the landscape a light blue.

	He strains to see the boathouse.

	The night air slowly moves across the desk and into the cabin, wrapping itself around his legs. His torso. It chills him.

	The boathouse is buried, and more snow is on its way. Feathery snowflakes fall and settle on the deck at Randall’s feet. Someone is down there. He can feel it.

	“What’s going on?” Cam asks.

	Randall calms himself and remembers the task at hand. He has Cam right where he wants him.

	“Is there any more Scotch?” Cam asks.

	Randall closes the doors and turns around.

	Cam holds up an empty bottle.

	“Yes, one moment.” Randall strides into the living room and throws another log into the fireplace. Embers fly. The dry wood crackles. He opens the liquor cabinet and retrieves a fresh bottle. More cheap stuff. “Here we are.” He returns to the table, sits across from Cam, and opens the Scotch. 

	Cam pushes his shot glass forward.

	Randall fills it to the brim.

	“Thank you.”

	This is going well. The mop-head is already slurring his words.

	“So,” Cam leans over the table, propping himself up on his elbows. “That’s it? You just take them out in the woods and hunt. How is that so—how is that so special?”

	“It’s not just to hunt. It’s to fulfill one’s primordial survival needs. I orchestrate each client’s excursion to make sure they feel like predators. I make sure they feel the power. You’d love it.”

	“I don’t know. Is it big game? There’s not much up here like that. Mostly mountain goats.”

	“It’s the biggest game known to man. That’s where the power comes from. The calm before the storm as you track the prey through the trees. The exhilaration of the chase. The smell of fear as you close in, and finally—bang!”

	Cam rocks back in his chair. Terror streaks across his face, and then, realizing everything is okay, he laughs like a moron.

	“Would you be interested in going on an excursion sometime?” Randall asks.

	“No. I don’t think so.” He sips his drink. “I’m not a hunter. I kind of had a thing with animals when I was little. I—” He glances at the french doors. “One time, I was here, actually. With my cousins.”

	“Amanda?”

	“Yes. Her, and Charly, and Jacob.”

	“If you don’t mind my saying, the four of you don’t seem very close. Tell me, do you spend much time together?”

	“No. Not with Charly. I see Amanda more. I don’t live too far from her.” He swirls his shot glass. “We sometimes eat together, or have lunch.”

	“Tell me about Amanda.”

	Cam grins. “You like her or something?”

	“No, nothing like that. She intrigues me, is all. She seems very driven.”

	“She is. She is amazing. Nothing gets between Amanda and what Amanda wants. I do my best to stay out of her way.”

	“What do you mean?”

	He sniffs his drink. “This is the best Scotch I’ve ever had.” He takes a sip.

	Moron.

	“How does she always get what she wants?” Randall inquires.

	“I don’t know. It’s complicated. She doesn’t back down from anything. She’s—it’s best to have her on your side, if you know what I mean.” He licks his lips and gazes at Randall. “You look like you’re driven. Successful. This place is a lot nicer than when I was little. You must be making bank with your excur—your excur—your hunting trips.”

	Randall straightens his cuffs. “I do well. I’m fulfilled. More?”

	“No.” Cam places his hand over his shot glass. “I’ve had enough.”

	“How about you? Are you fulfilled?”

	“Oh, I get it. You want me to go hunting. I know a salesman when I see one.”

	“Guilty as charged. But, honestly—are you fulfilled?”

	“I don’t know. I think . . . no. I mean, is anyone?”

	“I am. Let me take you hunting sometime.”

	“Like I said, I had a thing with animals. I don’t like to hurt them.” He averts his eyes. “Not anymore.”

	“Anymore?”

	“When I was a little kid . . .” His eyelids droop. He looks down at the table. Clasps his hands. “I guess you could say I hunted when I was little. I—I didn’t know any better.”

	“What did you do?”

	“I hurt animals.” He grips his shot glass. “I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

	“Why did you hurt the animals?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Randall pulls Cam’s glass from his hand and drags it across the table. “I think I know.”

	“They weren’t like people. I didn’t know they had feelings. I was just a kid.”

	“What animals did you hurt?” He fills Cam’s glass.

	“Squirrels, mostly. And . . .” He scrunches his face. “We had a cat.”

	“And, you hurt the cat?”

	Cam downs his shot. Exhales hot air. His breath sickens Randall. This is good. The moron has lost control of his tongue to King Alcohol, the truthmaker. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

	“Ah, but pets aren’t much different from prey. You shouldn’t feel bad. We forget that we’re all animals. We love our pets, assign emotions to them, and like you said, we fool ourselves into believing animals have feelings. We forget we’re all animals. We forget that it is natural to chase, attack, and kill.”

	“I don’t know,” he slurs. “I don’t know if that’s right.”

	“Did you kill the squirrels?”

	“Sometimes.”

	“How?”

	“I had a knife.” He flushes. “Oh, God.”

	“What is it?”

	“The blood.”

	“From the animals? You cut them with your knife?”

	“Yes.”

	“It’s okay.” Randall takes a sip of his shot. “Speaking of knives, did you see the carving knife in the kitchen earlier?”

	Cam glances at the kitchen doorway. “No, I don’t—do you think I took it?”

	“No, no. Not at all.”

	“I don’t need a knife. I don’t hurt animals anymore.”

	“Why did you hurt them when you were little? Why do you think you killed the squirrels?”

	“It wasn’t only squirrels.” He points at the window. “Out there, I killed a raccoon.”

	“Why?”

	Cam shoves his glass toward Randall.

	Randall pours.

	“My therapist says it was my parents’ fault. She says I was angry over the divorce.”

	“Do you think that’s the reason?”

	“Yes.” He takes the shot glass and twists it like a radio dial, staring at the liquor. “That raccoon was the last animal I ever hurt. I need to see where it happened, like visiting a cemetery. I need to tell it I’m sorry. My therapist says I need forgiveness. My parents’ divorce wasn’t my fault, but that raccoon . . . that baby raccoon . . .”

	Psycho.

	Psycho moron.

	This man spent the afternoon staring out the french doors because he killed a raccoon a long time ago. A worthless raccoon. What a crybaby. What a moron. “I can help you.”

	“How?”

	“Your therapist is wrong. The best thing for you is to embrace your survival instincts. As a child, your instincts told you to kill. This is natural. We’re closer to who we really are when we’re children. You weren’t angry because of the divorce. You were angry because you had no outlet for your instincts.”

	“I don’t know if that’s right.”

	“You’re a strong hunter, Cam. I can tell. Trust me, I’ve taken hundreds of men hunting, and we’re all the same. You don’t need a raccoon’s forgiveness. You need to embrace your inner self. You need to hunt.”

	“No.” He sits up. “I—”

	“How did it feel when you killed the raccoon?”

	“Horrible. I stabbed it in the back and—oh, the blood.”

	“And you killed again, didn’t you?”

	“No. Never.”

	“Ah, so you held it all inside.” Randall taps his fingertips together. “Hmm . . . you held all the guilt inside. You invented emotions around the raccoon, and you held onto them. It was self-serving, Cam. The raccoon should have been the victim, not you. You invented emotions around your cat as well, didn’t you?”

	“Shut up. Don’t talk about Freckles.”

	Freckles.

	Randall struggles to keep from laughing out loud. The cat’s name was Freckles, for Darwin’s sake. “When you killed the raccoon—when you stabbed it—at that moment, how did it feel?”

	“Shut up.”

	Randall raises his voice. “Did you kill your cat?”

	Cam slams his hand on the table. His lips stiffen. “It felt good, okay? It felt good when I stabbed the raccoon. Okay?”

	“Yes. It is okay. You see? You don’t need to beg forgiveness to rid yourself of guilt. You need to hunt again. The proper way. Like a man. You were only a child with a knife, acting out. You had no one to teach you.” Randall stands. “Get your coat.”

	“What?”

	“I’m going to set you free, my friend. We’re going hunting.”

	“Now?” Cam stands. Wavers.

	“Yes. Come with me.” Randall rounds the table and puts his hand on Cam’s shoulder. “I have everything we need in the boathouse. Flashlights. Guns.”

	“But,” he licks his lips, “I—your secret. Your top secret project. I don’t want to sign anything.”

	“The NDA? Don’t worry about that.” Randall smiles. “I trust you. You won’t have to sign anything. You only have to come to the boathouse with me. Now.”


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	CHARLY

	 


	The cold has penetrated my skin and stiffened my muscles. My bones will be next. The deadening pain has already crept into my ankles and fingers. Randall has turned the boathouse into a prison. Once more, I rub my thumb over the padlock on Tyler’s cage. I shine the flashlight on it. The surface is smooth, and a red ring glows in the center.

	The damn thing is impenetrable.

	“It’s no use.” Tyler sits slumped in the back corner. He’s wrapped in the horse blanket I found for him, shivering. “I’m as good as dead.”

	There’s a pinhole on the bottom of the lock big enough for a paper clip or a thumbtack. Maybe I can reset it. Maybe it will pop open. “Shh. I’m going to get you out of here.”

	“I’m tired.”

	I go to the workbench. “Just hang on. I have an idea.” There are a couple of screwdrivers. A small saw. Some string. A nail too big for the lock’s pinhole. A toolbox full of rags, reeking of gas and oil.

	Tyler moans.

	I shine the flashlight around the boathouse. The kayaks—one red, one blue—lean against the back wall by the canoe. I’d hoped to see a tackle box and find some fishing lures, but no luck.

	“Go for help.” Tyler lifts his head. “You’re going to have to leave and get help.”

	There’s nothing to reset the lock with. If I had a tire iron or something, I could wedge it into the lock and break it open. “I don’t want to leave you.” A shovel and two rakes stand in the corner nearest the door. Age has stolen the varnish from their wooden handles, making them cracked and splintery. Frail. There’s a stack of coiled hoses on the floor and an empty flower pot.

	No tire iron.

	I bet there’s one in Cam’s car or in one of the other cars up by the firewood.

	A shadow moves past the ice-covered window.

	I drop to the floor, and the flashlight slips out of my hand. It shines straight up, illuminating the ceiling.

	The boathouse glows.

	The door handle turns.

	“Hide,” Tyler says.

	“I am.”

	I grab the flashlight and feel for the power switch. My freezing fingers don’t want to cooperate, and it slips out of my hand again.

	The door opens a crack, then stops.

	“Here, let me help you.” Randall’s voice sounds gentle, but he speaks with such command. “Come. You’re about to embark on a great adventure.”

	I grasp the flashlight, and my thumb finds the button.

	I press it as hard as I can.

	The light goes out.

	The door opens.

	I scoot backward, then roll onto my side and crawl toward the kayaks in the dark.

	“Right in here,” Randall says.

	“Where? I can’t see.”

	Cam?

	That sounded like Cam.

	I pull myself across the floor, dragging my knees, and bump into a kayak.

	I freeze.

	“Here,” Randall says, “let me get the light.”

	I slip in between the kayak and the wall.

	A light comes on above, and the boathouse comes to life.

	My eyes burn. Cold air rushes in through the door. My frozen fingertips scream in pain. The icy chill snakes its way into my bones. I hold my breath. I can’t let it out for fear Randall will see it. He’ll wonder why puffs of smoke come out of the kayak.

	“What’s that?” Cam asks.

	“That’s your new roommate,” Randall replies.

	I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself. I’ve got to see what they’re doing. I exhale through my hand and peer around the kayak. I’m behind the cage. Behind Tyler. It’s a decent cover. Randall and Cam stand by the door across the room.

	Cam steps to the side, nearly falls down, then stumbles forward. How much did he have to drink with Randall?

	“Help me.” Tyler lifts his head.

	Randall grasps a shovel from the corner.

	Cam gazes stupidly at Tyler. “Help you? What are you doing in there?”

	Randall steps behind Cam. He spins the handle and bends his knees like a baseball batter. “He’s having the time of his life.”

	Just as Cam turns toward his voice, Randall cracks him in the head.

	Bright blood sprays in an arc from Cam’s face.

	Randall steps forward, ready to hit him again, but Cam goes down.

	I jerk back, out of sight.

	“Ooh,” Cam moans. “Why?”

	“Why?” Randall mocks. “Why? Why me? Poor me? Why are you doing this? Let me go. Please, let me go.”

	“Please,” Cam begs.

	Slumpf.

	“Ah.” He screams in pain.

	Slumpf.

	It sounds like Randall is kicking him.

	Slumpf.

	I take a peek, and I’m right. He’ll break Cam’s ribs. Maybe he already has.

	Slumpf.

	Randall pulls a gun out of his pants pocket. Points it at Cam’s head. “Hold still.”

	Cam lies in the fetal position. Blood pools near his cheek.

	“You’re disgusting, you moron.” Randall pulls his cell phone out of his other pocket with his free hand and taps the screen with his thumb. The cage’s lock unlatches, and Randall removes it from the door. “Get inside.” He kicks Cam in the stomach again.

	I want to scream.

	Cam lies there, bleeding.

	Randall pulls the door open and puts his foot on Cam’s hip. He pushes, forcing Cam to roll onto his back. “I said, get inside.”

	Tyler tries to stand as if he is going to make a break for it, but Randall raises his gun in an almost leisurely fashion. Tyler freezes.

	Cam rolls over and crawls into the cage.

	I smell my mother. Whiskey. Cam is drunk, and Tyler doesn’t smell great either. I don’t know why Randall has them locked up. This is not the “top secret” project I imagined his organization hid in the boathouse. I wonder if there is an organization. I wonder if Randall is some kind of sicko serial killer who lured that slickhead, Barry, here to kill him along with Tyler.

	And now, the sicko has Cam.

	But why the cage?

	Why all the stuff about taking Barry on a hunting trip?

	It doesn’t make sense.

	Cam coughs, and blood trickles down his chin.

	Randall, watching Cam, hitches his breath, swallows, and looks away. He gags. Clears his throat. “You disgust me.” He shuts the door to the cage.

	“How long are you going to keep us in here?” Tyler asks.

	Randall places the lock on the door and latches it. The red circle flashes once and dies. He returns his gun to his pants pocket and turns away. It’s strange how he carries his weapon like a wallet. Or a cell phone.

	I need to get my hands on his cell phone. It’s the key.

	If I waited for him to return to his room and fall asleep, I could sneak inside and steal it, but there’s no time. Tyler is about to pass out, and Cam—poor Cam. He might have internal bleeding.

	I need something to break the cage open with.

	A tire iron.

	I need Cam’s car keys.

	“Why?” Tyler mutters. “Why are you—”

	“Why?” Randall says, pitching his voice up an octave. “Why are you hurting me? Why are you doing this?”

	“I thought we were going hunting.” Cam wipes the blood from his cheek. “You said we were going hunting.”

	Randall laughs. “Oh, we are. Don’t worry.”

	He opens the door to leave.

	Cold air rushes across the room.

	“Rain or shine. Or, in this case”—Randall looks up at the sky—“snow. Don’t worry. Nothing is going to stop us from hunting.”

	A wall of frigid air hits me. It rushes into my lungs. It becomes a tickle in my throat.

	I swallow.

	My eyes water.

	I cough.

	Randall spins around.

	Cam looks at Tyler. Confused.

	The tickle doesn’t go away. Instead, it turns into an ache. I hold my breath, but the pain is too much. The pressure builds. I cough again, and Tyler covers his mouth.

	“What was that?” Randall asks, stepping forward.

	“I’m catching a cold.” Tyler coughs. “I’m going to die if you leave me in here.”

	Randall narrows his eyes. He focuses beyond the cage. He’s looking right at me.

	Oh, God. I swear—he’s looking right at me.

	Tyler coughs again. He scoots to his right, but I can still see Randall. He coughs again, this time into his fist.

	Randall reaches into his pocket and pulls out his gun.

	The winter wind howls.


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	The sound came from the trees behind Jacob. He stood there staring at me, frozen. I hadn’t meant to scare him when I heard the noise. I only wanted him to be quiet. I put my finger to my lips and motioned for him to come near me.

	A rustling noise—a pine needle-crushing noise—came from the trees, and Jacob turned to face it.

	“It might be Amanda,” I whispered. “She’s trying to sneak past us without using the trail.”

	He nodded.

	“If it is her, we’ve got to take the raccoon tail away from her, okay?”

	“What if she doesn’t have it, Charly? What if—”

	“Then she wouldn’t be trying to sneak past us, would she?”

	He shook his head.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“It’s cheating, Charly. Taking the tail. Isn’t it cheating?”

	“Shh.”

	The rustling turned into the sound of pounding footfalls, and Cam emerged from the branches, tromping. His eyes on fire, his chest heaving. The knife in his hand gleaming. “You guys have to help me. I found a raccoon and chased it, but it got away.” He looked back the way he’d come. “It’s somewhere back there. C’mon, we can catch it. Maybe we can trick it into the cage, but we’ll have to surround it. Help me, and I’ll give you the tail. I promise.”

	Jacob shook his head.

	“How far is the cage?” I asked.

	“Not far.” He took a step toward us.

	Jacob backed away.

	That disgusting, salty-boy odor emanated from his Browns sweatshirt. Ick. “C’mon, I’ll give you the tail. I promise.”

	“Why don’t you keep it?” Jacob asked. “Why don’t you want to win?”

	“I only want the raccoon.”

	“We’ll do it,” I said.

	“No,” Jacob yelled. “I can find another clue. I can. I can. We don’t have to cheat, Charly.”

	I grasped his arm. “We don’t have a choice.”

	“Let go, Charly.” He broke free and tried to run, but I grabbed his shirt.

	“Squee.” Amanda came running through the trees. “Squee.”

	Jacob stopped pulling away.

	“Look at what I’ve got, losers.” Amanda raised her tight little fist. She had found the tail.

	I let go of Jacob and leaped toward her, reaching for the tail. She moved out of the way, and I missed grabbing it by inches. I tumbled to her feet, grabbed her ankle, and pulled until she fell backward. Like a demon, I clawed my way up her waist.

	That tail belonged to me.

	“Stop it, Charly.” Jacob pulled on my shoulders. I fell off her, and my hip hit the ground. My heart raced. My pulse beat inside my fingertips. I pounded my hands into the dirt. I couldn’t let Amanda return with the tail. She was always showing off to my dad. That tail belonged to me. It was all that mattered. I wanted my dad to be proud of me—not her.

	Me.

	I had to have the tail.

	“You’re crazy,” Amanda said. “Look at you.” She stuffed the tail into her bag and zipped it shut. “You’ve lost it. You’re crazy.”

	“Don’t say that.” Jacob came to my side. “Crazy’s not a nice word. My therapist says people aren’t crazy. They just have problems. You shouldn’t call people crazy, Amanda. It’s not nice.”

	I stood. Seething. “You cheated.”

	“No, I didn’t.”

	“You kept all the clues for yourself. No one else had a chance.”

	“That wasn’t a rule.” She shook her head. “No one said I couldn’t keep the clues.”

	“It wasn’t fair,” I said. “We have to play again.”

	“No, we don’t.” She wiped her hands off on her pants. “I’m going to go show Uncle John I won and then go swimming.”

	I stepped toward her, and her eyes widened. She put her hand on her bag. She knew I could reach her before she could run. She knew I wouldn’t let Jacob stop me again.

	She curled her lips. “You’re acting crazy because your dad doesn’t love your mom anymore. They’re getting a divorce, you know. That’s why he’s leaving. That’s the real reason. I overheard them talking yesterday.”

	“Shut up,” I shouted. “That’s not true.”

	“What?” Jacob asked. “Why did you say, Amanda?” He turned toward me. “Why did she say that, Charly? Why?”

	Amanda took a step back.

	“Give me the tail,” I said.

	Jacob put his hand on my arm. “Divorce? Why did she say Mom and Dad are getting a divorce? Is Dad leaving?”

	“He’s not leaving, and she’s not winning.” I pulled away from him.

	“But, she always wins.”

	“Not this time. Not after I tell Dad how she cheated.”

	“She didn’t cheat,” he said. “I know the rules. Dad told us the rules, and she didn’t cheat. He didn’t say we couldn’t keep the notes we found. She didn’t cheat, Charly.”

	I spun toward him, my heart on fire. “It’s your fault. You pretended your leg was hurt so I wouldn’t have time to find the clues.”

	“No, I didn’t. I had shin splints.”

	“Shin splints don’t go away like that.” I spun back toward Amanda, my eyes burning. Tears coming. “Did you tell him to fake it? I bet you did. I bet that’s how you cheated.”

	“Hey, Charly,” Cam said, “it’s okay. I have a plan. If you help me catch a raccoon, I’ll give you—”

	“Shut up, Cam.” I charged toward Amanda. “Give me the tail!”

	She shook her head and darted into the trees.

	I ran after her.

	I couldn’t let her win.

	I couldn’t let her take my dad’s love away from me.


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	CHARLY

	 


	I learned to choose my battles a long time ago. Fight or flight. When I was in my teens, I ran away from Jacob. The responsibility. I couldn’t care for him, and I didn’t believe his autism was real, but I was wrong. I should have stayed with him. I should have fought to take care of him. Knowing when to run and when to fight can make all the difference in a person’s life, and right now, I’m fighting not to cough.

	I don’t know how much longer Tyler can cover for me. Every time I cough, he coughs.

	Randall isn’t buying it. He’s pointing his gun at Tyler.

	Slowly, I slide farther behind the kayak so Randall can’t see me, but he can still hear me.

	Cough.

	Fight or flight.

	Cough.

	I can’t take him on. He’s too large. His hands are monstrous.

	I can’t run, either. He’s blocking the door.

	The situation has seized me. Frozen me. I had sensed Randall was evil—Jacob had said so from the beginning—but locking Cam and Tyler in a cage? Who thinks they can get away with something like that? It’s so cruel, especially with no heat in the boathouse. I saw plenty of cruelty when I lived on the streets, but this goes deep. It’s premeditated.

	Randall is more than evil.

	He’s psychotic.

	I’ve got to get Tyler and Cam out of that cage, wake up Jacob, and run.

	I’ve got to take flight.

	The tickle in my throat returns.

	I cough.

	Tyler covers his mouth and coughs.

	Randall glares at him.

	“I’m getting sick,” Tyler says.

	“I’m getting sick,” Randall says in a whiny voice. “I’m getting sick.” He lowers his gun.

	“Let us out,” Cam says.

	“Let us out.” Randall mocks. “Let us out.”

	Tyler coughs again.

	I hold my breath.

	Randall stows his gun in his pocket and steps outside the cabin. Gazes up at the sky. “Getting sick is the least of your worries. You should be concerned with getting some sleep. You’re going to need it later.”

	“Wait,” Tyler says. “Don’t go. We need a heater. We’re going to freeze to death.”

	“You have a blanket. I think you’ll survive.” Randall flips the light switch and closes the door behind him. His shadow moves past the frosted window.

	He’s gone.

	“You’ve got to go for help.” Tyler sounds weak.

	“How?” Cam asks. “We’re locked in a cage.”

	“Quiet,” I say. “Let’s make sure he’s gone.”

	“Who’s there?” Cam asks.

	I turn the flashlight on and come out from behind the kayak.

	“Charly. How’d you—”

	“Are you okay, Cam?”

	“No.” He puts his hand on his ribs. “He kicked the shit out of me.”

	I hurry around the cage to the boathouse door.

	I pause.

	I listen.

	I look out the window.

	“Get us out of here,” Cam begs.

	“She can’t,” Tyler says. “There’s no way to open the cage.”

	“Shh.” I twist the doorknob and slowly open the door. Randall’s tracks lead toward the cabin and disappear in the darkness beneath the deck. “Okay. We’re good.”

	“Close the door.” Tyler sits there, shivering.

	I check, but there’s no way to lock the boathouse from the inside because I broke the latch when I came in earlier.

	I go to the cage. Tug pointlessly on the padlock. If only I could get Randall’s phone. Tyler stands. His hair is a mess, and the dark purple bruise on his face seems to be getting bigger by the minute. In another setting, at another time, he’d be okay-looking. Kind of cute. He has a boyish quality about him. An innocence.

	I need to get Randall’s phone.

	Tyler steps up to the door of the cage. “Go for help. Go get the police.”

	“I can’t,” I say. “It’s been snowing all day. I’d never make it all the way down the mountain, and even if I did, Randall would’ve come back here by the time the police came. He—”

	“Just break the lock.” Cam shrugs. “It can’t be that hard.”

	He’s right. There’s got to be something in here I can use, but I already searched the boathouse once. There was no tire iron, or ax, or anything heavy enough. I swing the flashlight around the room again, vainly searching for something. Anything.

	“Hurry,” Cam says.

	“Do you have a tire iron in your car?” I ask.

	“I don’t know.” He reeks of whiskey. “I haven’t had a flat tire in a long time.”

	“Give me your keys.”

	He checks his pockets. “I don’t have them. I must have left them in my room.”

	“What?” I can’t believe this. “Why?”

	“I don’t like things in my pockets jabbing me.”

	“Get a phone and call for help,” Tyler says.

	“There’s no signal here. I barely had one when I ran off the road, and I was miles away from here.”

	“How far?” Tyler asks.

	“At least halfway down the mountain.” I pull on the padlock again. Dammit. I let it rest against the bars. “I wish you had your keys, Cam. I don’t dare go back to the cabin. Randall will catch me for sure.”

	“Take the snowmobile,” Cam says. “I parked by one when I got here. It was next to this stack of firewood. I checked it out, thinking I would take it into the woods to find where I—where we played the game. The keys were in the ignition.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes.”

	I don’t trust him.

	But that’s just me.

	I don’t trust anyone.

	Especially men.

	Cam was many things growing up, but he wasn’t a liar. That doesn’t mean he’s not lying now.

	My chest aches. The cold air attacks my lungs. It’s causing damage with every breath I take.

	Cam has no reason to lie about the snowmobile, but if I get caught taking it . . . no more flight. Only fight.

	“Go,” Tyler says. “Take the snowmobile to the nearest town and get the police.”

	“No. There isn’t time. I have a tire iron in my car. And my phone, but it’s probably dead by now. I’ll grab the iron and come back.”

	“You’ll get caught if you come back.”

	My jaw tightens. “My brother is in the cabin with that lunatic. I’m not leaving him here without coming right back.”

	Tyler’s eyes soften. “Okay. Just go.”

	I race to the door.

	“Wait,” Cam says. “Take something with you. A weapon or something. What if Randall catches you?”

	He’s right. I shine the light around the boathouse.

	“Over there.” Tyler points. “Did you check that cabinet?”

	A green metal cabinet rests in the shadows next to the workbench. I should have checked it before, but it was out of sight, and I was out of my mind. Inside, I expect to find whips and chains. Spiked collars. Torture devices. Instead, spray cans of black shoe polish line the top shelf. The second shelf holds paint, brushes, stirring sticks, and—there it is. A box cutter. I put it in my pocket. Two walkie-talkies lay on the third shelf, next to a stack of black hats. Wait. Those aren’t hats. They’re hoods.

	A pile of bulky straps lay on the cabinet’s floor. I pick one up.

	“That looks like an ankle bracelet,” Tyler says. “Like what they use for house arrest.”

	My mother used to wear these. She once cut one off her leg. I remember it because she told me she used a coping saw. She said she was coping with her addiction. It wasn’t funny. “Why do you think—”

	“Leave it. Just go.”

	I head for the door.

	“Wait.” Cam grasps the bars. “Close the cabinet.”

	My heart races. My head spins. I’m not thinking clearly. I do need to cover my tracks. I close the cabinet and put the flashlight back on the workbench. I’m lucky Randall didn’t notice it was missing before.

	Outside, the wind has died, but the snow lives on. Trudging up the hill from the boathouse, I attempt to follow Randall’s tracks, but the blizzard has obliterated them. I stick to the shadows, avoid the deck, and walk around the side of the cabin. Cam’s car sits next to a stack of firewood, like he said. There must be enough wood here for two winters. It’s heaped haphazardly beneath a makeshift shed—thin poles bent beneath a ragged blue tarp. The snow is about to bring the whole thing down.

	The snowmobile sits half protected by the tarp. I brush snow off the seat and get on. The engine will be noisy, so once I start it, I’ve got to get the hell out of here.

	My hands are numb.

	The seat is wet.

	There’s no key in the ignition.

	Dammit.

	There’s no key in the little glove compartment.

	There’s no key.

	Cam lied.

	“I need you to get off the snowmobile now, Miss Highsmith.” Randall’s commanding voice chills the air. “Oh, wait. I’m sorry. Cam said you like to be called Charly.”

	I freeze. I’m afraid to move. I’m afraid to turn and look at him.

	“Charly. Please, get off the snowmobile.”

	Fight or flight? I’ve got the box cutter, but he’s big. Worse, he’s psychotic. Worse than that, he’s got a gun in his pocket.

	“Charly?”

	I turn and face him.

	“Don’t be scared,” he says. “What are you doing out here? You promised to stay in the cabin.”

	“I just wanted to look around.”

	“Is that so?” He takes a step forward. “Are you sure that’s all you wanted to do? You know, it’s after midnight.” He raises his hand. Motions toward the cabin. “Come inside, now. You must be freezing.”

	“No.”

	“Okay, well, I’m freezing, and I’ve had enough of your lies. Why is it I can’t trust anyone?” He wipes his face. “It’s to be expected, I suppose. You promised to stay in the cabin, and you didn’t. You told me you didn’t see anything in the boathouse, yet you snuck out there just now. Why would you do that?”

	“I didn’t go there. Honest.”

	“Ah, but you did.” He waves his hand. “I watched you walk up the hill.”

	He’s got me. Maybe. “Okay, you’re right. I was down by the lake, but I didn’t go into the boathouse. I don’t know anything about your top secret project.”

	He wraps his arms around himself and squeezes. “It’s freezing out here. Let’s go inside and talk about it.”

	“Go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”

	He lowers his arms.

	He lowers his chin.

	He pierces me with his eyes.

	“That’s not good enough, Miss Highsmith.” He reaches into his pocket. “I must insist you come with me now.”

	“No, thanks.” I can’t take my eyes off his pocket.

	“That wasn’t a request. It was an order.”

	I shiver.

	Snow gathers on my jeans.

	I put my hand in my pocket.

	He nods toward the cabin.

	I wrap my fingers around the box cutter.


	
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	I lost.

	It was unbelievable, but . . . I lost. Amanda ran ahead of us, parading the raccoon tail for all the forest creatures to see. For my dad to see. When we exited the trees and crossed the lawn, Dad stood on the deck, cheering Amanda on.

	Where had he been?

	He’d promised to help me win.

	I slowed to a walk, suddenly aware of my aching legs. I’d been running through the woods for over two hours. Searching for clues. Checking on Jacob. Searching for the raccoon tail.

	All for nothing.

	I lost.

	Amanda skipped up the deck steps, gleefully ascending to her victory.

	Jacob ran to catch up with her.

	“Congratulations, Amanda.” Dad handed her an envelope at the top. “You did great. Hurry up, everyone. Let’s all sit at the table while Amanda opens her award.”

	Last in line, last in life, I followed Cam up the steps.

	“I thought the prize was the raccoon tail,” Cam said.

	Dad placed his hand on Cam’s chest, stopping him at the top. “It is. Amanda gets to keep the tail, too.” He held out his hand. “I know you took the knife from the boathouse again. Can I have it, please?”

	Cam lowered his chin and pulled out the knife. Slowly, he placed it in Dad’s palm.

	“We’ll talk about this later, Cameron.”

	We sat at the picnic table, and Dad stood at the end like a sea captain addressing his crew. “Wait, Amanda. Don’t open the envelope yet. I want to say a few words.” I rolled my eyes, and dark clouds rolled across the sky. “While everyone made a valiant effort, Amanda’s preparation ultimately brought her victory. Her map made her routes through the forest efficient, and she rarely left the trails. Cam, you spent most of your time off the trails, and Charly—you retraced your steps up and down the same paths, over and over, wasting precious time.”

	“I had to keep going back for Jacob because he couldn’t keep up.”

	“How did you know I left the trail?” Cam asked.

	“I was in the forest, making sure no one cheated.”

	So, that’s where he’d been. Spying on us. He hadn’t been at the cabin when I looked for him because he had lied to me.

	He never planned on helping me.

	My heart sunk.

	It wasn’t the first time he’d lied. And it wasn’t the last.

	“Can I open it now, Uncle John?” Amanda asked.

	“Yes.”

	She grasped the envelope and tore it open without taking her eyes off me. The sound of the paper tearing made Jacob twitch, and when she pulled out the hundred-dollar bill, I twitched.

	“That’s too much,” I said. “How can you give her so much?”

	“It’s all right, Care Bear.” He smiled at me like everything was okay. “I’m going to be making more money soon, and I wanted to make this day memorable.”

	“That’s a lot of money,” Jacob said. “You have the tail, so you won. You always win, Amanda. You can buy a lot of games. You can buy six games for one hundred dollars. What are you going to buy?”

	Cam sat upon his knees and leaned over the table toward Amanda. His eyes gleamed. “Can I have the raccoon tail?”

	“No.” Amanda laid the money on the table. “Jacob’s right. The tail belongs to the winner.”

	“Right.” Dad raised his hands. “Everyone, give the winner a round of applause. Congratulations, Amanda.”

	Cam slid back onto the bench and faked a clap. Jacob and Dad put their hands together, wildly celebrating. The sound was deafening. I felt a headache coming on. Amanda grinned. I wanted to throw up. She laid the tail on the table and stroked the fur. I wanted to shove it down her throat. Watch her gag and choke.

	“Jacob,” Amanda said, “you’re right. The winner is the one with the tail, and guess what?”

	“What?”

	“You’re a winner.” She tossed the tail across the table.

	Jacob caught it and sat up straight, grinning, holding the filthy thing in his hands.

	“It’s not fair,” Cam complained.

	“You’re a fine one to talk.” I lowered my voice. “Do you think the raccoon you caught thought what you did was fair?”

	He turned red. “I didn’t do anything.”

	“Enough,” Dad said.

	Cam slammed his hand on the table and narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re just mad because you lost. If you’d helped me catch another raccoon, you would have won, but you wouldn’t listen.” He looked up at Dad. “You said whoever came back with a raccoon tail would win. It didn’t have to be the same one. It would have counted.”

	“That’s not quite right, Cameron.” Dad rubbed his forehead.

	“All you want to do is kill animals,” I said. “You’re a real creep.”

	“Enough.” Dad’s voice had thickened.

	“But—”

	“Enough, Charly.”

	Jacob gazed at the tail. I’d never seen him so happy. “It’s okay, Charly. It’s okay. I won. Amanda and I won. We’re winners.”

	“We have to play again,” I said. “We have to play again tomorrow. It wasn’t fair. She cheated.”

	Dad walked around the corner of the table and stopped behind me. “We can’t do that, Care Bear. The game is over. Maybe—”

	“No. It wasn’t fair.”

	“Yes, it was.” Amanda unzipped her bag and put the money inside. “You never had a chance against me. You’re just no good at games, Charly.”

	“Amanda always wins,” Jacob said.

	“Oh, yeah?” I turned around. “Please, Dad? Please? Jacob can help you set up the game for tomorrow. He can hide the raccoon tail and—”

	“I don’t know . . .” Dad put his hand on my shoulder. “If he hid the tail, he’d know where it was. Then he couldn’t play.”

	Amanda stood. “Charly doesn’t want him to play. She wants him to hide the tail and tell her where so she can cheat.”

	“That’s not true.”

	“Then why don’t you want him to play?”

	I stood. Placed both hands on the table. Leaned toward Amanda. Her smug face. Her little bag with her money and her map. “Because he’s too slow.”

	“I’m not slow.” Jacob’s lower lip quivered.

	I immediately regretted what I’d said, but it was too late. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

	“Charly.” Dad took his hand off my shoulder and shook his head.

	“You heard it,” Amanda sneered. “She thinks he’s slow. She thinks he’s too stupid to win.”

	I slapped her. My palm burned as I withdrew my hand.

	She hit me back, and I lunged over the table.

	We tumbled onto the deck.

	I pulled her hair, and my dad pulled me off her, but he didn’t pull me far enough. He wasn’t fast enough. I kicked, and my foot connected with her chin. Her head rocked back, and my other foot hit her in the throat.

	She began to cough.

	I hadn’t meant to kick her so hard, but I didn’t regret it. I wanted her dead.

	“Stop it.” Dad put me down and turned me around so my back was to Amanda.

	Tears flooded my eyes when I realized what I’d done.

	The clouds hit a breaking point.

	Rain burst from the sky.

	“I’m sorry, Care Bear, but I have to ground you for the rest of the weekend.”

	“What about her?”

	Dad gazed at Amanda, then wiped the rain from his forehead. “I can’t.”

	“Why?”

	“You hit her first.”

	Unbelievable.

	I turned the other way.

	Jacob held the raccoon tail against his chest with both hands, protecting it from the rain like it was a baby.

	The rest of us covered our heads.

	“Amanda always wins,” Jacob said. “I’m a winner, too. I have the ultimate prize. It’s mine.” He lowered his head and walked toward the french doors with heavy feet. “I’m not slow, Charly. I’m not slow.”


	
CHAPTER FORTY

	CHARLY

	 


	We didn’t own a snowmobile growing up, but I’d ridden one plenty of times. Before the divorce, we took weekend trips to the mountains. One time, my mom and Jacob stayed home while Dad and I went with someone from his work. That trip has always stuck in my mind because I awoke early one morning to the sound of the snowmobiles starting. My dad and his coworker took off into the woods and returned just after the sun came up. He thought he could sneak away and return without me knowing, but he failed at that. At first, I panicked, then I waited. I wasn’t used to being left alone at that point in my life. But, over time, I got used to it.

	Especially after the divorce.

	It’s hard to see in the dark, but the snowmobile I’m sitting on has green stripes and a digital dash. The seat is as hard as ice. It’s been a long time, but I know I could drive it if it would start. I should be miles from here by now, but Cam lied. He said the key was in the ignition, but it’s not there.

	“Miss Highsmith,” Randall says. “It’s cold out here. For the last time, come with me.” He stands between me and the cabin. “Do you need help getting off the snowmobile?”

	I shake my head.

	He pulls his hand out of his right pocket. The one with the gun. He motions toward the porch. “Come. Now.”

	I tighten my grip on the box cutter. He’s not the only one with a concealed weapon. If he makes one move, I’ll cut him. “No, I’ll come inside in a minute. I’m reminiscing about when my father used to take me on rides. You go ahead.”

	“We both know that’s not going to happen.” He steps forward. Offers me his hand. “Here, let me help you. I wouldn’t want you to trip and fall in this snow.”

	“Okay,” I lie.

	“Good girl.”

	I lift my hand, but before he can grasp it, I slip off the seat and run in the other direction.

	“Halt,” he yells.

	The snow catches my feet, and I almost fall as I slog down the driveway.

	“Come back here.”

	The snowdrifts reach my waist. I change direction, but the snow is deep no matter which way I go. I pull it toward me like I’m swimming. I crawl on top of it, but my knees sink. I resort to lifting my knees ridiculously high and relying on gravity to pull me down the hill.

	I tumble.

	I fall down.

	Randall’s heavy hand comes down on my shoulder.

	He’s got me.

	I roll onto my back and slash his thigh with the box cutter.

	He screams. Covers his wound. “You whore. You stunted little whore.”

	I swing the knife again, but I miss.

	He steps back, covering his wound. Blood—red-black blood in the dampened moonlight—runs through his fingers. He reaches into his pocket with his other hand, keeping his eyes glued to mine.

	I sit up and lunge forward, knife first. The blade slices into his slacks. He jerks his hand out of his pocket and hits mine. The box cutter goes flying into the air. With all my strength, I grab his wrist and push him over.

	He falls like a tree.

	In an instant, I’m on him. I straddle his waist.

	He reaches for my throat.

	I reach back and punch his bloody thigh.

	“Ahhh,” he yells.

	I punch him again, and my fist comes away soaked in blood.

	“I’m going to kill you,” he says.

	I jam my hand into his pocket and feel for that gun, but it’s not there.

	He smacks me across the face.

	I don’t understand. I know he has a gun. He pulled it on Cam in the boathouse, and he put it in his right pocket after locking the cage. He put it in this pocket, but it’s not there.

	I thrust my hand in deeper and pull out a set of keys.

	He grabs my elbow and throws me off him.

	I tuck my elbows in and roll down the hill.

	He shouts something I can’t understand.

	I get to my feet.

	He comes bounding toward me with his arms outstretched, his hands ready to rip me apart. He’s an avalanche coming down the mountain.

	I duck and punch him in the thigh with everything I have.

	He goes down.

	I run back up the hill, his keyring in hand, heading for the snowmobile.

	He yells something at me again, but I can’t hear him over the blood pulsing in my head. The wind in my ears. My ragged breath burning my throat.

	I reach the snowmobile and search the keyring for the snowmobile’s key. It’s got to be here. The first one is too big. Dammit. He’s coming. I skip the next key because it’s also too big. The wind changes direction and blows snow crystals into my eyes. Any second, he’s going to come up behind me and—

	I wipe my face off and slide the next key around the ring.

	Too big.

	He yells, and I look over my shoulder, down the drive, and there he is, clawing his way through the snow.

	The next key fits.

	The dash lights up. LCD. It’s a nice machine, but the engine doesn’t start.

	“You’re dead,” he shouts.

	I pull on the choke knob and try again. The engine roars then sputters, but it doesn’t die this time.

	“Stop.”

	I press on the gas and turn the handlebars, narrowly missing the firewood.

	He steps in between me and the top of the driveway.

	I hit the brakes and stop less than twenty feet before him.

	Snow clings to his pant legs, pulling his slacks tight. His gray suit jacket has come unbuttoned, and his dress shirt is matted with snow in places. His neck is red, and he fumes behind his black beard. He holds his right hand out to his side like an Old West gunfighter.

	I rev the engine. He’s not going to stop me. I need to get to the road. To my car. To my cell phone.

	He rocks his shoulder back and pulls out his gun. His magical gun. Where the hell was it when I needed it? When I searched his pocket?

	He takes aim, and I hit the gas.

	The gun goes off.

	The snowmobile lurches forward.

	His shot misses me, and he jumps out of my way.

	I fly down the hill, standing on the runners. I lean hard and force the machine to turn onto what I think is the road. There’s so much snow everywhere, and it’s so dark. The headlight helps, but its beam is narrow. I can’t see the road’s edges without turning the handlebars.

	I can’t believe it.

	I got away.

	The snowmobile jumps and jerks, bursting over moguls built by the wind. Heavy snowdrifts burden the road. I accelerate. Jacob is sleeping upstairs in the cabin. I’ve got to get help and return to him before Randall does something horrible.

	Before Randall locks him in that cage.


	
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall limps down the stairs into the basement. He remembers seeing Amanda go up to her room on the second floor while he and Cam—mostly Cam—drank earlier. But he can’t be too careful. Miss Highsmith had a box cutter. Someone stole the carving knife. No one is to be trusted. Amanda might have come back down while he was outside. She could be in the basement right now, looking to persuade him to take her on a hunt. He already told her no, but she is persistent. Driven. Annoying.

	She is an alpha female, but she’s no match for him.

	He checks the basement bedrooms before limping into the bathroom.

	Blood drips from his thigh onto the white tiled floor.

	Miss Highsmith had a box cutter.

	The prey had a weapon, and it stabbed him.

	He pulls a first aid kit from the vanity cabinet and sits on the toilet lid. He rips open his slacks. Exposes the wound. The pain is not bad. In fact, there are moments when the throbbing is pleasurable, but it’s also unnecessary.

	He should never have allowed the prey to stab him.

	Worse—she got away.

	His wound gushes with fresh blood, and a bubbling in his stomach threatens to turn into an eruption of partially digested steak and Scotch. He burps. Swallows. Places a bandage over the injury and tapes it in place. He looks away.

	The prey had a box cutter.

	She must have found it in the boathouse.

	Someone messed up.

	Big.

	This location wasn’t properly cleared after the last excursion. The organization is going to hear about this. Lance is going to lose his job, and—this is good. Randall can use this to his advantage. He will take over the organization. First, the carving knife in the kitchen. Then, the box cutter in the boathouse. When he takes over, this sort of thing will never happen again. He’ll put a new policy in place, enforce it with an iron fist, and reap the rewards for his foresight. He will be rewarded.

	He wiggles his fingers. They all work. His hand stopped bleeding while he was on his way to the cabin, and it doesn’t need a bandage. Fortunately, his tendons weren’t severed when he backhanded the box cutter out of that whore’s hand.

	That whore.

	If she hadn’t had that cutter, he’d have drawn and quartered her by now. It wasn’t his fault. The fact is, he survived despite someone else’s negligence. He survived because he is the fittest, but . . . maybe he is getting a little soft. He can’t remember a time in recent history when he needed to worry about the prey attacking him.

	No.

	This was an anomaly.

	Prey run.

	Predators attack.

	A small red spot appears on the bandage over his thigh. He watches it. It gets bigger. A blob of alcohol-laden bile creeps into his throat, and he swallows it back. The red spot grows, then slows, and stops. He puts a small bandage over it so he won’t have to see it again.

	He stands.

	Tests his leg.

	Pain shoots into his hip, then subsides. It only hurts when he moves.

	Miss Highsmith couldn’t have gotten far. The organization never leaves more than a gallon of gas in recreational vehicles for this very reason. Once, years ago, a crafty one somehow made it back and nearly escaped on a motorcycle. Randall put the one-gallon-of-gas policy in place. Without him, the organization would have gone out of business long ago.

	With him as the leader, Zaroff Excursions will flourish.

	But first, he’s got to deal with this mess. The good news is, he doesn’t have to worry about Miss Highsmith. She’ll run out of gas and die in the cold. It’s actually good she escaped. Less cleanup. But, the others . . .

	Tyler—he’s locked in the cage. He’s as good as dead. Barry will have his hunt.

	Cam—he’s also locked in the cage, but it’s against the rules to hunt more than one man at a time. Either Barry will need to pay for a second excursion, or Randall will need to find another client. Fast.

	Jacob the moron—he is not quality prey. There’s no point in locking him up with Tyler and Cam. It’s best to kill him in his sleep.

	Kennedy—she will leave with Barry after his hunt, unaware the others have gone missing.

	Barry—he will have his excursion and discreetly tell his important friends. Randall will sell excursions to several highly motivated, wealthy snob-boys at twice the regular fee. The board will love him. They will oust Lance, making Randall the leader of the organization. It’s long overdue.

	Amanda—she must be sleeping upstairs. It’s after two in the morning. If she wakes up, she’ll wonder where Cam has gone. They were sharing the room. Randall doesn’t have much time. She needs to die right after he takes care of Jacob the moron.

	He ascends the basement stairs, closes the door, and ignores the pain in his leg as he rushes to the second floor. He switches on the hall light and listens. Jacob and Miss Highsmith’s room lies across the hall from Kennedy and Barry’s. Randall’s room is farther down, across from the bathroom. The master suite is farther yet, facing the windows above the awning. Amanda insisted on sleeping in the nicest room, and now she’ll pay for it.

	He cracks open Jacob’s door. On impulse, he reaches into his pocket, opens the slit in his slacks, and grips his pistol but—no. A gunshot would be too loud. He pulls his hand out.

	He’ll have to smother the moron.

	Light creeps into the room, exposing a path to Jacob’s bed.

	Randall’s palms tingle with excitement.

	Hunters can move without making a sound, and Randall is a hunter. He’s the best.

	He crosses the floor.

	Slowly, he pulls the blanket off a pillow. He picks the pillow up and pulls the blanket off Jacob, but—it’s not Jacob.

	It’s another pillow.

	He pulls all the blankets off. Throws them on the floor. Drops the pillow. Rushes to the other side of the bed and looks beneath it.

	Jacob isn’t here.

	The moron must have left while Randall was outside with Miss Highsmith.

	Randall goes to the window. Looks out.

	The moron escaped, but he won’t last long. Not in those unforgiving woods. Not in those frigid temperatures.

	Randall has nothing to worry about.

	Mother Nature will dispose of Jacob for him.


	
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

	CHARLY

	 


	My neck muscles ache. I strain to keep my chin up, my head down, and my face behind the snowmobile’s windshield. The snowy road winds down the mountain. The windburn on my forehead is tremendous, but I don’t dare slow down. Randall could be on his way after me right now. All he needed to do was get his hands on the keys to Barry’s Humvee. That is, assuming I have the only snowmobile.

	Either way, I hope he’s coming after me.

	I hope he isn’t doing something to Jacob.

	When I left our room, Jacob was sleeping soundly, unaware of who and what Randall Thorne was. He sensed from the beginning that Randall was evil, but he didn’t know about the cage.

	I didn’t know about the cage.

	The terrifically horrible cage. The spray cans of black shoe polish. The black hoods. The ankle bracelets. Who is Randall Thorne? What are those things for? All I can think is he buys and sells humans. Human trafficking. But to what end?

	The road bends, and I lean hard into the turn to keep from sliding off the mountain.

	If it’s not human trafficking, then maybe Randall is a simple murderer. A patient murderer. One who lures people into the mountains with the promise of an unbelievable adventure, then locks them in a cage. He plays with them like a cat, torturing them with the hoods and ankle bracelets. Then he kills them.

	The low-fuel light flashes.

	As much as I don’t want to, I slow down. My car must be around one of these corners. It’s been about half an hour since I left Randall bleeding on that hill. It’s been an eternity since I left my car. I can’t see either side of the road. It’s only when I turn the handlebars that the headlight illuminates the sides, and I nearly crash every time I take a look.

	I hope I didn’t miss the car.

	I slow down more, and my face thanks me. I sit up, and my neck thanks me. My cheeks burn with that strange, cold-hot feeling common in sub-zero temperatures. I slow down even more and tuck a hand between my legs.

	The headlight catches something on the side of the road.

	I hit the brakes.

	Thank God. It’s my car. It’s a miracle. The blizzard buried every part except the driver’s side windows. I jump off and leave the snowmobile running with the headlight on so I can see.

	My pink fingers appear as if they’re about to crack.

	I pull my sleeves over my hands and dig, occasionally glancing back the way I came.

	Randall’s coming for me. I can feel it.

	When I’ve cleared the snow from the bottom of the driver’s door, I open it a few inches and slip inside. My socks are soaked, and my feet feel like they will rot away soon, but it’s good to be out of the wind. What a relief. I’m alive, but my phone is dead. I plug it into the charger and try to start my car. The lights come on, and the phone begins to charge, but the engine won’t turn over.

	What was that?

	The back window turns yellow.

	Headlights approach.

	I grip the steering wheel for no reason. I’m not going anywhere. I’m trapped. I turn the key again and again. The engine whines and moans, but it won’t come alive.

	The chug-chug of the approaching car gets louder.

	Desperate, I search the glove compartment for something to protect myself with. Why didn’t I pick up the box cutter when I had the chance? My glove compartment is almost empty. I don’t even have pepper spray.

	The vehicle’s headlights reflect in the side mirror, momentarily blinding me.

	The chug-chug stops.

	A car door slams.

	I duck down. Attempt to hide beneath the dashboard.

	Tap, tap, tap.

	I hold perfectly still. If it’s Randall, he’s here to kill me. If it’s a stranger, they can wait. I need time for my phone to charge so I can call for help.

	Louder now—tap, tap, tap. They’re going to break the glass.

	If it was Randall, he would have broken the glass by now. He would have pulled his gun and shot me in the head.

	“Hey, open up.”

	It’s useless. They know I’m in here. They can see my breath.

	Slowly, I sit up and pretend to look for something on the floor.

	My phone is at one percent.

	Tap, tap, tap.

	I crack the window.

	A man in a denim sheepskin jacket peers inside. His jacket hugs his round shoulders and cradles his thick neck. His collar covers his ears. Dark brown eyes, a wide nose, and a double chin. “Hey, looks like you got caught in the blizzard. How long you been here?”


	
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall will not allow the moron’s disappearance to deter him. If Jacob Highsmith left the cabin, he can die of hypothermia along with his sister. There’s no time to look for him now. Randall has a new plan. He has adapted.

	The plan is simple.

	Kill everyone except Barry and Kennedy.

	Then, take over Zaroff Excursions.

	Nice and simple.

	Ah, but it’s not quite that simple.

	It could be . . . but why not jumpstart his ascension to greatness with some extra cash? Amanda offered to pay him an extra twenty percent on the side for her own excursion. After she’s satisfied, he can collect payment and take her on another excursion. Just him and her. The mongoose will eat the snake, and the jackal will eat the mongoose. It’s the natural order of things.

	He rushes down the hall, barely limping. Already, his leg feels better. He’s so strong. He ducks into his room and puts on a clean pair of slacks. No one ever needs to know the prey stabbed him. That Highsmith whore. No one ever needs to know she got away.

	He gently knocks on Amanda’s door. “Amanda.”

	Nothing.

	He knocks again . . . and again, nothing.

	If Amanda is not here, if she took off with Jacob, if Barry and Kennedy took them in his SUV . . . Randall knocks louder. He wipes his face. He’s sweating. It doesn’t make sense. He only drank two shots with Cam, but his hand smells like liquor and—ugh. Blood. It smells like blood. No wonder he’s becoming anxious. Paranoid. Sweaty.

	The prey stabbed him, and now he smells like blood.

	“What do you want?” Amanda calls from deep in the room.

	He opens the door. “I want to offer you an experience you’ll never forget.” He enters. Remembering the carving knife, he stops short of her bed. It’s not safe to get too close.

	She switches on the bedside lamp and sits up, not bothering to pull the blanket over her chest. Over her silky green negligee. Her breasts. “I knew you’d see it my way.”

	“Don’t patronize me. It’s unbecoming.”

	“I didn’t think you had the resources to take me on an excursion.”

	“I don’t, but things have changed.”

	She combs her fingers through her raven hair, letting it fall to her side. Letting it come to rest over her left breast. “Is that so?”

	“This isn’t a done deal. I’m only here to make you an offer. There are conditions.”

	“Shoot.”

	“First, you must follow the rules to the letter. We allow one hunter at a time. Therefore, you mustn’t tell anyone in this cabin about this, and you’re not going with Barry, so don’t ask. Second, after your hunt, you mustn’t approach the prey. Our services include field dressing and carcass disposal. You’ll receive your trophy later. And third—”

	“What about pictures?”

	“Absolutely no pictures. You’ll leave your cell phone in the cabin.”

	She pouts.

	“And third, we leave in an hour.”

	“An hour?” She glances at the window. “It won’t be light out.”

	“It will be by the time we reach the starting point. From there, you’ll have four hours to prove you’re a hunter before we return. That is, assuming you remember your weapons training from your first excursion. I don’t have time to teach you today.”

	“I remember it.”

	“Okay, then. Payment. You offered to pay the regular fee plus twenty percent to me. You’ll pay both as soon as we find an internet signal after the hunt. I prefer Venmo. The payment is not contingent on whether your hunt is successful or not. Do you understand?”

	She averts her eyes. “I do.”

	“And, you’ll leave immediately afterward, so we need to put your things in your car before we go.”

	“Okay, but I still can’t be ready in an hour.” She bends her knee, and the blanket slides off her leg, exposing her thigh. She trails her finger over her hip. “Wouldn’t you rather hunt later in the day?”

	“No. We don’t have time for that. It’s already unorthodox for me to conduct two excursions in a single day. I’m making Barry wait until later. So, either you and I leave in an hour, or—”

	“Or what?”

	“Or, you leave now.”

	She glances at the door. “Where’s Cam?”

	“He drank too much and passed out downstairs. I left him in a bedroom in the basement.”

	“We came together.” She covers herself up. “If we leave now, you’ll have to help me get him to the car.”

	“This is your last chance. If you can’t be ready in an hour, you’ll miss your chance. Is that what you want?”

	“No.”

	Randall takes a step forward. “Then what’s it going to be?”

	“Why are you limping?”

	“My leg fell asleep.” He puts his hand in his pocket. Slips his fingers through the slit. “What’s it going to be?”

	“Fine. I’ll get ready.”

	“Excellent.” He turns toward the door. “Wear something warm. It’s hostile outside.”


	
CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

	CHARLY

	 


	I’m sitting in the driver’s seat of my front-wheel-drive Ford Focus, shivering. The entire passenger side is buried under three feet of snow. The burly man in the denim coat outside my window will not leave. I’ve tried waving him off, but he keeps asking if I need his help. I don’t trust him. He keeps asking why I drove a snowmobile out here in the middle of the night, and I won’t tell him. I don’t need his help. I need to charge my phone and take the snowmobile down the mountain to where I can get a signal.

	Suddenly, my car’s lights dim, then shut off. The battery is dead. I grab my phone, but the screen is too dark to read. It’s in battery-saving mode. I hold it up to the driver’s side window, hoping to use the light from the snowmobile, but the man’s body blocks it. His face is cast in darkness. I lean forward and squint at my phone. It has one percent left, and now that my car is dead, it has stopped charging. I turn the key in the ignition, something under the hood clicks, the dash lights flicker, and panic sets in.

	I need to calm down.

	I turn the key again and again until the lights won’t come on at all.

	The car battery is completely dead now.

	The snowmobile’s headlight shuts off.

	It was low on gas, but I thought it would idle longer without running out. I thought I’d have enough gas to make it farther down the mountain.

	Reality sets in.

	I’m dead if I stay here.

	I do need the man’s help.

	“Open up, missy. Let me help you.” The man’s breath casts a cloud on the glass.

	“Hold on.” I open the door against the snow as far as I can and squeeze out of the car.

	“Why’d you shut it off?” He takes a step back. “You should keep the heat on.”

	“Could you give me a jump?” He glances at my waist. “My battery is dead.”

	“I don’t think so, but even if I could, you ain’t going nowhere. You’re snowed in.” He’s wearing a pair of tan leather work gloves and a black Colorado Rockies ski hat. He talks like a local. A Colorado mountain man. He pulls his hat farther over his ears and rubs his hands together. “It’s too stinking cold out here. C’mon. It’s warm in my truck.”

	The diesel smell melts the ice crystals in my nose. “Could you tow me? I really need to get to a town.”

	He looks at the sky. “What are you doing out here in the middle of the night, anyway?”

	I don’t have time to explain Randall. Describing the cage and the fight—how I stabbed him in the leg—would only lead to questions. I’ve got to get back to Jacob. “My brother. He’s sick. I came to call for help, but my phone’s dead.”

	“Where is he?”

	“He’s back at our cabin.”

	“So, you come out here on that snowmobile?”

	“Yes.”

	“If it was such an emergency, why’d you stop? Why didn’t you take that thing into town?”

	“It was low on of gas, and my phone was in my car. Do you have a phone?”

	“Nah, but I got a radio in the truck. C’mon.”

	“How about a phone charger?”

	“Why would I have a phone charger if I ain’t got a phone?” He strides to the driver’s side of his truck and shouts over the hood, “You coming?”

	“I only need to use your radio. I’m going to stay here until help comes, okay?” The wind whips my face with snow.

	“Okay, but if no one answers the radio, I can’t leave you here.” He opens his door, and the dome light comes on. He’s a large man, probably in his forties, but he has a round, boyish face.

	I open my door and step up on the running board. The cabin smells like the inside of a dance club. A desperate blend of body spray and perspiration. I hop inside. The hot air flowing through the vents feels good on my hands, but my fingertips burn. My cheeks feel rosy at first, then they burn. Thawing out hurts.

	He climbs inside, closes his door, and hits the power locks.

	“Why’d you do that?” I ask.

	“What?”

	“Lock the doors.”

	“Sorry, it’s just a habit, I reckon.” He puts the truck in drive. “Hold on, now.”

	“Wait.” I put my hands on the dashboard. “I only wanted to use the radio.”

	“It’s right there.” He guns the accelerator. “You can try, but nobody’s going to pick up this time of night.”

	I grab the receiver and press the button. “Hello?”

	The speakers squawk.

	“Hello? Hello?” Snow streams over the hood. We pass the snowmobile. “Stop.”

	“No can do. We gotta get out of here before the snow gets worse. Look at how it’s coming down.”

	“Where are we going?”

	“I got a place up the road. Maybe your phone will work when we get there.”

	“My phone.” There’s nothing but a snow cloud in the side-view mirror. I can’t see my car. “I left it. We need to go back.”

	“Sorry, no can do.”

	“My luggage is back there, too. Please?”

	“We can come back at sun-up, that is, if it stops snowing. I ain’t stopping now. I don’t want to get stuck like you did.”

	A chill hits me. I rub the backs of my arms. “I wouldn’t have left my phone if I’d known you were going to take off like this.”

	“Don’t fret. It’s going to be okay,” he says. “I don’t bite.”

	I wonder.

	“What’s your name?” he asks.

	“Charly.”

	“Mine’s Hector. Nice to make your acquaintance.”

	“Yeah. Thanks.”

	“How sick is your brother?”

	I picture Randall entering our bedroom back at the cabin. He pulls his gun and aims it at Jacob’s head. “Sick. He’s very sick.”

	“Well, us getting stuck out here and freezing to death ain’t gonna help him. Let’s go to my place and see if we can call someone from there. Got one of them old landline phones in the kitchen.”

	Hector accelerates around a bend. The snow blocks the truck’s headlights and streams over the hood. The clouds block the moon’s glow. The sky is black. Hector’s face glows in the dashboard light. His broad nose. His double chin. His eyes focused on the road.

	A new blizzard has officially begun.

	“How long you been up here?” he asks.

	“What do you mean?”

	“You don’t live up here, do you? I think I would have seen you around before.”

	“No. We’re here on vacation.”

	“So, when did you come up?”

	“Yesterday.”

	“Well, you picked a hell of a time.” He powers over a hill.

	As we descend the other side, I glimpse snowmobile tracks along the road’s edge. Unless Randall had another snowmobile, they must be my tracks. No one else would have been out here after three in the morning.

	“We used to get snowed on like this every year, especially when I was younger. Now it only happens once or twice a year. Ain’t that crazy?”

	“What’s your house like? I mean, is there a room for me?”

	“Yeah, don’t fret none.” He slows down. Turns off the road onto a driveway. “I got several guest bedrooms.” He presses on the accelerator, and we climb up a short hill.

	The cabin—my cabin—looks down upon us.

	I put my hand on his shoulder. “Wait. Stop.”

	“What’s the matter?”

	I need to warn him. “That’s your house?”

	“Yep. Has been for years.”

	“When was the last time you were here?”

	“A few days ago. Why?”

	I can’t let Randall lock him in the cage with Tyler and Cam. “Stop.”

	“No can do.”

	I squeeze his shoulder. “You have to.”

	He presses on the accelerator. “If we stop on this hill, we’ll get stuck for sure.”

	“It doesn’t matter. You’ve got to stop the truck.”

	“No, I don’t.” The engine roars.

	“You don’t understand,” I yell. “See those cars? Someone else is here.”

	The light comes on over the front porch.

	Randall.

	“Stop,” I scream. “There’s a man here. He’s locking people in cages. You—”

	“Oh, so you know about that.” He spins the wheel, guiding the truck toward Cam’s car.

	Everything collapses around me. The blizzard has plowed its way into my heart. I freeze from the inside out. Ice cold blood courses through my veins, making every movement slow. Painfully slow. I try the door, but it’s locked. I jerk on the handle until I think it’s going to break. I hit the power lock, but nothing happens. The child locks are on.

	I grab the steering wheel, and the truck swerves.

	He hits the brakes, and we slide to a stop in front of the cabin.

	As if I were an annoying black fly, he backhands me and pulls a gun out of his jacket. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to do it this way.”

	Blood trickles down my cheek. He’s cut me. I hadn’t noticed his pinky ring before and—his accent. His Colorado mountain man accent.

	It’s gone.

	“Open the glove compartment, please.” He points the gun at my head.

	I do as he says.

	“Good. Now take out that zip tie and place your wrists through it.”

	A silhouette crosses the porch and steps in front of the truck’s headlights.

	The falling snow—a crystalline curtain swept by the wind—obscures the figure.

	“Fasten the tie, missy.”

	Randall emerges from the gale and stands before us.

	“Hurry.” Hector presses the muzzle of the gun against my cheek.

	Blood seeps into my mouth.

	I bind my wrists together while Randall watches.


	
CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	An hour after it had started, the afternoon rain stopped. The sun shooed the clouds away and centered itself in the sky. Everyone ran out of the cabin and headed for the lake.

	Everyone except for me.

	Amanda wore a green swimsuit that made her look like a fat frog.

	Cam and Jacob wore swim trunks. Neither took his shirt off.

	Jacob cast his eyes down when he ran by me. He was still angry that I’d called him slow. Amanda ignored me, too, because of our fight. She pranced past me as if I didn’t exist. I hung my legs over the deck and opened a crummy coloring book. There was nothing else to do here. I missed my paints. Grounded for the weekend, I opened the book and watched the others from above.

	Amanda laughed as she charged into the lake, turned, and splashed Cam.

	It wasn’t fair.

	I was too old to color. Dinosaurs and Friends. A T-Rex and a pterodactyl smiled at each other on the cover. It was ridiculous. I wanted to do real art. I wished I’d brought my paint set from home. I wished I could go into the basement and paint on the walls with real paint and real brushes.

	Alone.

	I took out a black crayon and doodled on the edges. Amanda’s black hair. Her black eyes. Her black heart. My drawing was good, but it needed something else. I found a red crayon and drew horns on her head.

	The breeze carried Jacob’s laughter onto the deck. I couldn’t understand why he liked her. Why did anyone like her? She was always so rotten. I mashed the crayon into the page—into her face—and it broke in my hand.

	Jacob tentatively stepped into the lake, bent over, and scooped water toward Amanda, attempting to splash her, but she was too far away. They giggled. He liked her and hated me. I hadn’t meant to call him slow, but it was his fault. I could have won the game if it hadn’t been for him.

	I found another red crayon and put an “X” through Amanda’s face.

	The doors creaked behind me. “What are you drawing?”

	“Nothing.” I turned the page before Dad could see it.

	He sat next to me and dangled his legs off the deck. “Are you okay?”

	I said nothing.

	“Sorry. That was a stupid question.” He looked over the property, beyond the lawn. Beyond the lake. “I didn’t want to ground you, but you can’t start fights like that.”

	I picked up a purple crayon and began coloring a dinosaur.

	“Care Bear?”

	It was a stegosaurus. The one with fins on its back. I traced the black lines with the crayon, then filled in its body.

	“Okay,” he said. “You don’t have to talk. I came out here to tell you my new job is starting sooner than I thought.”

	I switched to a yellow crayon.

	“They want me to—”

	“I’m not mad about losing,” I said.

	“You’re not?”

	“No.” I filled in the dinosaur’s fins, shading each one differently. Light yellow. Dark yellow. Half and half.

	“What is it then?”

	“I’m mad at you for lying. You said you’d help me win, but you didn’t.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You promised.” I colored the dinosaur’s face red. “You said you’d help me, but when I came for help, you weren’t here. You let Amanda win.”

	“No, I didn’t. I—”

	“Yes, you did.”

	“No, I . . . I didn’t know how important it was to you.”

	“But, you promised.”

	“Hmm.” He pinched his chin. “I remember saying I’d help if Amanda did something wrong, and she didn’t.”

	“Yes, she did. She cheated. She kept the notes to herself.”

	“That wasn’t against the rules.”

	I closed the coloring book and stood.

	He grasped my wrist. “Please, Care Bear. I’m sorry.”

	“You were supposed to give me a hint or something.” I shook my arm, but he wouldn’t let go.

	“Please, sit down.”

	“Why does she get everything? Why did you give her all that money? Do you like her more than me?”

	“Of course not. Let me explain.” His grasp was firm. He wasn’t letting go until I sat, and I didn’t want to leave.

	I wanted to hurt him.

	I wanted to make him feel like I felt, but I didn’t know how.

	“Listen,” he said, “you can’t go through life comparing yourself to other people. It will only make you miserable. Does that make sense?”

	“No.”

	The french doors groaned.

	He let go of my arm.

	My mom stood there, leaning against the door frame, a glass of wine in her hand. “Dinner will be ready soon.” Her voice sounded like mud. “Will you call the kids in?”

	“Why doesn’t it make sense?” Dad asked.

	“John, did you hear me?”

	“I heard you.”

	She leaned to her right, then stepped out of sight, heading toward the kitchen.

	Dad stood and put his hand on my shoulder. “You can’t go through life hating the Amandas of the world. It will only cause you pain.”

	“Why can’t we play the game again? I want another chance.”

	“It’s too late.”

	“How about tomorrow?”

	“No.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I’m leaving tonight.”

	“Huh? What?”

	“For work. I’m leaving for—remember what we talked about in the canoe?”

	“When are you coming back? When are we coming back here?”

	“I don’t think we’ll be coming back this summer.”

	“Why not?”

	He lowered his gaze. “I’m going away for work, and I’ll be gone a lot, but I promise I’ll be back for your birthday.”

	My birthday wasn’t for three months. I’d been planning it all summer. “But—”

	“It’s time for dinner,” Mom shouted from inside the cabin. “John, did you call the kids?”

	His neck reddened, and he yelled, “In a minute.”

	Jacob came up the stairs. “Were you calling me? I was swimming. Not swimming. I was walking in the water because it was too cold, and I don’t know how to swim.”

	“Go inside and tell your mother we’ll be there in a minute.” Dad turned, put his hands on the railing, and yelled, “Amanda. Cameron. Come inside. It’s time for dinner.”

	Beyond the lake, beyond my dad, the ink-blue horizon cradled the mountains. He turned toward me, and he towered over me, and that was the moment. I didn’t know it at the time, but that was the moment he became an effigy of deceit. A pillar of dishonesty. A coloring book filled with blank pages. Extinct dinosaurs. “I promise, Care Bear. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

	I put the coloring book and the crayons back in the closet.

	We ate dinner.

	He packed his bags.

	He hugged me goodbye.

	I was only ten years old.

	I went to bed and fell asleep.

	He haunted my dreams that night, his ghost promising he would come back as soon as he could.

	But, he never did.


	
CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

	CHARLY

	 


	Hector jerks me out of his truck. He pulls on my zip tie. My wrists twist and burn. I shouldn’t have put it on so tight, but he’d watched so closely. Never blinking his bulbous brown eyes. Randall had also watched, glaring at me through the windshield.

	Hector pulls me toward the cabin.

	I stumble over the snow.

	Randall raises his hands. “What are you doing here, Hector?”

	“I’m saving your ass.” Hector pulls me between them. “Look what I found.”

	The cabin’s lights are on upstairs.

	Amanda’s room.

	I don’t know why she’d be awake this early. The sun’s not even up yet, but maybe she can hear us. I open my mouth, and Randall slaps me hard. “Shut your mouth. We’ll have none of that.” Blood trickles down my cheek. Randall has reopened the wound Hector gave me with his pinky ring. It tastes bitter.

	“Let’s get her inside,” Hector says. “I’m freezing.”

	“No, not in there. This way.” Randall heads around the corner. “We’ll put her with the others.”

	Hector pulls me.

	The zip tie cuts into my wrists.

	I’m a cow headed for the slaughterhouse. My face stings. My feet ache. The falling snow is relentless. Another inch has come down in the last five minutes.

	There is no escape.

	Randall leads us toward the boathouse. Toward the cage. He favors his left leg every few steps. The cut I gave him didn’t go as deep as I’d hoped. “Allow me to ask again, what the hell are you doing here, Hector?”

	“You know why I’m here. He sent me.”

	“Everything is under control.”

	“Is that so?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then why did I find her with a snowmobile halfway to civilization?” He jerks on my zip tie again. The plastic pinches. “Those cars out front. How many others are you letting run around rampant?”

	“There’s only three. Or four, and I’m not letting them run around. Everything is under control.”

	“Bullshit. You’ve really screwed the pooch on this one.”

	“You oughtn’t talk to me that way.”

	“Don’t get all high and mighty.”

	“I—”

	“You know what your problem is, Randall? You think you’re better than everyone else.” Randall stops suddenly, and I bump into Hector. He’s like a wall. A big fat wall. “Lance was right about you.”

	Randall turns around. His eyes blaze. The snowflakes landing on his beard get lost in the tangle. “What does Lance say about me?”

	“Ask him yourself.” Hector gazes upward, curling the corners of his mouth. “He’ll be here soon.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Because he had a feeling you screwed up, and he was right. This location wasn’t supposed to be used for another three months.”

	“I didn’t screw up. He did. He’s running this organization into the ground. This place wasn’t properly cleaned after the last excursion. Weapons were left out. She found a knife and—”

	“You let her escape,” Hector yells. “The location wasn’t cleaned because no one was supposed to be here.”

	“When is he arriving?”

	“As soon as he can. He got stuck in Texas, so he sent me. You know, I was supposed to be on vacation. I had to fly into Denver from Cincinnati, and First Class was taken. Do you know what they give you to eat in coach?” Randall begins to open his mouth. “Pretzels. All they give you is pretzels.” Hector shakes his head. “You asshole. You’ve really done it this time.”

	“I told you. Everything is under control. Once we lock her up, you may leave.”

	“No way. I’m a part of this now, whether you like it or not. You know how he is. I’m not going to let him blame me for what you’ve done. How many did you say are here? Three? Four? We’ve got to get rid of them before he arrives.”

	“I already have a plan.” Randall gazes at me. “I don’t need your help.”

	“Is that the place over there?” He gestures toward the boathouse and pulls on my wrists.

	A sharp pain shoots up my arm.

	“Yes,” Randall says.

	Hector pulls me past Randall, and we descend the hill.

	Randall opens the door to the boathouse and flips on the light.

	Tyler sits slumped in the far corner of the cage, and Cam jumps to his feet, pulling the blanket they were sharing with him.

	“Are you okay?” I ask.

	Tyler looks up. His face is bruised black and green. He was sleeping, or . . . he was dying.

	“Shut up.” Hector pulls on my zip tie. Slings me toward the cage door.

	My body bangs against the bars, and Cam drops the blanket. He steps near me. The whiskey hasn’t left his breath.

	Tyler leans forward and grabs the blanket. Pulls it over himself. Coughs.

	“Is he okay?” I whisper to Cam.

	“I said, shut up.” Hector pulls his gun out. Points it at me.

	Randall shuts the door and takes out his cell phone.

	Tyler moans.

	I glare at Randall. At Hector. They’re going to pay for this. I’m not running away again. I’m not going to leave Jacob again. When I escape—and I will escape—I’m getting even. Randall and Hector will spend the rest of their lives in this cage, if I don’t kill them first. 

	The electronic padlock on the cage door clicks and drops open. Randall puts his phone back in his pocket. All I need is a way to remove that lock after they leave. I need Randall’s phone, but the chances of getting it are incredibly slim. Between the three of us—Cam, Tyler, and myself—we ought to be able to get out of here if they leave us alone. But they might not. This might be it. Maybe they’re here to kill us.

	My stomach knots up at the thought, and my shoulders tense. I lower my chin and close my eyes. I will not let them kill us.

	I will not let them kill us.

	Hector waves his gun at Cam. “Back away from the door.”

	Cam complies.

	Randall removes the lock and opens the door.

	Hector stows his gun and shoves me inside.

	Randall locks the lock.

	I kneel next to Tyler. “Are you okay?”

	Tyler nods.

	“Are you okay?” Randall mocks me. “Are you okay? Are you okay?”

	Hector grins.

	“Of course, he’s okay,” Randall says. “He’s faking it.”

	“No, he’s not,” I say.

	Randall rolls his eyes.

	“Now what?” Hector asks him, blinking.

	“Now, you can be on your way.” Randall gestures toward the door.

	“I’m not leaving. You need help. Just look at this mess.”

	I put my hand on Tyler’s forehead. He has a fever. “He’s sick.”

	“Shut up.” Hector’s double chin shakes.

	“He’s a drunk with a hangover,” Randall mutters. “That’s not a fever. It’s withdrawal. He’s faking everything.”

	Cam rushes the bars. “You can’t do this. When are you letting us out?”

	“It won’t be long.” Randall puts his shoulders back. Shoots his cuffs.

	“It better not be,” Hector says. “We don’t have much time before Lance arrives.”

	“When did you talk to him last?” Randall asks.

	“A few hours ago.”

	“And he was in Texas?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then we should have all day.” He turns away toward the door. “That’s enough time.”

	“What are you going to do with us?” Cam shakes the bars. “Are you going to kill us? Is that it?”

	I go to his side. “Wait.”

	Randall opens the door to the boathouse. A snow flurry spins over the threshold.

	“I’m exhausted,” Hector says.

	“Fine. You can stay.” Leaving the door open to the storm, Randall strides across the room and opens the cabinet. “You can sleep in one of the rooms in the basement, but you’ve got to be quiet.” He picks up the walkie-talkies and returns to Hector. “I don’t want you to wake the others. Here, take this. You’re going to need it later.”

	They step outside the boathouse.

	“Stop,” I scream, thrusting my hands through the bars. “Aren’t you going to take these off? I can’t feel my fingers.”

	They turn around and shake their heads.

	Snow falls at an angle, gathering at their feet.

	Randall reaches inside, flips the light switch, and closes the door.

	It’s cold in here.

	Very, very cold.


	
CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall waits on the front porch for Hector to go to his truck and retrieve his overnight bag. It was completely unnecessary for Lance to send Hector, but sometimes plans must change. Uninvited guests with box cutters and carving knives—plague, famine, disease—Lance . . .

	Sometimes plans must change.

	Now that Hector is here, he can use him to end this excursion. This miserable week. There’s no shame in accepting help. Not when you’re the one in charge. By the time Lance arrives later today or tomorrow, this location will be spotless. Randall will report his success to the board, and Lance will look like a fool for sending Hector. He’ll look like a fool for coming to the cabin.

	He’ll look like a fool.

	“Where am I sleeping?” Hector asks.

	“Be quiet.” Randall opens the door to the cabin and ushers Hector inside. “Go down to the basement.”

	Randall glances at the heavens before closing the door. Bring it on, Mother Nature. Your little blizzard isn’t going to stop Randall. He has a plan. He’s the best.

	They descend the stairs.

	Hector lugs his bag into the basement.

	It’s quiet down here.

	Randall checks the first door on the right. The bedroom is empty. He checks the other bedroom. It’s empty too. “You can take this one.”

	Hector plops his overnight bag onto the bed. “I’m getting sick of this shit. I shouldn’t have had to come here. I was on vacation.”

	If Randall was as heavy and out of shape as Hector, he’d feel the same. Hector isn’t fit enough to survive. Not like he used to be. “Then you shouldn’t have come.”

	“I had no choice. But this”—he makes eye contact with Randall—“this is the last straw. After this, I’m through.”

	“That’s your decision.” Worm bait. To quit is to die. “But, I want you to know, it’s not my fault you’re here. Lance insisted I make quota by conducting an excursion before the end of the year. He sent me to this location. I don’t know why he told you we weren’t using it anymore.”

	“You fucking moron.”

	“Watch your language.”

	“He didn’t send you here. He sent you to the other place. The one out East, past Denver.”

	“No. He sent me to this cabin.”

	“No. He sent you to the cabin in the plains. Why would he send you up here in the middle of winter?”

	“Because this place has never been empty over the holidays.”

	“You know what your problem is? You don’t listen anymore. The cabin out East is the new hotness.” He unzips his bag. “Yeah, you’ve worked here forever, but things change. You need to learn to adapt.”

	Randall’s blood boils. “And you need to learn to shut your mouth.” Hector is right, though. Things are changing. In fact, Hector has no idea how much things are changing. He wants out of Zaroff Excursions? So be it. “I have adapted. Your coming here has changed everything. It’s given me an idea for a new plan.”

	“Please. Do share.” He pulls a pair of pajamas out of his bag and tosses them on the bed.

	Homer Simpson adorns his pajama bottoms.

	How fitting.

	Fat slob.

	“Tell me,” Randall says, “what else did Lance tell you about this excursion?”

	“He said you sold it to some rich kid.”

	“Right. I need you to take that rich kid hunting.”

	“What?” Hector puts his shoulders back. Lifts his chin. “I don’t do hunts anymore.”

	“You said you’d help.”

	He takes his jacket off and pats the gun strapped to his side. “I said I’d help you clean up the mess you made. Nothing else.”

	“We’re running a business here. You need to guide again. Did you bring a prep bag?”

	“You know I don’t do that anymore. Lance sent me to check on you and fix anything you broke, and you broke a lot.”

	“Did you bring a prep bag?”

	“Yes, I think there’s one in the back seat of my truck. I haven’t touched it in over a year, so I don’t even know if it’s got everything not.”

	“Do you think it has the adrenaline in it?”

	“Probably. I always carry one in case, but hold on. I’m not doing this. It’s too late.”

	“How so?”

	“How many of the others know about this rich kid’s hunt? What did he tell them?”

	“Nothing.”

	“I doubt that.” Hector unbuckles his gun strap and lays the holster on the nightstand. “While you’re conducting the excursion, I’ll take care of the others. As soon as you return, you can send your client—what’s his name?”

	“Barry.”

	“Right. The Rockwell kid. You can send him on his way without letting him back inside the cabin. Then, you can help me with the bodies.” He wipes his forehead and pulls the covers off the pillow. “God, what a mess.”

	“You don’t understand. We have an opportunity to do so much more here. I just need you to take Barry hunting.”

	“What are you going to do while I’m out? Execute everyone? That’s not your style. You’re always taking them out, one at a time, traipsing through the woods like some goddamned Robin Hood. We don’t have time for that.”

	“You’re not entirely wrong, but I wouldn’t put it that way if I were you.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	“While you’re with Barry, I’ll be guiding another excursion.”

	“I knew it. You want to go traipsing through the woods—”

	“It’s true. I am a hunter, not a murderer. But it won’t be like that. In any event, I’m not asking you. I’m telling you. You must be Barry’s guide.”

	“No way.” He shakes his head. “No. It’s against the rules. One hunt at a time. If Lance catches you—”

	“Lance doesn’t matter. If we do this, he’s as good as gone. We’ll show the board how much his leadership has cost the organization. He’ll look like a fool. He’s the one who made up the rule—”

	“He made up all the rules, and he’s not going anywhere. What the hell are you talking about?”

	“Lance is a fool. Do this for me, and I’ll make sure you have anything you want when I’m in charge.”

	“You?” He laughs. Puts his hand on his belly. “In charge?”

	“Yes.” Randall takes a step forward.

	“You’re delusional.”

	“And you lack vision.”

	“How about this.” Hector points at the door. “We go upstairs, send everyone to their maker, take care of your caged friends, and then get the hell out of here.”

	“How about we sit tight until Lance arrives. Then we can all discuss what happened last summer.”

	Hector glances at the nightstand. He glances at his gun.

	“Don’t bother.” Randall reaches into his pocket. Grasps his pistol. “Don’t you think we can work this out? Don’t you want to go on one more excursion?”

	“Why Barry? Who are you taking?”

	“Trust me. Barry is the easier of the two. The other one is a woman.”

	“How will we coordinate? How will we keep from accidentally shooting each other?”

	Randall pulls the walkie-talkie he took from the boathouse off his belt. “Do you still have yours?”

	“Yes.”

	“We’ll report our location to each other during the hunt. It’ll be fine.”

	Hector sits on the edge of the bed. Puts his hands between his knees. Stares at the floor.

	Randall relaxes. He’s got him. He knows why Hector wants to quit. Last summer, Hector panicked. He had just finished guiding a woman lawyer on a successful excursion when she had a change of heart. After killing her prey, she was overcome with guilt. This often happens with women. They’re so weak. She turned on Hector. He disarmed her. He took her gun away, but he couldn’t take away her license to practice law. She broke the rules in the NDA. She threatened to sue the organization.

	She threatened to sue him.

	He panicked.

	He shot her.

	Hector was in the process of burying her body when Randall arrived for the next excursion. The problem was, she wasn’t only a lawyer. She was Lance’s lawyer and long-time friend. Randall backed Hector up a few weeks later when Rachel went “missing.” Randall convinced Lance there was no sign of Rachel or any deviance from standard Zaroff practices when he met up with Hector that day.

	Then, he promised Hector he would never say a word.

	But, things change. It’s not too late to anonymously tip Lance off to the location of Rachel’s shallow grave.

	It’s not Randall who needs to adapt.

	It’s Hector.

	“A woman?” Hector asks.

	“Yes. An arrogant, litigious woman.”

	Hector raises his eyebrows.

	“Trust me.” Randall sits down on the bed next to him. “Of the two, you want Barry. He’s a piece of cake. He knows his way around a gun. He’s completed several big game expeditions.”

	“I said I’d never do another one. I—”

	“And you’ll never have to. Do this one, and I promise, you’ll never have to guide another client.”

	“After you take over.”

	“Right.”

	“You’re an asshole, you know that?” He gazes at the floor. “If Lance finds out I helped you break the rules, he’ll have me killed.”

	“If he finds out about Rachel, he’ll have you killed. Which option looks better?”

	“What about the people upstairs?”

	“That’s the beauty of my plan. We’ll have less cleanup to do. After we come back, Barry will leave with his girlfriend, and you and I will only have Miss Highsmith to worry about.”

	“What about the woman you’re guiding?”

	“After she pays me, there will be a hunting accident.”

	“I see.” He cocks his head. “You know, Miss Highsmith said she went to her car to get help for her sick brother. What was she talking about?”

	“Ah, yes. Her brother. Jacob. He won’t be a problem.”

	“How so?”

	“He’s a retard. He shouldn’t have lived as long as he has. Sometimes I worry natural selection is failing us.”

	“An actual retard? You know that’s not the term now.”

	“Have it your way. He’s slow. Is that better?”

	“Yes.” Hector lifts his head. “You know, my wife has a brother with Down syndrome.”

	“Your wife is dead.”

	Hector returns his gaze to the floor.

	“Listen,” Randall says, “this Jacob is nothing to concern yourself with. We could leave now, and he’d wander around in the forest until he died. In fact, he might have already done that.” Randall stands. Walks to the door.

	“Are you limping?” Hector asks.

	“It’s nothing. I cut my leg.”

	“How?”

	“Don’t worry about it. Worry about Barry. Give him his excursion and leave with his idiot girlfriend before Lance arrives. I’ll take care of everything else.”

	“What are you going to tell Lance?”

	“The truth. You came to check on me. Things weren’t going well, so you took over. You gave Barry his excursion and left. I won’t say anything about Rachel. Promise.”

	Hector shakes his head. “I guess I’m damned if I do, and I’m damned if I don’t.”

	“That seems to be the case, but if you think about it, one option is a lot less work than the other.” Fat slob. “If you do what I ask, you’ll be out of here sooner. Fewer bodies mean less work. You can be back on vacation in no time.”

	“And we’ve got to finish before Lance comes.”

	“Yes.”

	“So”—he glances at his pajamas—“no sleep.”

	“Correct.”

	He sighs. “Okay, but if something goes wrong, I’m telling Lance everything.”

	“Me too. I think he’s always wondered what really happened to his lawyer friend. Poor Rachel.”


	
CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Mom put the cake in the oven and sat at the kitchen table. Last week, I made sure she sent the birthday invitations to my friends and called my cousins. This was going to be the best party ever. Six guests in total. Seven, if you counted Dad. I couldn’t wait to see him.

	Three months had passed since we were all together at the cabin by the lake.

	He promised he would come for my eleventh birthday. He was on his way.

	I laid out the Littlest Pet Shop napkins. Pink and blue—they matched the plastic knives and forks. The plastic tablecloth. The streamers and balloons. The wrapping paper on Jacob’s gift to me. The one he’d placed at the head of the table next to my mom’s gin and tonic.

	She folded her arms over the table and put her head down. The next time I turned around, she was asleep.

	I went into the living room to look out the window in case someone was arriving early. You’d never know it had already snowed once this fall—a warning shot that winter was on its way. That was life in Denver. I loved our house here. It was the best house in the best place I had ever lived. Unlike the mountains, the snow always melted within days. My science teacher said Denver got more sunny days than Florida, and I believed her. Back then, I believed a lot of things.

	Jacob sat in his room upstairs, waiting for the party to start. I’d promised to tell him when people arrived. He didn’t like crowds, but he’d promised to come down as long as he could sit next to me. He wasn’t happy that I’d invited Cam.

	I stood at the kitchen table. “Mom?” She didn’t answer. I touched her arm. “Mom, wake up.” She raised her head. Her eyes at half-mast, her thin neck straining to hold her skull straight. “Mom?” She belched and picked up her gin and tonic. Her breath smelled like tomato soup and gasoline. “I’m not feeling well.” She stood, bracing herself with one hand on the table. “I need to lie down.”

	“But, my party is in an hour.”

	She stumbled to the stairs. “I’ll come back down then.”

	“But—”

	The phone rang.

	“Can you get that?” she asked.

	“But—”

	She disappeared up the stairs.

	It was just as well. Given a choice, I’d rather have her asleep in her room than embarrass me at the party. These afternoon naps had become a normal thing since Dad left. I couldn’t wait to tell him about it. I couldn’t wait to see him.

	The phone rang again.

	I ran into the living room and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

	“Charly, honey, is your mother there?” It was Aunt Janice.

	“Yes. I mean, no. She’s taking a nap.”

	“How about your father?”

	“No, not yet. But he’s coming.”

	“Tell your mother I’m sorry, but Amanda can’t make it to your party today. She won her Judo match this morning, and I promised to buy her a new Judogi if she did. We’re going shopping.”

	“Oh.”

	“We’ll come by later and drop your present off, okay?”

	“Okay.”

	It was just as well. Amanda was not my favorite cousin. Given a choice, I’d rather have her out shopping than suck up all the attention at my party, bragging about her Judo match. My friends were still coming. Cam would be here.

	And Dad.

	“Oh, and Cam can’t make it, either. I talked to your Aunt Meg, and she said he was grounded again.”

	“For what?”

	“I don’t know. He’s been in trouble a lot lately.”

	“Oh.” I always hated talking on the phone. Especially with old people.

	“How have you been doing?”

	“Okay.”

	Silence.

	Aunt Janice waited on the other end. I could hear her breathe. She wanted me to say something else, volunteer some dirt so she could gossip. So she could tell Amanda how good she had it. But I wouldn’t say anything. I had no dirt to give. She wanted me to say something bad about school, or Jacob and his autism, or my mother, but everything was going fine.

	Just fine.

	“Well, give my best to your dad when you see him, okay?”

	“Sure.”

	“And call me if you need anything.”

	Not in a million years. “Okay.”

	I hung up, and smoke drifted in from the kitchen.

	The cake.

	I raced to the kitchen and opened the oven. A black cloud enveloped me, seared my eyebrows, and rose toward the ceiling. The oven mitts didn’t fit, so I used them like hand rags to pick up the pan. I pulled it out of the oven and put it on the kitchen table. The My Littlest Pet Shop tablecloth began to melt. I lifted the pan up, but it was too late. The plastic stretched and broke, leaving a gaping hole in the tablecloth and marring the table.

	The cake was black.

	My theme colors had been pink and blue, but now they were black.

	Everything was black.

	My party was ruined.


	
CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

	CHARLY

	 


	I remind myself that people change. That people can change. Some are stronger than others. Given the right opportunities, support, and a little luck, they can use their strength to make the right choices in life. Hard choices. It wasn’t easy for me, but I turned my life around after everyone left.

	I did what my parents couldn’t.

	I changed.

	And if I could do it, so could Cam. I always believed that for him, but after tonight, I think I may have been wrong. Before Randall shut the light off and left us in the cage, I swear Cam smiled. It could have been a frustrated grimace. A smile-to-keep-from-crying smile, but I’m not so sure. I want to believe he isn’t the crazed raccoon torturer I knew as a child. I want to believe he grew out of it, but . . . that smile.

	I watch him.

	He stands in the far corner with his back to Tyler and me, staring out the window. He’s barely visible in the dark.

	Tyler sits on the floor by the kayaks, his face bruised and broken, his chin against his chest. I reach under his blanket and feel for his hands. The zip tie wrapped around my wrists makes it awkward, but I want him to know I’m here for him. “It’s going to be okay. Just hang on a while longer, and I’ll get us out of here.”

	“I’m not that bad.” He finds my fingers and lifts his head up. His hands are warm.

	“What do you mean?”

	“We need to get those cuffs off you.”

	I pull away. “What do you mean, you’re not that bad off?”

	“I wanted Randall to think I was dying.” He stretches his back. “I was hoping he would come inside the cage to check on me long enough for one of us to run out. I didn’t know he’d have someone with him.”

	“So, he was right? You were faking it?”

	“No. Not exactly. My face is killing me.” He touches the bruise beneath his eye and winces. “But, I’m not dying.”

	“I don’t understand. You had a fever.”

	“My skin gets hot when I drink too much.” He scoots away from me. “Come here. Let’s get those cuffs off you. There’s a rough spot where the bar has rusted.”

	I rub my zip tie against the spot. “So, Randall was right. You’re not so much sick as you are hungover.”

	“He’s smart. He didn’t fall for my act at all.”

	“How did he know you’d been drinking?”

	“We were drinking together. We met in a bar last night.”

	My hands slip, and I scrape my wrist on the bar. “Ouch.”

	“Careful. Here, relax your arms.” Tyler’s touch is gentle. Warm. He rubs my tie against the rust for me, sawing through the plastic. “Randall bought me drinks until I passed out. The next thing I knew, he was beating me up and locking me in here.”

	“Why?”

	“I think he’s going to hunt me for sport.”

	“Oh, my God. Hunt you? Like an animal?"

	“That’s ridiculous.” Cam stands in the corner, keeping his back to us. “If he wanted you dead, he would have shot you by now.”

	“How do you know?” I ask.

	“Does Randall seem like someone who wastes time, messing around with people?” Cam’s voice is thick, and he slurs like he’s still a little drunk.

	“Actually,” Tyler says, “he does. He spent time tricking you into coming here, didn’t he?”

	“He—”

	“It was the same way, wasn’t it?” I say.

	“No.” Cam’s voice tightens. “I didn’t pass out from drinking.”

	Tyler stops rubbing my tie against the cage. “But he did get you drunk. Did he promise to take you hunting with him, too?”

	Cam doesn’t respond, his silhouette as still as the night sky outside the window.

	“Answer him, Cam.” I’m done with his attitude. I’m done with Cam’s aloof, look-at-me-staring-out-the-window bullshit. It’s time we got everything out on the table. “Answer him. Did Randall promise to take you hunting?”

	“Yes.”

	“And it worked. Is that because you still like to hurt animals?”

	“I have a plan to get us out of here.”

	“Answer me, Cam.” I stand. “Do you still torture animals?”

	He turns toward me. “If you’ll listen to my plan, we can get out of here.”

	“No. Not until you tell me what you’ve been up to. I don’t trust you.”

	“What is she talking about?” Tyler asks. “What animals?”

	“When Cam was little, he killed a raccoon right in front of me. He was only nine years old, and he stabbed it with a knife. Right in front of me.”

	Cam approaches. He tightens his lips.

	I stand my ground. “He also had a cat named Freckles.”

	“Don’t talk about Freckles.”

	“Why not?”

	He steps even closer.

	I test my zip tie, but the plastic is only worn halfway through.

	“If you listen to me,” Cam says, “I think I can get us out of here, but it will take all of us working together.”

	“What about Freckles? Why don’t you tell Tyler what happened to Freckles?”

	“That was a long time ago.”

	“I don’t care what he did.” Tyler reaches up and grasps my elbow. “We need to get out of here. I’m telling you, Randall is saving us for something. Oh, God. He’s going to kill us. He’s going to hunt us down and kill us. He—he was just waiting for his friend to come.”

	“Which friend?” I ask. “Hector or Cam?” I narrow in on Cam’s face. If he smiles at the wrong time, if he makes any strange expressions—I want to see it.

	“What are you saying?” Cam asks.

	“Why were you drinking with Randall in the first place? I saw you guys downstairs in the dining room. You seemed like old friends.”

	“There was nothing else to do. If you haven’t noticed, we’re snowed in. There’s a blizzard out there.”

	“Why didn’t Randall beat you like he did Tyler?” I lean in, going nose to nose. “There’s not a mark on you.”

	“He kicked the shit out of me. Almost literally. I think he broke my ribs.”

	I jab him in the side with my finger.

	He doubles over in pain. “Ah.”

	I only heard Randall kicking him from my hiding place behind the kayaks. I didn’t see what was happening. They could have been putting on a show for Tyler, or Tyler could be in on it with them, but that wouldn’t make sense. Cam and Randall didn’t know I was hiding behind the kayaks.

	Still, I’m not ready to trust Cam.

	I take another step back.

	Cam holds onto his side like I hurt him.

	“Why did you lie about the snowmobile?” I ask.

	“What?”

	“You told me the keys were in it. You also told me you left your car keys in the cabin. Who does that? Who leaves their keys in a cabin full of strangers? Unless they aren’t—”

	“I do,” Cam says. “I did. I left my keys on the nightstand upstairs out of habit, and I wasn’t sure about the snowmobile. I told you that. Look, we probably don’t have much time. If you listen to my plan, we can get out of here.”

	“Listen to him,” Tyler pleads.

	“No. He lied to me once tonight already. Because of him, Randall caught me trying to take the snowmobile. It was like he knew I would be there.”

	“I didn’t know he—how could I have known where he would be?”

	The boathouse door flies open, followed by a cloud of swirling snow.

	Followed by Hector and Randall.


	
CHAPTER FIFTY

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Using the mitts, I dumped my charred birthday cake onto a plate and grabbed the frosting from the refrigerator. No one had to know. I’d come up with an excuse for not serving it later. For now, I needed a place to put the candles.

	Eleven candles.

	My birthday party was going to happen no matter what.

	I didn’t want to disappoint my dad.

	“What happened?” Jacob stood in the doorway. “Where’s Mom? Is the party starting? You said you would tell me when the party started. I was looking at a book, and you said you would tell me when the party started.”

	“The party hasn’t started.” I glanced at the clock. My friends would be here any minute.

	“Where’s Mom?”

	“She’s napping.” I dolloped frosting onto the cake and spread it.

	“Why did she make a black cake?”

	“She didn’t. She—can you shut up?”

	“No. You know I can’t shut up. Doctor Jellison said—”

	“I don’t care. Here, shut up and help me put the candles on.”

	“Eleven candles.” He took a striped blue birthday candle and stuck it in the middle of the cake. “You’re eleven today, Charly. Eleven candles.”

	“I know.”

	“Eleven candles.”

	“Keep putting them in. I’ll be right back.”

	I ran to the living room. Looked out the window. Our cul-de-sac had plenty of places to park, but no one was there. I sat on the ottoman and waited.

	And waited.

	“Are you coming back?” Jacob called from the kitchen.

	“Yes, as soon as someone gets here.”

	But no one came.

	Thirty minutes passed, and no one came.

	Jacob strolled into the room carrying a rubber toy. He sat on the couch and played with it, rolling it over his fingers, over and over.

	An hour is an eternity to a ten-year-old. After a while, I realized the same was true for an eleven-year-old.

	Me.

	I had turned eleven.

	Happy birthday to me.

	The toilet upstairs flushed. Mom must have gotten up to go. Now, I hoped she stayed up there.

	“Are you still having the party?” Jacob asked. “You can still have the party. You can have some cake. You can open my present. We can sing.”

	I bit my tears back. “Let’s do it later when Dad comes.”

	“He’s not coming. He never comes. He says he is going to come, and then he doesn’t. He says he has the weekend off, and he will come, and he will take us somewhere. To the zoo, or to the arcade, or somewhere. Then he doesn’t come.”

	While Jacob rambled, I sat there, staring out the window. I had never felt more alone. I stood and wandered into the kitchen.

	He followed me. “We can still sing Happy Birthday, Charly. You can open my present.”

	“Not until Dad comes.”

	“Then I’m going to my room. I’m going to look at my book.”

	“Okay.”

	He stared at me blankly, then glanced at the stairs. “Do you want to come with me?”

	“Why?”

	“Will you come with me, Charly?”

	“Why?”

	“Because of Mom.” He frowned and looked down.

	Last week, she fell asleep in his bed by accident. When he pulled the covers back, he thought she had died. He sat in the corner, screaming, until I heard him and came inside. It took me all night to calm him down. “Okay. Follow me.”

	I loved this house. We had three bedrooms upstairs, one for each of us, a big living room with a big window on the main floor, and an unfinished basement where Jacob could watch TV, and I could paint on the walls. Jacob’s room was the first one on the left, and his bed was empty. “See? It’s okay. She’s not here.”

	My mom had made it back into her room after going to the bathroom after all.

	Jacob sat at his desk and picked up his book.

	I went to my room and sat by the window. The neighborhood stretched out toward the mountains in the west. Most houses here were the same. My friend, Claudia, lived two blocks away. Her house was the same as mine. I thought we were friends. Of everyone I invited, I thought she would have come.

	I watched the intersection, hoping my dad would come soon.

	My stomach grumbled. I didn’t want to make noodles and butter by myself again, so I went to my mom’s room to see if she was awake. The smell made me lose my appetite. Dirty laundry and dishes. Glasses with orange pulp stuck to their insides. Pizza crusts with hardened cheese. Empty bottles and cans.

	Her blankets lay in a heap on the floor by her bed.

	Her mattress was barren.

	I checked the closet, and she wasn’t in there either.

	As I turned to go, something pink, and something—the same thing—blue, caught my eye. There, neatly stacked on her dresser next to an empty vodka bottle, lay the birthday invitations to my friends. Untouched. Unsent.

	I raced to my room.

	Pulled the covers off my bed, and there she was, asleep.

	I screamed at her.

	She woke up, wide-eyed.

	I screamed for her to get out.

	She covered her face. Rolled over. Fell onto the floor.

	I went to the window. Slammed my hand against the wall. Wiped my tears away.

	Somewhere out there, Dad was caught in traffic. He had to be.

	Or, he missed his flight.

	Or, his boss wouldn’t let him leave work to come home.

	Or . . . he didn’t love me anymore.


	
CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

	CHARLY

	 


	Hector and Randall march into the boathouse. The wind follows them in. Snow flurries fly across the floor and leap into the cage. Randall already has his phone out when he reaches inside and flips on the light. He taps on the screen, and the padlock drops open just as Hector reaches for it.

	Randall pulls his gun out. “It’s go time.”

	Hector opens the cage door. “One word from any of you and you’re dead.”

	“You first.” Randall gestures with his gun for Cam to come out.

	“Where are we going?” Cam asks.

	“Oh, that’s it.” Hector glances at Randall. “Shoot him. I said one word. We still got the other one.”

	Randall grasps his gun with both hands and closes one eye. Aims it at Cam.

	“All right,” Cam says. He exits the cage.

	“Stand over here”—Hector points to a spot on the floor—“and hold your hands out.”

	Cam does as requested, and Hector punches him in the face for it.

	“No,” Randall says. “Hit him in the ribs.”

	Cam attempts to back away, but Hector is too fast. He lands a hard punch, connecting with Cam’s torso.

	Cam doubles over, coughs and falls onto the floor.

	Hector quickly fastens a zip tie around Cam’s wrists, binding his arms together in front of his body.

	“Do you still think I’m faking it, Charly?” Cam coughs and moans and coughs again.

	It’s hard for me to see him in pain, but I’ve got to hold onto my instincts. It was a real punch, but I think Cam knew it was coming. He and Hector and Randall could have planned this. Cam has been acting strange since we reunited yesterday, and he lied to me. The snowmobile. His car keys. His obsession with staring out windows. Too strange, even for him. It’s like he is a plant in an audience for a salesman on stage.

	“Okay,” Hector says, “it’s your boyfriend’s turn.”

	Randall waves his gun. “C’mon, Tyler.”

	Tyler puts his wrists together in front of his body and slowly leaves the cage.

	Hector closes the cage door and locks it. He puts a zip tie around Tyler’s wrists and pulls it tight. “Which is it with this one? High or low?”

	“High.”

	Hector balls his fist and strikes Tyler’s chin. Tyler’s head snaps to the side, and Hector hits him again in the opposite direction.

	“Enough.” Randall strolls over to the cabinet.

	Hector pulls his gun out and directs Tyler and Cam toward the boathouse door. The winter wind whooshes in, ghosties spin across the floor, and a fresh chill enters my bones. “Where are you taking them?”

	Randall opens the cabinet. “Hunting. Like I promised.” He grabs a spray can of black shoe polish, a couple of hoods, and two ankle bracelets.

	“I don’t believe you,” I say.

	“Would you like to come with us so you can see for yourself?” Randall walks over to the door and puts the polish on the floor.

	“No. But, I still don’t think you’re taking Cam hunting.” Cam stands there, shaking like a frigid chihuahua. “Stop it, Cam. The charade is over. Stop acting like a victim.” I’m testing him. I need to know if this is an act.

	Randall kneels down. “Hold still.” He fastens an ankle bracelet around Cam’s leg.

	“What’s that for?” I ask.

	Randall ignores me. He fastens the other one around Tyler’s leg and stands up.

	“See?” Cam yells. “See, Charly? He’s taking me with them with this thing on my leg. I have nothing to do with this.”

	“Prove it,” I say. “Please, I want to believe you.”

	Randall picks up the shoe polish and points it at Tyler.

	“No.” Tyler puts his hands over his face. “Please.”

	“Put your hands down. Don’t be such a baby.” Hector points his gun at Tyler’s head and looks at Cam. “Don’t move, or I’ll shoot him.”

	Randall sprays Tyler’s face until it is completely black and puts a hood over his head.

	“Oh, God,” Tyler says. “It stings. It’s getting in my eyes.”

	“Oh, God,” Randall mocks. “Oh, God. Oh, God.” He hands the polish to Hector and grabs Tyler’s zip tie. “It stings. Poor me, it stings.” He leads him outside.

	Hector points his gun at Cam with one hand and aims the shoe polish with the other.

	Cam shakes his head, and he squints, and before Hector can press down on the spray nozzle, Cam raises his arms and loops them over Hector’s head. He pulls the fat man’s face close to his and bites his ear. Hector screams and drops the polish. He drops his gun. Blood runs down his neck.

	Cam holds onto him, gnashing and chomping, trying to bite through the man’s thick double chin.

	Through the doorway, I see Randall struggle with Tyler. Hector’s screaming startles him, and he loses his grip. Tyler takes off running toward the cabin, disappearing into the snowy darkness with his hands bound together. Randall rushes back inside the boathouse.

	“What do you think now, Charly?” Blood spews from Cam’s lips. He goes in for another bite.

	“Help.” Hector flails, trying to get Cam off him.

	Randall turns green. Swallows. He pulls a black box out of his jacket pocket and presses a button. Cam’s ankle bracelet activates, and he goes down, shaking violently, taking Hector with him. The electrical noise muffles their cries for help. Randall lets go of the button and leans down. He hits Cam in the ribs with one hard jab and frees Hector.

	“That son of a bitch bit me.” Blood runs down Hector’s neck.

	Randall looks away. “Go after the other one. Get out of here.” He convulses. “Go, now.”

	Hector picks up his gun and staggers out of the boathouse with his hand pressed against his head. He looks both ways, then heads toward the cabin.

	I grasp the cage door and shake the bars.

	Randall makes Cam stand and sprays him in the face with the shoe polish.

	Cam holds still.

	When Randall is finished, Cam fixes his eyes on mine and stares at me while Randall places a hood over his head. “Charly,” he says, his voice muffled, “tell Jacob I’m sorry. Tell him I’m sorry I called him Freckles when we were kids. I always felt bad about that.”

	I was wrong.

	Cam wasn’t in on it.

	He never met Randall before yesterday.

	He had a plan to get us out of here, but I wouldn’t listen.

	Randall pulls on Cam’s zip tie. Leads him toward the door.

	“Tell Jacob I’m sorry.”

	Randall pulls Cam into the blizzard.

	Into oblivion.

	“Wait,” I say, shivering. “What about me?”

	“What about you?” Randall asks. “Do you want to go hunting, too?”


	
CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall pushes Cam in the back, not too hard, but hard enough to make the moron stumble through the snow. Dawn is breaking over the forest, revealing the blizzard’s damage. Branches hang low, burdened by ice and snow. The trails are gone. Buried. It’s going to be a rough day, but Randall is ready.

	“Wait,” Hector calls from behind them. “He’s stopped again.” Randall turns, sees Hector tug on Tyler’s wrists, pulling him forward. Tyler stumbles a couple of steps through the deep snow, then pulls his hands free and bends over. Coughs. His hood inflates like a balloon.

	Randall blinks and glimpses Ronald in his mind’s eye. Tyler looks the way Randall’s brother did that day. Ronald’s last day alive. These visions keep coming to him lately. It must be the lack of sleep. He blinks again, and it’s not Ronald. Ronald wasn’t a sick drunk like Tyler, but they have the same build. The same hiking boots. An expensive jacket.

	Randall blinks a third time.

	He shakes the memory from his head.

	Tyler remains bent over, his back rising and falling with labored breaths. Hector—that fat slob—isn’t much better. He stands, wearing his poor man’s denim jacket with his hands on his knees just above the snowdrift.

	“Give him a rest, then head that way, but not too far,” Randall says. “He needs his energy for the hunt. I don’t want it to be too easy.”

	“We’re already breaking the rules. Why don’t I stay with you?”

	“Absolutely not.” Randall raises his voice above the wind. “You go on the east side of the lake, and I’ll go on the west. We can’t risk shooting each other.”

	“I don’t think mine’s going to make it.”

	“He’ll make it. Use the adrenaline shot in your prep bag; that’s what it’s for. Remember to give it to him before you get Barry. Oh, and I know it’s been a while for you, so don’t forget to give him the knife.”

	Hector straightens up. Grasps Tyler’s zip tie. “I know how to do it.”

	“Wait.” Randall unzips his prep bag and pulls out a walkie-talkie. “Let’s test this.”

	Hector pulls his out. “Breaker. Breaker.” In horrific unison, Randall’s walkie-talkie squawks, “Breaker. Breaker.”

	“Good,” Randall says. “Any sign of Lance, you tell me.”

	“Why are you so worried all of a sudden? You said he couldn’t have made it here from Texas overnight, right?”

	“I’m not worried. I don’t worry.”

	“Then why do you want to know if—”

	“Your hunt might run long, and Lance is a liar. You don’t know if he was actually in Texas when you spoke to him, do you? You are aware of how cell phones work, right? He could have been anywhere.”

	“I guess.”

	The wind rushes in from the west, hitting Randall in the face. It’s okay. It’s better this way. The wind is at Hector’s back, and that fat slob needs all the help he can get.

	They part ways.

	“Move.” Randall shoves Cam.

	“How much farther?” Cam asks.

	“Not much.”

	“I don’t feel good.”

	“I don’t care.”

	“Can you take my hood off? I’m going to throw up.”

	“Can you take my hood off?” Randall mocks. He hits Cam in the back of the head. “Feel that?”

	“Ow.”

	“Worry about your head, not your stomach. Your weak stomach isn’t going to save you.”

	To comply with the excursion manual, Randall must pull Cam through the forest another mile and a half. In this weather, with the sun coming up and the threat of Lance arriving early, there’s no way they’ll be going that far.

	Another broken rule.

	Ah, but rules are meant to be broken. Adaptation requires it.

	Cam stops abruptly. Tips his head forward. “Agh-gha. I’m sick.”

	“You’re faking it.” Randall pulls on the moron’s zip tie. “Keep walking.”

	Cam retches. Brown liquid leaks through his hood. Syrupy bile appears on his neck and runs down his chest.

	Randall’s stomach rolls. “You moron.” He continues pulling Cam forward. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

	“I did.”

	“I did. I did.”

	“I—”

	“Shut up. I don’t want to hear another word. Moron.”

	The snow isn’t as high around the base of the trees. Randall weaves his way under the branches, choosing the path of least resistance. Cam moans each time they change direction. “Oooh. Oooh,”

	“Oooh. Oooh. Oooh, poor me. Oooh.”

	“Please. Take my hood off. I can’t breathe.”

	“Please, take my hood off.” Randall stops. Cam’s vomit poisons the air. “I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. Shut up, you baby. Your cousin stabbed me in the leg, and you don’t hear me whining.”

	“Who? Amanda?”

	“Shut up, moron. We’re here.”

	Randall has found the perfect tree. Not too big. Not too small. No branches at the base to get in the way. Perfect.

	Cam gags. “Just shoot me. I can’t take any more.”

	“Don’t worry. All in good time.” Randall slips the prep bag off his shoulder and shoves Cam’s back against the tree. “For the love of Darwin, you’re a mess. Nothing so disgusting deserves to survive.”

	Cam convulses. Fresh stomach syrup runs down his neck.

	It’s all Randall can do not to puke, himself. Randall steps back and pulls a rope out of the prep bag. It’s new and incredibly thick. The kind used to lash boats to docks. “Hold still.”

	He lashes Cam’s waist and legs to the tree, winding the rope down to the ground.

	Cam convulses again.

	Randall uses his fingertips to pull the moron’s hood off. Despite Cam’s weak stomach, the shoe polish has held up well. His blackened face reminds Randall of the Blue Man Group in Las Vegas. He misses Vegas. When he’s in charge, he’ll set up a command center there and run excursions remotely.

	He can’t wait.

	Cam swallows.

	There’s something stuck to Cam’s cheek. It’s black, like his face. A piece of burnt steak, maybe. What a moron.

	Randall takes a hunting knife out of the bag and cuts Cam’s zip tie, freeing his wrists. “Listen carefully to everything I have to say.” Cam’s eyes are at half-mast. “Are you listening to me?”

	“Yes.” Frothy spit bubbles form on Cam’s lips.

	“You are the prey. You will be hunted. You do have a chance to live, though no one ever has.”

	Cam licks his lips. Rubs his wrists. Looks down at the massive rope running across his waist, binding him to the tree.

	“Which is your dominant hand?”

	“What?”

	“Let me put the question in terms you can understand. Which hand do you wipe your ass with?”

	“My left, but I’m right-handed.”

	“Of course you are, moron.” Randall grasps Cam’s right hand and pulls it backward behind the tree where Cam won’t be able to reach it with his left hand.

	“Ah, stop. You’re going to break my shoulder.”

	“Ah, stop. You’re hurting me.” Randall takes a new zip tie out of his pocket and fastens Cam’s wrist to the rope. He steps back in front of Cam. “Ah, stop. You’re hurting me.” He takes Cam’s left hand and places the hunting knife in it.

	“I’m not left-handed.”

	“I know. It should take you about an hour to cut through the rope if you don’t drop the knife.”

	The knife shakes in Cam’s hand. He glances at his feet.

	“Don’t even think about it. The ankle bracelet is way too strong. You’ll never cut through in time.”

	“You’re a psycho.”

	“Look, let me give you some advice. Be careful not to drop that knife. If you do, we’ll find you right here later, and you’ll be dead. One shot. But, if you can cut yourself free, I suggest you run that way. If you try to run to the cabin, you’ll run into us on your way there, and you’ll be dead. Understand?”

	“You won’t get away with this. I’ll escape and call the police.”

	“You won’t get away with this.” Randall chuckles. “Do you know how many times I’ve heard that? Do you know how many times I’ve ‘gotten away with this’?”

	“I know these woods.” Cam saws on the rope. “I’ll escape. I’ll make it back to the cabin and tell everyone what you’re doing.”

	“What makes you think there’s anyone still alive at the cabin?”

	Cam ignores him. He feverishly slices at the rope.

	“You’re all alone out here, little rabbit.” Randall looks to the sky. “You’re going to die.”

	Cam doesn’t look up. He keeps sawing away.

	“Apparently, you weren’t listening, so I’ll say it again. If you go back to the cabin, we’ll find you, and you’ll be dead. You should go west so you don’t accidentally run into your cage buddy and get shot. That is, if you ever cut through the rope. You’re holding the knife all wrong, moron.”

	“I’m going to kill you.”

	“Ha,” Randall laughs. “That’s rich.” He turns his back. “Enjoy the hunt.”

	Randall trudges through the snow with purpose. He has no worries. Hector should not have suspected Randall was worried about Lance’s arrival. Randall doesn’t worry. Ever. He never worries because he is a man of action.

	Let Lance come.

	The sky turns blue where it meets the mountaintops while the remaining stars hang onto their perches high overhead. It’s going to be a terrific hunt. A tough hunt in this snowbound wasteland, but a terrific one. The weather is already cooperating. The snowfall has diminished to a few flakes here and there.

	Randall pushes on toward the cabin.

	Not far to go now.

	He hopes he won’t need to kill Kennedy when he arrives. He hopes she’s still asleep in her bed. But, if she’s not, and if she opens her mouth again, spewing nonsense about her online presence, her insufferable Twitter followers, he might have to kill her just to keep his sanity.

	No.

	No matter what happens, he cannot kill her.

	It would ruin Barry’s day.

	Randall must follow his plan.

	Hector and Barry will hunt down Tyler, return to the cabin, and Barry will leave with his imbecile girlfriend intact. Happy as a clam. Randall will guide Amanda on her hunt. She’ll shoot down the mysterious, black-faced man, pay Randall his fee, and he’ll send her on her way.

	To Hell.

	When Mr. Lance Dawson arrives, he’ll see Randall has everything under control. Moreover, Randall has a wonderful surprise planned. An excursion. He and Lance can hunt together like old times. There’s prey in the boathouse, and it will be easy peasy because Miss Highsmith is a member of the weaker sex. Sure, she has spunk, but she doesn’t have the carving knife. Hector would have found it if she did. She’ll go down like a deer in headlights.

	There’s absolutely nothing to worry about.

	Once she is dead, Lance will be so consumed by the thrill of the kill, he’ll never see it coming.

	Easy, peasy.

	Randall will place a rifle in Miss Highsmith’s cold, dead hands. He’ll call the cleanup crew. He’ll explain to the board how Lance stupidly distracted him during the hunt. How Lance’s weakness as a hunter allowed Miss Highsmith to surprise them. How she stabbed Randall in the leg, took his rifle, and shot Lance.

	No worries.

	Easy, peasy.

	Say hello to the new president of Zaroff Excursions.

	The cabin comes into view.

	Miss Highsmith’s brother is the only loose thread, and he’s probably frozen to death by now. He’s a bigger moron than Cam. It must run in their family.

	“Ah, and isn’t that the way?” Randall mutters, stepping onto the porch. “Bad genetics thin the herd as much as I do.”
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	CHARLY

	 


	“Who’s out there?” I ask.

	I rub the zip tie against the iron bar. Against the roughest spot I can find.

	Outside, something brushes up against the boathouse. It’s not the wind. The sun has come up, and the snow has stopped falling. On any other day, the quiet solitude of the mountains draped in fresh snow would comfort me. It would remind me of Christmas mornings as a child when I hadn’t a care in the world.

	But this is not any other day. I can’t feel my feet. The boathouse’s wooden floor is frozen solid. I’ve got to get out of this cage.

	The noise comes again.

	The zip tie snaps, and I take the plastic band off my wrists. If it weren’t for the cold, my skin would be sore where the tie has torn into it. Pale light seeps in through the window above the workbench. The noise came from that direction. Someone is out there. Another noise comes, this time from the far wall. Whoever it is, they’re moving around the boathouse.

	More noise.

	Scraping.

	Bumping.

	Then silence.

	The front door rattles.

	I picture Hector standing outside with his gun. His Colorado Rockies ski hat. His denim sheepskin jacket. His bloody double chin.

	Cam bit him good.

	My cold breath floats in front of my eyes.

	The door opens a sliver.

	“Who’s out there?” I ask.

	“Charly?”

	“Jacob?”

	The door cracks open a little more. “I was scared, Charly.” Jacob peeks inside. “I’m sorry I ran away. I promised not to run away, and I ran away.”

	“It’s okay. Come inside, quick.”

	“We’re not supposed to go inside the boathouse. The evil man said not to go inside the boathouse. Randall said.”

	“Just come in here and—”

	“He said the boathouse is off limits. That means I can’t come inside.”

	“Come in here before he catches you.” Jacob opens the door wider. Looks up the hill toward the cabin. He’s holding a plastic grocery bag. “Quick. Get in here.”

	“No.”

	“Do it before he comes.”

	Jacob tightens his grip on his bag and crosses the threshold. Thank God he’s wearing his coat. He must have been alone downstairs at some point because his coat was in the hall closet. His pants are stiff, and clumps of snow cling to his pant legs. “Close the door.”

	“The boathouse is off limits, Charly.”

	The wind blows the door shut behind him.

	The noise makes him jump, and he rushes to the cage.

	“You need to go for help,” I say.

	“I didn’t eat the dinner. I’m hungry.” He glances at the workshop window. “It’s time for breakfast, Charly. I’m hungry.”

	“I’m sorry. We’ll eat later, but first—”

	“Where did you go, Charly? I woke up, and you were gone. You left me alone. You promised never to leave me again. It was like the shelter.”

	“I know. I’m sorry.” If I can keep him calm enough to find Amanda, she might be able to do something. The amazing Amanda. Of course, she will be able to help us. All of my jealousy—my anger, my intense desire to surpass her in life, my longing for Dad to look at me the way he did her the day she won the game . . . None of that matters now. “I’m so sorry I left you. I wanted to get our things from the car.”

	“Did you get my fidgets?” He rubs his hands together.

	“No.”

	His eyes dart toward the door. “I’m sorry I ran away.”

	“It’s okay.”

	“I didn’t want to, but you left, so I left. I hid in the slickhead’s car.”

	“You what?”

	“I heard the snowmobile. It was loud. I didn’t like it, but it left, and I fell asleep.” He shakes his head. “It was cold, Charly, but then a car came. Not a car. A truck. It was loud, and I looked at it.”

	“I know. I—”

	“He is evil, Charly. So evil. I saw him come out of the cabin and hit you. He hit you like Drake used to hit you. He hit your face.”

	“I know.” I touch the spot where Hector’s pinky ring cut my cheek. Where Randall slapped me and reopened the wound. He did it in front of Jacob. I would have tried harder to escape if I’d known Jacob was hiding in Barry’s Humvee. “How did you get inside Barry’s car?”

	“The back door was unlocked. I didn’t lock my side when I left his car yesterday.”

	“Were his guns still in the back.”

	“No. I’m glad they weren’t. I don’t like guns. Why are you in there?”

	“I’m locked in here.” I grasp the cage bars. “You see that I’m locked in here, right?”

	“Yes. It’s obvious.” He lifts the padlock. “This is keeping you inside. You don’t have to tell me you’re locked up, Charly. It’s obvious. I’m not slow.”

	“I know you’re not. I need you to go get help. Is Randall in the cabin?”

	“I don’t know.” He pulls on the lock. Wrinkles his forehead.

	“Did you see his friend when you woke up in Barry’s SUV?”

	“Who?”

	“The heavy man with the truck.”

	“No. I didn’t look out the window.” He pulls on the lock again. “Where’s the twisty? Padlocks are supposed to have a twisty with numbers.”

	“Let go of it. It’s impossible to open.” I reach through the bars and grab his arm. “Please, go find Amanda.”

	“No. I can rescue you myself.” He lets go of the lock. “I can rescue you, Charly. I made a plan.”

	“No, you can’t. You need help.”

	“I’m not slow, Charly.” He raises his bag. “I can rescue you myself. I have a plan, and I have this.”

	I want to scream, but I manage to keep my voice down. Slowly, I say, “Go to the cabin and find Amanda.”

	“Randall is evil, but I’m not afraid of him anymore. I’m not afraid.”

	“You’re right. He is evil, and he’s mean. Listen, you need Amanda’s help. I don’t think Randall is in the cabin, so you should be able to go there and wake her up.”

	He gazes at the grocery bag. “I don’t need her help, Charly. All I need is this.”

	“Please, go. Tell her Cam left his car keys in their room. Tell her Randall is evil, and he went into the woods. There’s not much time. Tell her to take you to the nearest town and get help.”

	“Why did he go into the woods?”

	“He took Cam hunting.”

	“He was supposed to take Barry hunting. Barry said so. Barry said it was going to be an experience of a lifetime. I wanted to go.”

	“Hurry. You don’t understand. He took Cam hunting. I think he’s going to kill Cam.” I shouldn’t say this, but I can’t take it anymore. “I think he’s hunting Cam.”

	Jacob scrunches his face.

	Now I’ve done it. He’s going to panic. He’s going to run away.

	I shake the bars, the cage door rattles, and he covers his ears. “Go get Amanda!”

	“Stop it,” he screams. “Stop it.”

	“Go.”

	“I don’t need her.” His face turns red. “I can save you myself, Charly. I want to win for real this time. Myself. Amanda always wins. You were right. She cheats. She always gets help. I don’t want her help. I don’t want to cheat.” He heads for the door. “I know what to do. I’m not slow.”

	“Jacob.”

	“I’m going to stop him, Charly. He’s evil.”

	“How? How could you possibly? You’re too afraid.”

	“I’m not afraid of him.” He steps outside and opens the bag. “I have this.” He raises his hand, and the morning sunlight dances on the carving knife’s silver blade.

	“You took it.”

	He nods.

	“Jacob. Bring it here.”

	He shakes his head.

	I’ve never seen that look in his eyes before.

	It’s confidence.

	The blade gleams.

	The wind slams the door shut between us.

	“Jacob,” I shout. “Come back.”
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	No child should ever see their parents cry. It scars them. Seeing tears flow from the people who are supposed to be strong, who are supposed to take care of you, feed you, clothe you, and tell you everything will be fine even when it’s not—those tears destroy hope.

	They destroyed me.

	In the weeks following my eleventh birthday, my mother’s tears took away all security I’d ever known. Welcome to the rest of your life, Charly. She was in her bedroom, talking on her cell phone. Him again. Her sobs bounced down the hall and settled by my doorway, unnerving and unwelcome. Sad.

	I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling, trying to digest my breakfast.

	“Charly, can you come here? Your dad wants to talk to you.”

	“No,” I shouted.

	“Please?”

	“No.”

	He can rot in hell. He didn’t come for my eleventh birthday. He didn’t even call me on my birthday. He didn’t call for two weeks, and by then, I’d moved on.

	He was dead to me.

	If he wanted to talk, he could visit us.

	She appeared in the doorway. “Yes, I’ll tell her.” She dropped her cell phone into her robe pocket and sat on my bed, tomato juice in hand. I had decided not to go to school today, and I didn’t care what she had to say. I wasn’t going.

	I rolled away.

	The birthday present Jacob gave me rested on my nightstand. A makeup mirror. Someday I’d use that mirror, I supposed. When I grew up. I didn’t want to start painting my face now. I wanted to go into the basement and finish painting the horse picture I’d started at the beginning of summer. My mom wouldn’t bother me if I were down there.

	“I have bad news,” she said. “Your dad and I wanted to tell you together, but—why won’t you talk to him?”

	“Do you mean Johnathan?” 

	“Charly. He’s your father. He had to go away for work.” She sipped her juice. “You know that.”

	“Just leave me alone. I’m not going to school today.”

	“That’s not why I’m here, but you can stay home if you want.”

	“I can?” I sat up and pulled the covers over my knees.

	She took my hand. “Your father and I are getting a divorce.” Her ash-gray cheeks hung beneath her unblinking, bloodshot eyes. “He doesn’t want to be with us anymore.”

	No.

	This was not happening.

	I jumped out of bed. Pointed my finger at her. My body shook. “He doesn’t want to be with you anymore. This is all your fault.”

	“I know.” She cast her eyes down. “We’re going to have to move.”

	“What?”

	“Without him, we don’t need this big house.”

	This was not happening.

	I had moved on, but—my birthday was one thing, but divorce? It sounded so permanent. I’d started thinking of him only as Johnathan, but deep inside, I thought he would come back someday. I thought we would make up.

	“We won’t be able to afford to stay here after the divorce.” Her eyes watered.

	“I hate you.”

	“Don’t say that.” She stood and spilled her juice on my bedspread.

	I knocked the glass out of her hand and ran into the hall. “This is all your fault.”

	“Charly.”

	Without thinking, I raced to her room and shoved the dirty clothes off her dresser. I kicked her slippers—the old maroon ones with the holes over the toes—and they flew into the air, and they bounced off the wall, and I screamed.

	A half empty bottle of gin sat on her nightstand, but that’s not what she had mixed with her tomato juice. I dropped to the floor and peered under her bed. Nothing but more dirty clothes and bottles. Empty bottles. I slung them behind me, enjoying the sound they made bouncing off her dresser.

	“Come out from under there,” she said. “What are you doing?”

	I stood and threw a dark green bottle at her head but missed. The bottle smashed into a print of the Bronco’s Mile High Stadium by the doorway, breaking the glass and destroying the frame.

	“Stop it,” she yelled.

	“No.” I grasped the gin off her nightstand and held it like a club.

	“Put that down.” Never a big woman, she seemed smaller now. Frail and afraid of me for the first time in my life. She backed into the hall.

	I blew past her and ran down the stairs. Out the front door. Across the lawn. Into the street. Bottle in hand, the cool autumn air rubbed me the wrong way. Today was gray. The neighbor two houses down paused to look at me before getting in his car. A sparkling blue sedan. He started his engine.

	“Charly,” Mom shouted from the doorstep. “Get back in here.”

	“No. I’m never coming back. No one wants to live with you.”

	The neighbor backed into the street and turned in my direction.

	Mom strode down the steps, her robe flying up behind her. “Get back in here, or you’re grounded.”

	“I’m running away.”

	She charged forward. “How? You don’t have any money.”

	The neighbor pulled up in front of me, leaned over his steering wheel, and motioned for me to move. I’d seen him before. He was an adult, but he wasn’t old. He had tight, curly brown hair and dimples. Not gray hair or wrinkles. Not like my parents. I could go with him.

	“I don’t need any money.”

	The neighbor honked his horn and rolled his window down.

	As I ran to him, I glimpsed Jacob standing inside our house. He watched from the living room window. A portrait framed in white trim. A suburban dream about to die.

	“Is everything okay?” the neighbor asked, glancing at the bottle in my hand.

	“Get away from there,” Mom said.

	“I—” I couldn’t speak. I dropped the bottle, and it shattered on the pavement. The fumes rose into my nose. My nostrils stung. My face flushed, and I ran, but I didn’t run away. I ran toward our house. Jacob no longer stood in the window. I needed to tell him what had happened. I couldn’t leave it up to my mom to explain things. Not the way she had told me about Johnathan.

	We’re getting a divorce. He doesn’t want to be with us anymore.

	I ran across the lawn, and she reached for me, and I slapped her hand out of my way. Somewhere inside, she still had a bottle of vodka. I didn’t want to forget that. I wanted to smash it.

	I found Jacob in his room, sitting in the corner with his back against the wall. “Are you leaving, Charly? Because if you’re leaving, I can come with you. I have a suitcase, and I don’t have to bring everything. Not everything will fit, and I don’t have to bring it all.”

	His damn raccoon tail hung from the curtain rod, centered in the window for the world to see. I glared at it. It reminded me of Amanda. The game. The lie. The day Johnathan said he would help me win. And, if he had helped me win—if he had helped me . . . none of this would have happened. The fighting. The drinking. The divorce.

	The broken bottle of gin.

	If he had helped me win, the emptiness wouldn’t have come.

	The resentment.

	I hated Amanda. I wished she were dead.

	Jacob sat there, pulling on his fingers, turning his knuckles bright red. “I don’t have to bring everything, Charly. I can leave my toys. I don’t need to bring my rubber ducks.”

	“We’re not going anywhere.” I knelt next to him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

	“But, I heard you—”

	“Mom and Dad are getting a divorce.”

	“I heard that, too. And, I heard you yelling. And, I thought you were leaving in that car. Leaving with that man. The shiny blue car with that man. You were leaving.”

	“No, I wasn’t.” I put my arm around him. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to leave you.”

	“Promise?”

	“Yes. I promise. I will never leave you.”


	
CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall stands on the porch, walkie-talkie in hand. He stands on the precipice of another hunt. Another kill. The beginning of a new era for Zaroff Excursions. As long as Lance doesn’t show up early, everything will go according to his plan.

	If not, he’ll adapt.

	He checks the time on his cell phone. Cam should have almost cut through the rope by now. Soon, that moron will be bounding through the snow, trying to escape. Randall can’t wait to hear the crack of Amanda’s gun. The resounding echo bouncing off the mountains, breaking the chill morning air.

	He can’t wait to watch Cam go down at the hands of his own cousin. It makes him smile.

	“Randall,” squawks the walkie-talkie, “where are you?”

	He presses the push-to-talk button. “I’m at the cabin. Where are you?”

	“Mr. Rockwell and I are heading up into the trees now,” Hector says. “We just passed the lake.”

	“Did you go east?”

	“Of course we did.” The speaker hisses through sporadic static. These things were bought on a budget. “Any sign of Mr. Dawson?”

	“No.” Randall glances at the cars, then the driveway. “None, yet. How much farther do you have before the two-mile minimum?”

	“Not much. Another fifteen minutes or so.”

	“Carry on, then. Make sure you abide by the rules.”

	“You’re the one breaking the—”

	Randall hooks the walkie-talkie onto his belt. Hector is not going to listen to him. Not the way a subordinate should. It won’t be long now. Soon, he’ll be Hector’s boss, and Lance will be out on the street. Everything will turn out fine as long as Lance doesn’t arrive early. As long as he doesn’t arrive before the excursions are over.

	Randall gazes up at the second story windows.

	As long as he isn’t already here . . .

	Frost covers the glass. Despite what Hector said about Lance flying in from Texas, he could be inside the cabin right now. Lance has been known to do things like that. While Randall is the type of hunter to march bravely into the wilderness and kill his prey, picking them off one by one, Lance would rather hide in a blind and wait for the prey to come to him. It’s a lazy way to hunt, in Randall’s view. A coward’s way.

	Randall slowly opens the front door and steps lightly down the hall. The dining room. The kitchen. The living room. All clear.

	He checks the deck. The windswept snow lays undisturbed, its weight pressing on old posts. The railing sagging. This place is falling apart.

	In the upstairs hall, he pauses outside Jacob’s door. The simpleton might have come back. Now would be a good time to tie up this loose end. With Kennedy presumably passed out in the bedroom across the hall, he could quietly knock Jacob out and take him to the boathouse.

	No.

	The boy weighs too much, and Kennedy might hear Randall hit him.

	Smothering the simpleton with a pillow would be better. Let him die in that bed. But, one scream, and Kennedy would wake up. Amanda would hear it, and everything would go to hell.

	He cracks Jacob’s door and peers inside.

	No matter. The simpleton hasn’t come back.

	Randall closes the door, gingerly walks down the hall, and gently raps on Amanda’s door.

	“It’s time,” he whispers.

	He waits.

	He raps on her door again. “Are you ready?”

	“Yes. Almost.”

	“Meet me in the kitchen. Remember to bring all your things. You’re leaving immediately after we’re done.”

	“I know,” she says in a hush.

	Ah, but she doesn’t know. She doesn’t know where she’s going after the excursion. It makes him smile.

	A noise comes from the hall.

	Randall spins around.

	No one is there.

	He rounds the corner and stops outside Jacob’s room. The door is closed. He can’t remember if he left it open or closed. Behind him, footsteps sound inside Kennedy’s room. He turns. Faces her door. More footsteps come. She’s awake and moving around. Down the hall, a door closes. Amanda is on her way.

	A noise comes from behind him.

	Someone is inside Jacob’s room.

	It must be Jacob, but it could also be Lance.

	He rushes downstairs as quickly and as quietly as he can.

	Barry did a horrible job with the dishes. The pan he used to cook the steak rests on the drying rack, but it’s smothered in grease. The forks have spots, and wilted lettuce clings to the salad bowls. There are no knives.

	“I’m ready.” Amanda appears in the kitchen entryway, blocking Lance’s view of the deck, suitcase in hand. She’s wearing a puffy green ski jacket, fluffy white gloves, and a surprisingly rugged pair of jeans. “These are the best boots I had. I hope they’re okay.”

	“They’ll do.” He assumes her Uggs—or whatever fancy-brand footwear she’s wearing—will make it through one day in the wilderness. “Come. We need to go.”

	“Wait.” She puts her suitcase on the floor and unzips her jacket partway down, exposing her cleavage. “I haven’t eaten.”

	He opens a cupboard and takes out a box of breakfast bars. “Here. We can eat on the way.”

	“About the fee . . . you know, the extra twenty percent?” She taps her chin, then circles her finger right above her chest. “I was wondering if I could pay that another way.”

	“You’ll pay the full amount.” He pushes her aside and enters the dining room. “You can Venmo me.”

	“Hey, what’s the rush?”

	He stops.

	On the deck outside the french doors, someone has disturbed the snow. Tracks lead from the stairs to the doors. Randall came in through the front door. He checks the handles, and they’re firmly latched. There’s no snow on the dining room floor. No water. Someone came inside this way, but who? And how long ago?

	“What’s wrong?” Amanda asks.

	He grasps her wrist and pulls her toward the hallway. “We have to leave.”

	“Wait.” She grabs her suitcase.

	Kennedy reaches the bottom of the stairs—that stupid imbecile—and blocks their path. “Where are you guys going?” She puts her hand on her forehead. “What time is it?”

	“We’re going to the boathouse,” Randall says.

	“Isn’t it that way?” She points behind him. “Out there?”

	Amanda zips her jacket up.

	“It is,” he says, “but there’s too much snow on the deck. We don’t want to slip and fall down the stairs.” He steps forward. “Now, please, excuse us.”

	“Wait.” She squints. Wrinkles her nose. “Where’s Barry? I thought he went hunting with you?”

	“You don’t look well.” Randall puts his hand on her shoulder. “You should go to your room and pack. You must leave the minute Barry returns.”

	“No. I—” She sways. Giggles. “Hmm. I guess I am a little hungover. Where’s Barry?”

	Where’s Barry? Where’s Barry?

	It’s all Randall can do to not mock her out loud.

	Stupid imbecile.

	He pushes her shoulder, turns her toward the stairs, and forces her to walk. “An associate of mine, an expert guide, has taken Barry on his excursion. I wanted only the best for him, and he’s getting it now.”

	“Oh.” Her hair smells like peaches, cream, and rotten grapes. “Wait. I thought no one could go in the boathouse. Amanda, you can’t—”

	“Miss Nichols has signed the NDA. As it happens, she has business reasons to see the project. Her company is affiliated with mine.”

	“It is?” Amanda asks.

	Randall stops. He lowers his chin, closes his eyes, and pinches the bridge of his nose.

	“I mean, it is,” Amanda says. “It does. My company has worked with Randall’s organization for years. I didn’t realize it when we were talking yesterday, but—”

	“It’s confidential.” Randall opens the box of breakfast bars and hands one to Kennedy. “Here, eat this and go pack. Barry will return soon.”

	Kennedy frowns at the bar. “You want me to eat this?”

	“Go pack your things.”

	“I wanted to go hunting with him”—she holds her phone up—“and take some pictures for my blog. He snuck out.”

	“You were never allowed to go with him.” Randall’s temperature rises. “You weren’t supposed to be here at all, remember? Trust me, you don’t want to interfere with his hunt.”

	She sniffs the breakfast bar. “Which way did he go?”

	Her idiocy reaches a new high.

	Randall’s heart thumps in his chest, and not in a good way. Not in the way a hunter’s heart beats nature into submission. It thumps like he’s being chased. Like he is the prey, and this he does not like. He does not like Kennedy’s relentless stupidity. She thinks she could wander into the woods and find her boyfriend despite the snow. Despite the frigid wind. Despite Randall’s primordial desire to wrap his fingers around her throat in the name of Darwin’s genius and squeeze.

	And, squeeze.

	And—

	“We need to go.” Amanda takes Randall by the elbow.

	Somewhere upstairs, a door slams shut. There shouldn’t be anyone up there but—the tracks on the deck.

	Lance or Jacob.

	Which is it?

	Randall fixes his eyes on Kennedy’s face.

	Amanda squeezes his arm.

	Kennedy wrinkles her nose. “Why does she have a suitcase?”

	“Cam and I decided to leave later today,” Amanda says. “I didn’t want to forget it, so I’m putting it in our car on the way to the boathouse. That’s the real reason we’re going out the front. C’mon, Randall.” She pulls on his elbow.

	“Wait.” Kennedy puts her hand up. “Which way did Barry go?”

	Randall jerks his arm free of Amanda’s grasp. Glares at the stupid imbecile. “You will stay here.” Calm. Randall must stay calm. He pictures his gun firing. The peace it brings to kill something. Calm. He must remain calm. Barry is the quintessential client, and Kennedy—as much as she deserves to die—is Barry’s lovebird. His pet. She cannot be harmed. “Listen carefully. If you get in the way—”

	“If I get in the way, what?” she sneers. “What are you going to do?”

	“If you get in the way—”

	Amanda grasps Randall’s wrist. “We’ve got to go now.” She pulls him past Kennedy, and they stride down the hall. “It was nice meeting you. Have a safe trip home.”

	They step onto the front porch.

	The wind whips through the trees in the distance.

	Randall reaches into his pocket.

	His gun is still strapped to his leg.

	The biting air invades his nose. His lungs. It’s bitter, but his gun is sweet.

	Compared to the wind, his gun is warm.

	Comforting.

	It’s comforting to know his gun is right where it should be. Right where he needs it.

	He slips his fingers through the slit and caresses the trigger.

	He lets the wind inflate his chest.

	Part of him hopes Kennedy goes looking for Barry.

	The fun part.


	
CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

	CHARLY

	 


	I would never have believed Jacob took the knife if I hadn’t seen him holding it. He’s afraid of knives. He’s afraid of the noise the garbage truck makes on Mondays. He’s afraid of plastic wrap because he once saw a movie where a serial killer used it to suffocate people. He’s afraid of the dark, and he’s always been afraid of knives.

	Until now.

	That look in his eye before he left the boathouse . . .

	I’ve waited so long for him to show some confidence in life. In anything. And now that he has, I’m terrified. The years of therapy have finally started to work. He appeared more sure of himself than ever, and it couldn’t have come at a worse time.

	I sit in the corner of the cage, shivering from the cold. The boathouse door hangs crooked in its frame. The wind beats on the door’s weathered wood, challenging the broken latch. It barely holds. Dry snow whirls outside the window. I fold my arms over my chest and pray for warmth. I pray the sun will conquer the cold and penetrate these walls before noon arrives, but I know it won’t be so. I’ve never gotten what I prayed for without doing something myself, and there’s nothing I can do.

	I’m destined to freeze to death.

	The ice on the black iron bars glistens.

	The red circle on the electronic lock mocks me.

	The knob to the boathouse door turns.

	I jump to my feet.

	Jacob?

	The door opens.

	It’s not Jacob.

	Someone in a ski hat with fluffy white tassels and a fur-lined leather coat steps backward into the boathouse and shuts the door. “Kennedy?”

	She spins around. “Charly, what are you doing in here?”

	“Help.” I rush to the cage door. “You’ve got to stop Jacob. Did you see him out there?”

	“No.” She hugs herself and rubs the backs of her arms. Her coat is designer thin and matches her gloves. “What are you doing in there?”

	“Hurry. You’ve got to stop Jacob.”

	“Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

	“Your boyfriend’s out hunting with Randall, and—”

	“I know. I was on my way to look for him, but the wind—I had to come inside.” The walls shake like an airplane taking off. The wind rages on. “I’m going to find him and go hunting with him.”

	“You don’t want to do that. They took my cousin and this other guy. I think they’re going to kill them.”

	“What?” She steps closer. “What are you talking about?”

	“I don’t have time to explain.”

	She lifts the electronic padlock. Pulls on it. “It looks like you might have plenty of time.”

	“Okay, I’ll tell you, but then you’ve got to go find Jacob, okay?”

	She nods.

	“Randall locked me in here with Cam and this other guy. Then, he and his friend took them hunting. I think Barry went with them. Did he ever tell you what he came here to hunt?”

	“Um, what do you mean? Like, which animal?”

	“Yes.”

	“Uh . . . no.” Her eyes go to the ceiling. “A bear or a mountain goat, maybe. Like something big.”

	“Like a man?”

	“What?”

	“Your boyfriend came here to hunt humans.”

	She backs away. “No. No way. Barry wouldn’t do that.”

	“He’s doing it right now, and my brother is out there trying to stop him. He’s got a knife. Please, you’ve got to go find him.”

	“I don’t believe you.” She chuckles nervously. “This is some kind of joke, right? Barry put you up to this.” She pulls her phone out and takes a picture.

	“It’s not a joke. Look.” I press my face against the bars and point to the cut on my cheek. “Randall’s friend gave me this.”

	“I—Barry wouldn’t kill anyone. He’s a dumb jock, but that’s too far.”

	“How do you know? You haven’t been dating long. What did he tell you about this trip?”

	“Not much. He was really excited for it. He did say it wasn’t going to be like other trips he’d been on but, honestly, I didn’t care. I assumed he was hunting deer or elk or something.”

	“He’s out there right now hunting my cousin. You’ve got to believe me.” I point at the cabinet. “Look in there.”

	She crosses the floor and opens the door. Picks up an ankle bracelet.

	“They put one of those on Cam’s ankle and shocked the shit out of him. It’s like a Taser.”

	She takes a black hood off the other shelf. Holds it up.

	“They put that over his head,” I say.

	She drops the hood. “Your brother has a knife?”

	“He took the carving knife. He’s lost his mind.”

	She examines the ankle bracelet. “We need to find Barry and straighten this all out.”

	“No. You have to—”

	“Hold on. I think I can get you out of there.”

	“No, you can’t. There’s no way. There’s nothing to break the lock with, and you can’t pick it. It’s electronic. Please, go find Jacob.”

	Kennedy places the bracelet on the workbench. “It’s not all electronic. It’s got to have a tumbler.”

	“A what?”

	“You said Randall locked you in there, right? How did he unlock it?”

	“With his phone.”

	“But”—she opens the toolbox—“the lock mechanically opened, right? There’s a motor inside it that turns the tumbler.” She takes a tiny screwdriver out of the toolbox and works on the ankle bracelet.

	“What are you doing? How do you—”

	“All we have to do is activate the lock. Trick it into opening.” She removes a plastic panel from the ankle bracelet and exposes a green circuit board. “There. I just need to short this part.”

	“How do you know what you’re doing?”

	“I don’t. Well, like—I kind of do. My parents made me get an electrical engineering degree out of high school.” She ruffles through the toolbox. Finds a wire. “I wouldn’t say I know what I’m doing, but I’m not afraid of this stuff.”

	“I thought you were a fashion influencer.”

	“I am.” She gathers up the ankle bracelet, the wire, and a pair of needle nose pliers. “Engineering jobs are boring.” Her lip gloss shines. “Online influencing is a lot more fun. I have so many followers on Instagram. And Twitter.”

	I shouldn’t have brought it up.

	She hangs the ankle bracelet on the padlock and lowers her head. Gazes at the circuit board. “Stand back and don’t touch the bars.”

	“Careful,” I say. “That thing can paralyze you.”

	“I know.” She holds the pliers up. “These rubber handles will protect me.”

	I step back.

	She uses the pliers to touch the wire to the circuit board. A blue spark lights the room, the bracelet jumps off the lock, Kennedy’s arm jerks back, her face tightens, her necklace leaps off her throat, bounces into her face, and the pliers go flying.

	A motor whines, and the padlock drops open.

	It’s unlatched. It’s a miracle.

	The lock is unlatched.

	“Are you okay?” I ask.

	She nods, wide-eyed and stunned.

	I reach through the bars and remove the padlock.

	The door scrapes the floor when I open it.

	And just like that, I’m free.


	
CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	My sweet sixteen was anything but sweet. The only good thing about it was finally becoming an adult. I didn’t need to worry about my mom disappearing for days at a time anymore. I was old enough to be on my own. She had been gone for three weeks this time. The longest yet, but I didn’t care. We didn’t need her.

	We needed money.

	I needed a job.

	It wasn’t like I went to school every day anyway, and Jacob was getting better at being alone in the apartment. A few hours of work a week and a paycheck. That’s all I needed.

	The Tasty Freeze sat across the street from Larry’s All-Stars Gentleman’s Club. Red, white, and blue stripes studded with stars surrounded Larry’s name in neon, and the marquee read, “Topless Dancers. Foxy Girls. Now Hiring 18 and Up.” Movie-sized posters of half-naked women bordered the entrance. A liquor store with torn beer advertisements in its windows sucked on the club like a leech. Only three cars were in the parking lot at two in the afternoon. Mom wasn’t sitting beneath the liquor store window this time, but I hadn’t expected to see her there. She’d moved on from the hard stuff to the harder stuff months ago. Meth, crack, crank—I didn’t know which, and I didn’t care.

	Jacob and I were going to live on our own from now on.

	I stepped off the sidewalk and checked my makeup in the side-view mirror of a dented Chevy. It was from the seventies or before. The mirror was cracked but usable. The bruise under my eye couldn’t be seen through my base. Just a little touch-up to be safe, and the Tasty Freeze manager wouldn’t notice. If he did, I’d tell him I fell down the stairs. A cliché for sure, but believable because of my age. I wasn’t some old battered wife.

	Just a battered girlfriend.

	The clock outside the bank read 1:58 p.m. I was right on time.

	A sign inside the Tasty Freeze read, “Now hiring, 16 and Up.”

	Perfect. It was still there.

	After turning sixteen last week, I submitted job applications all over the place, but I had my heart set on the Tasty Freeze. Filling out the applications was the highlight of my birthday. I didn’t have a party. Drake and Jacob were there, and that was all. Of course, Jacob stayed in his room until Drake left, so he wasn’t really there. It’s not that they don’t get along with each other. It’s that Drake likes to surprise people. He likes to hide around corners or in closets, and he likes to jump out and yell, “Boo.” I thought it was funny at first, but Jacob never did.

	Then, Drake hit me.

	It wasn’t all his fault. He scared me, and I reacted. Technically, I hit him first.

	I approached the counter, trying to get Drake out of my head. I needed to concentrate. “I’m here for an interview.”

	The Tasty Freeze girl nodded and cruised down the hall, running her hand along the soft-serve machine as she passed. Oily onion ring and stale french fry smells hung in the hot air. My stomach growled. I pictured the look on Jacob’s face if I could walk in carrying a bag of greasy goodness. He loved the Tasty Freeze as much as I did.

	She returned from the back. “He’s interviewing someone else right now, but it shouldn’t be long.” Her eyeliner was about to run. “Have a seat, and I’ll call you when he’s ready.” Her red and white outfit—her Tasty Freeze smock, hat, and slacks—fit well. I wondered if they had my size.

	I took a seat in the nearest booth.

	Fifteen minutes passed.

	I watched the clock.

	I needed to return to the apartments before three.

	Drake was expecting me.

	I picked up the napkin holder and checked my makeup in the reflection. It wasn’t the first time he had hit me. Drake was a walking cliché. He was a bully boy taking out his childhood trauma on everyone around him. But I loved him. He needed me, and it felt good. He needed someone to take his abuse out on, someone to hit, and I needed him. We met when Mom moved us into a low rent apartment east of downtown so she could afford to keep drinking. He lived across the courtyard. At twenty-four years old, with his own place, he was a dream.

	Johnathan never came back.

	Before long, Drake and Jacob were all I had.

	“Did you want something?” A gangly guy stood next to my table.

	“No, I’m waiting to see the manager for an interview.”

	“Oh, I meant, did you want something to eat while you wait?”

	“No, thanks,” I lied. I did want something, but I had no money.

	I tilted the napkin holder to catch the light better and saw the bruise. Shit. My base was fading. I put the holder down and closed my eyes. If I didn’t get this job today, weeks could go by. I’d already borrowed too much money from Drake. He’d get angry if I asked for more.

	“Hey.” The Tasty Freeze girl appeared behind the counter. “He’s ready for you now. Go down the hall toward the bathrooms and wait outside the backroom door. I’ll come let you in.”

	The door at the end of the hall opened before I got there, but it wasn’t the Tasty Freeze girl. It was my competition. She was my height, and her red shirt matched the Tasty Freeze napkins. My mom’s black blouse was too tight across my chest. She smiled at me as we passed each other, and for a moment, I wanted to meet her. She seemed so friendly. So nice.

	I felt like the night of the living dead. Black and bruised.

	“This way,” the Tasty Freeze girl said, motioning for me to join her in the back room. “He’s in here.”

	I followed her past a walk-in freezer, and we entered an office.

	The manager stood up from behind his desk to greet me. “Please, have a seat.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Charly, is it?”

	“Yes.”

	“I’m Jack. Nice to meet you.”

	“Yes. I mean—nice to meet you too.”

	“Let’s see.” He held up a piece of paper and quickly ran his eyes over it. “I have your application right here. It looks like this would be your first real job.”

	“Yes.”

	“You can relax.” He smiled warmly. “I just have a few questions for you.”

	“Okay.”

	“First, tell me about yourself.”

	“Okay. I’ve lived—I live a few blocks away, so I’d be able to get here on time. I love the french fries here, and I’ve been cooking for myself and my brother forever.”

	“No. Tell me about you. What do you like to do?”

	“I don’t have any hobbies, I . . . I like to read.” The lie came tripping off my tongue. I don’t know why I said it, but it sounded good, like something people say. My hobby was painting art, but I never talked about it. Not even with Drake.

	He waited for me to say more, but I had nothing. He stared at me, and I stared back, the anxiety creeping up my back like a python. Finally, he broke eye contact and looked at my application. “You put here that you like to bake cakes.”

	Another lie.

	I barely remembered filling out the application. At the time, I had already filled out so many, I’d started putting down whatever popped into my head for hobbies and interests. I didn’t think people actually read these things.

	“Yes. I love to bake.”

	“Baking takes time. Why do you want to pursue work in fast food?”

	“I love the french fries here.”

	“Yes, you said that already.”

	I leaned forward. Put my arms on his desk. “Please, I need this job. I’ll work hard, I promise.”

	He gazed with purpose at my arms. They were clean. No tracks. Then, he focused on my face. “Did you have an accident?”

	“No.” I sat back. “Yes. I live on the second floor and tripped down the stairs the other day. It’s not a big deal.”

	He picked up my application. “Your address is at Windcrest Arms. You’re right. That isn’t far away, is it?”

	“No, it’s not.”

	“It’s right up there off Bradford, right?”

	“Yes.”

	“They’ve been having a lot of trouble up there lately. The police go by all the time.” He gazed at my cheek again and shook his head. “I’m sorry. Right now, I need someone a little more experienced, but I’ll tell you what, come back in a few weeks, and if I haven’t found anyone—”

	“But I need a job today.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	I stood. “Please.”

	He came around his desk, opened the door and called up to the front. “Missy? Can you hear me?”

	“Yes,” the Tasty Freeze girl shouted.

	“Can you get an ice cream cone for Charly here?”

	“No, thanks,” I said.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes.”

	I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

	The hallway was a blur.

	I stepped out onto the curb and covered my face.

	My hands smelled like grease and disappointment.

	I shoved them into my pockets and crossed the street.

	Why had I wanted to work there in the first place?

	That girl looked so stupid in her Tasty Freeze outfit—her red and white smock, her cheap hat, her thin white slacks.

	I wiped the tears from my face, smearing my makeup.

	I didn’t want to work at the Tasty Freeze anymore. It was disgusting. They wouldn’t have paid me enough anyway. Jacob and I needed more than minimum wage. We deserved better. I deserved to make a lot of money.

	I tilted my head back, sniffed, and read the sign outside Larry’s club. “Topless Dancers. Foxy Girls. Now Hiring 18 and Up.” I knew from Drake that strippers made a lot of money. With the right eyeliner and blush, I could have passed for eighteen. But the truth was, I couldn’t even hide a bruise.

	The clock outside the bank read 2:50 p.m.

	Shit.

	I was going to be late.

	Drake was going to be angry.


	
CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

	RANDALL

	 


	The hardest part of guiding an excursion is holding back, watching the client muddle their way toward their prey, one naive step at a time. Randall experiences physical pain when a client misreads the landscape and moves in the wrong direction. His head throbs when a client shoots their weapon haphazardly and misses the target. His neck tightens, and his breath constricts when a client forgets to cock their rifle before trying to fire it.

	But work is work, the money’s good, and it’s for a greater cause. Mankind. Eliminating the weak.

	Amanda, with all her courage and confidence, is no different. As she plods through the snow ahead of Randall, her ass looks good in those jeans, but her gait is all wrong. The way she carries the rifle he gave her, slung over her shoulder like a handbag. It’s all wrong. She claims to have done this before, but she failed last time, not only because she’s a woman but because she’s too confident. Too aggressive, charging through the woods like a Black Friday shopper looking for an Elmo.

	Randall can’t take it anymore. It’s usually important for him to let clients think they’re awesome. It’s good for referrals, but Amanda won’t be referring anyone after today. He doesn’t have time to watch her wander around anymore. His boss could be on his way into the Rockies right this minute. “Wait.”

	Amanda stops. Her rosy, wind-burned face glows against the snowy hillside. “What?”

	“Shh. Look at this.” A pool of brown liquid stagnates in a footprint. It smells like last night’s steak disaster.

	“Is that blood?” she asks.

	“No. It’s vomit. Look, there.” He points to another, smaller pool several feet away.

	Amanda heads in that direction.

	Randall follows. He places his hand on her shoulder and presses down. They kneel. “See this divot in the snow? It’s a footprint. And there’s another.”

	“It went that way,” she says.

	“Right. It’s probably hiding on other the side of this ridge.”

	She stands and marches up the hill with abandon. She doesn’t weave, keeping cover behind the trees when possible. She doesn’t respect the prey’s ability to sense her approach. No. Not at all. She is not a hunter.

	But Randall is.

	He spots the prey near the ridge’s top. “Amanda.”

	She turns.

	He points.

	She raises the rifle.

	Randall rushes to her side and reaches for the gun, but he’s too late.

	She fires and misses.

	The prey runs up the hill, pushing its way through the snow.

	Her eyes light up, and she lumbers forward.

	“Cock it,” Randall yells. “Pull the lever.”

	She does. The next bullet enters the chamber with a satisfying clunk. She raises the rifle, and he reaches for her shoulder, but again, he’s too late.

	She fires and misses again.

	The prey stops. It turns its head toward us. Its face a black oval in the whirling white wind.

	Amanda didn’t steady her feet before firing. She didn’t wait for the moment before squeezing the trigger. Randall’s throat constricts. His muscles tense as if he’s holding the rifle. As if he can hit the brakes on this runaway car by slamming his foot against the passenger side floor. This could go on forever, or worse, the prey could escape.

	“Dammit.” She takes off up the hill, stepping in the prey’s footprints.

	“Amanda, halt. Stop. Take your time. Take aim.” Randall scrambles after her.

	The prey nears the ridge’s top. If it makes it over the other side, all will be lost.

	Randall pulls the ankle bracelet remote out of his pocket and presses the button.

	The prey—Cam, that’s its name—stumbles. Its leg shakes, and it goes down. It yells. It moans.

	Amanda stops, takes aim, and this time she doesn’t miss.

	The bullet shreds Cam’s coat, hitting him in the arm. He lies on the ground, shaking and shouting, but he’s too far away. The wind swallows his pleas, and he claws his way up a tree trunk, attempting to stand.

	Randall reaches Amanda, leans in close, and whispers in her ear. “Breathe. Take your time. You only have two bullets left.”

	The gunshot rings out.

	Cam’s head snaps back. He falters, stumbles away from the tree, and collapses.

	Once a man, now a pile of meat.

	Amanda lowers the gun. She grins from ear to ear, her eyes on fire.

	“Well done.” A snowflake lands on Randall’s nose. He wipes it off and realizes more are on their way.

	“I’ve got to see this.”

	“No.” He grabs her elbow. “You’re done.”

	“But, I—”

	“Clients are not allowed to see their kill up close. You know the rules.”

	Her eyes blaze.

	“You’ll receive an anonymous trophy at a later time. Come with me now. We need to return immediately.”

	“Okay.” She loops the rifle strap over her shoulder. “I’m done.”

	“When we get back, we’ll drive down the mountain until you find an internet signal. Then you can Venmo me your fee.”

	“What if my cousin’s car won’t make it in the snow?”

	Randall hadn’t considered this, but he instantly adjusts his plan. “I have a snowmobile.”

	She hesitates. “Oh, okay.”

	Randall turns to go. The snow falls heavier now. They need to return to the cabin. He wants his money.

	Amanda stops. Turns around.

	“What are you doing?” he asks.

	The raven-haired whore takes off up the hill toward the body.

	“Halt.” He runs after her, but she’s too quick. “Don’t.” His wounded thigh aches with each pounding step. The cut threatens to open. It slows him down. She increases her lead, swerving to hit the lower spots in the snow between the trees.

	This is not good.

	Randall presses on, but he can’t catch up with her. He’s too late.

	She kneels before Cam’s corpse. Rubs his face. Shakes her head and rubs his face with both hands.

	She stares at the black shoe polish on her fingers.

	She screams.

	Randall approaches her from behind. “I told you not to—”

	“Why?” She stands and pulls the rifle off her shoulder. Aims it at Randall.

	At this range, she wouldn’t miss. In fact, she could hit him anywhere she wanted. “Put it down.”

	“Raise your hands.”

	“I love it,” he says. “Do you feel it? It’s in your eyes—the thrill of the kill, the ascension up the food ladder. You’ve done it. You’re the best. You can relax now. Please, lower the rifle.”

	“No! You—it’s Cam. You made me kill my cousin!”

	“I did not make you do anything. It’s the natural order. You did what you were supposed to do. You’re a survivor.”

	“Not like this. I didn’t want to do this.”

	“You insisted on having an excursion today.” He hunches his shoulders. “What was I supposed to do?”

	“Not my cousin.” She glances at Cam’s body. “Oh, no. I’m a murderer, and—the police. They’re going to think I had a motive because I knew him. We’re related. There’s a connection. They’re going to arrest me for murder. I told people we were coming here this weekend.”

	“Stop your worrying. It’s so unbecoming.” He reaches into his right pocket.

	“Raise your hands.”

	“We’ll take care of everything. People go missing in these mountains all the time.”

	She lowers her head and closes one eye. Her rifle shakes in her hands. “Raise. Your. Hands.”

	It’s comforting to know his pistol is still strapped to his thigh. “It’s okay.” He pulls his hand out of his pocket. “It’s only my cell phone.”

	“What are you doing? Put it away.”

	“I’m recording the GPS coordinates for the cleanup crew.” He looks at the sky as if he can see satellites through the clouds. “Now, give me the rifle. You were never here, and neither was your cousin.”

	“But, Charly and Jacob. They know I’m here.”

	“Don’t worry about them. By the time the cleanup crew arrives, it will be as if they were never here either.”

	“No!” She pulls the trigger.

	The gun clicks.

	She forgot to cock it after shooting Cam.

	What a shame.

	She pulls the trigger again and again—click, click, click.

	Randall grabs the rifle by the barrel and slings it into the trees.

	She leans forward, bends her elbows, and balls her hands into fists.

	Such spunk. Such a delight.

	She amazes him, and he’d love to end her life right now. He’d love to feel the thrill of the kill the same as her, but he can’t do that. He doesn’t want to do that, but how he’d love to shoot her in the head and step upon her bleeding body, king of the world. He’d love to, but it wouldn’t be wise. Not yet.

	She hasn’t paid him yet.

	She charges forward. Her head burrows into his abdomen, and he falls backward onto the snow, laughing. He shoves his phone back into his pocket, pulls the pistol off his thigh, and buries the muzzle in her ear. “Get off me.”

	“No.” She sits up, straddling his hips, and punches him in the nose.

	A stinging sensation surges inside his nostrils.

	Suddenly, this isn’t funny anymore.

	Randall grabs her wrist with his free hand and pulls her upper body close to his. The shoe polish on her hands smells like diesel. Her warmth is a welcome reprieve from the onslaught of snow falling from the sky. He shoves his pistol into her mouth. Fear replaces the fire in her eyes. She goes from wolf to sheep in an instant. “Get off me.”

	Slowly, she slides to the side, and they stand together.

	He keeps hold of her wrist. “Try to run, and I’ll kill you.” All the fun is gone now. He no longer wants the thrill of the kill. He wants his fee plus twenty percent, and he wants to be done. “March.” He motions toward the bottom of the hill. “Go.”

	She does.

	“Don’t fall down.”

	“You’re not going to kill me.”

	“That depends on whether you try another stunt. I’m not so sure you’re a survivor after all.”


	
CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

	CHARLY

	 


	Hammer in hand, I burst out of the boathouse, blast through the snow, and spring up the deck stairs. Kennedy comes trudging behind me, carrying a screwdriver like a dagger. We couldn’t find any box cutters in the boathouse. I lost the only one when Randall and I fought.

	I won that fight. I could win another.

	I pause outside the french doors. Fresh footprints. Someone recently came this way. It must have been Jacob. The sky is heavy with gray clouds. Another blizzard is coming. My bones may never thaw.

	“Wait for me.” Kennedy reaches the top of the stairs.

	“I am.”

	In my rush out of the boathouse, the hammer seemed like a good choice. Now, it seems clunky. Heavy. Randall Thorne is a big man. He towers over everyone. What am I going to do? Hit him in the knee and run? “Give me the screwdriver.”

	Kennedy looks at it like she’s never seen one before. “What are you going to do?”

	“If Randall is in there, I’m going to stab him.” I lay the hammer on the deck and hold out my hand.

	“Maybe we should chill.” She hands me the screwdriver. “We can act like nothing has happened, then surprise him.”

	“He locked me in a cage. He knows I’m less than happy with him. He’ll never fall for it.”

	“Oh. I guess you’re right.”

	I put my hand on the door handle.

	Kennedy puts her hand on mine. “Stop. Let’s run. Let’s go to Barry’s Humvee.”

	“No, I have to find Jacob. I think he’s inside.”

	“I don’t want to go in there, Charly. I’m scared.”

	“I’m not running away again.” I pick the hammer up and hand it to her. “Follow behind me. If Randall is in there, I’ll stab him in the leg where I cut him before.” My eyes burn, my nostrils freeze, the tip of my tongue stings, and I don’t care. I’m going to kill Randall Thorne. “You come in behind and hit him with the hammer. Try to hit him in the head.”

	“I can’t do that.” She lowers her chin. “I’ve never hurt anyone before.”

	“What about Barry? Don’t you want to save him?”

	“I don’t know. I—you might be right about him. He was really excited about his hunt. He could be a bad guy—a serial killer or something. I just want to go home.”

	“Fine. While I’m taking care of Randall, you find the keys to Barry’s car.” I put my hand on her shoulder. “Then we’ll find Jacob and go. It’s the only way.” Her emerald eyes have yellow streaks. Her blonde hair sticks out in all directions, whipped by the wind. “Are you ready?”

	She nods.

	I slowly open the door and peer inside.

	No one is in the dining room.

	Kennedy closes the door behind us.

	It’s good to be out of the cold.

	Hector. I forgot about Randall’s friend, Hector. If he’s in here somewhere, we’ll be outmatched.

	The fire in the living room went out hours ago.

	Kennedy follows close behind me as I enter the kitchen.

	No one is there.

	“I’ve got to check the upstairs for Jacob. See if you can find Barry’s car keys in your room.”

	“What if Randall is upstairs?”

	“I’ll go first.”

	The upstairs hall is empty. I open the door to Barry and Kennedy’s room, screwdriver at the ready, and no one is there.

	Kennedy searches for the keys.

	In my room, Jacob’s covers are heaped on the floor. I check under the bed to no avail.

	He’s not here.

	My chest swells at the thought of him traipsing through the forest with a carving knife, searching for Randall. He’s not a fighter. That’s my job.

	I step into the hall. Kennedy is still searching for the keys. “Find anything?”

	“No.” She comes out. “He must have taken them with him.”

	“Okay. Let’s go.” I make a beeline for Amanda’s room. She’s probably still asleep. Pride sticks in my throat, and I swallow it down. I need her help. “Amanda? Are you in there?” I crack the door. The scent of her perfume—flowers in Spring—wafts into the hall. “Amanda, wake up.”

	Her suitcase is gone.

	Cam’s bag sits in the corner, unzipped, and—like he told me—his keys rest upon the dresser. He wasn’t lying about that much. I swear to myself I will apologize for not trusting him. I should never have accused him of working with Randall. Somehow, when I find him, I’ll make it up to him before the guilt turns into shame.

	I grab the keys.

	“Where is she?” Kennedy asks.

	“I don’t know.” I hold the keys up. The key to Cam’s Chevy is obvious. “Let’s find Jacob and get out of here.”

	“What about Amanda? You won’t leave your brother, but you’ll leave her?”

	“If I know anything, it’s that my cousin can take care of herself. I heard her talking to Randall in the basement last night. She’s got him wrapped around her finger by now. She’ll be okay.”

	A part of me wants Randall to hurt her. The jealous, shameful part. After suffering in the shadow of her success all my life, I—I need to find Jacob first. Then I’ll help her.

	“Are you sure about Amanda?”

	“If Randall planned on doing something to her, he would have locked her in the cage with us. Let’s go.”

	We race down the hall. My confidence builds. Randall and the others are still out hunting. They must be. We’re going to get out of here alive. I descend the stairs to the basement. “Anyone here?” The bathroom is empty. “Jacob? Are you hiding?”

	No one responds.

	The first bedroom is empty.

	Kennedy hits the bottom of the stairs, and we go into the back bedroom. There’s a suitcase on the bed and a Colorado Rockies ski hat on the floor. It’s Hector’s. I rifle through his suitcase, looking for something I can use. A gun. A knife. Anything.

	But there’s nothing.

	“Let’s go,” Kennedy says. “Let’s take the car and go for help.”

	“No. I’m not leaving without Jacob.”

	“We can come back for him later. Let’s go so we can call the police.”

	“No.”

	“Please, I just want to go home.”

	“I’m not running away again.”

	“Well, I am.” She rushes me. Her head hits my abdomen. I fall backward onto the bed, unable to catch myself. Hector’s suitcase hits the floor with a thud. She peels at my fingers, prying Cam’s car keys free. They fall onto the floor, and she beats me to them. “No!” I fall off the bed reaching for her.

	She races into the hall.

	I run after her.

	She flies up the stairs.

	My empty stomach cramps and I bend over in pain. I hope she won’t be able to unlock Cam’s car and start it, but then I remember how she broke me out of the cage.

	Kennedy just isn’t as dumb as she seems.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	When we first moved into the Windcrest Arms apartments, Mom promised things would turn around. She’d just gotten a new job. Dad had agreed to send us money each month as part of the divorce. She went to a student-teacher meeting for Jacob and talked as if she were genuinely concerned about his education. She said Jacob and I wouldn’t have to share a bedroom for long because living in this sun-worn, cracked-concrete jail cell apartment complex wasn’t for us. Not the new us. She promised we would move back into a house by the end of the year.

	Our future was bright.

	So bright, she bought a bottle of wine to celebrate our first day at the apartments and never stopped drinking it.

	I met Drake the next day.

	Nineteen years old, tall, long-haired, independent—a dream come true.

	A year passed before Drake and I started dating. By then, Mom had plowed through five jobs and stopped trying. Sometimes, she would go out late at night and come back with a fist full of cash, stumbling and smelling like gin and strawberries. The boys at school were shorter than me and stupid. Drake wasn’t. He had his own apartment, and he invited Jacob and me over whenever my mom was out of control. He always let us stay the night. I dreamed of marrying him and moving into a house together. A house like the one Mom had promised.

	Drake said he liked the idea.

	Our future was bright.

	Now, standing outside his apartment two years later, my makeup running down my face, terrified that I’m late, that I told him I’d be here at three o’clock and wasn’t, that I didn’t get a job because he hit me, because he bruised me—I’m not looking forward to the future.

	Worse, I needed his help. I needed his money for groceries.

	I pounded on his door.

	He didn’t answer.

	My fist ached, but I pounded anyway. “Are you in there?”

	He didn’t answer.

	“I’m sorry I’m late.” I tried the doorknob, but it was locked. “Please don’t jump out and scare me.”

	Silence.

	I was nearly a half-hour late. He must have become mad and gone to my apartment. I left Jacob alone two hours ago, and if he let Drake inside—

	I raced across the courtyard, dodging the empty cans and fast food wrappers—the Tasty Freeze take-out bags, the broken liquor bottles, the cigarette butts, the cracks in the concrete. A desperately clean smell came from the communal laundry room. The familiar stain on our apartment door crept up from the welcome mat like ivy.

	I reached for the doorknob.

	My hand shook.

	I hesitated.

	Listened.

	No yelling or fighting came from inside.

	Still, fear gripped me by the throat. This wasn’t the plan. I was supposed to have gotten the job at the Tasty Freeze without Drake knowing. In a few weeks, when we’d saved enough, I was leaving him forever. Jacob and I were leaving Windcrest forever. But now, with no job and an empty stomach . . . I should have gone inside Larry’s Gentlemen’s club. A place like that probably employed tons of underage strippers. Thinking about it on my way back today, I’d chosen a stage name: Care Bear. In honor of my dad.

	Johnathan had always called me that, and I’d always hated it.

	I should’ve gone inside Larry’s Gentlemen’s club.

	At least I’d have a job. A way out.

	But take my clothes off? In front of people?

	No.

	Never.

	This Care Bear could never do that.

	I threw the door open wide. “Drake? Come out. I know you’re hiding in here somewhere. It’s not funny.”

	He wasn’t in the hall closet. I checked behind the couch. The bathroom. There was nowhere to hide in the kitchen, so I grabbed a carving knife off the counter. He couldn’t have hidden in my room, either, not with Jacob there.

	One place left.

	I went to my mom’s room. Flipped on the light. “Drake?”

	Thin dresses, holey leggings, socks, underwear, and high heels littered the floor. Cheap plastic necklaces. A book rested on a cardboard box by her pillow and comforter on the floor. She’d sold her bed and dresser last month. It had only been a matter of time before she either disappeared or came for her stuff. She’d disappeared, and so had Drake.

	He wasn’t here.

	My shoulders relaxed, and I lowered the knife.

	My mom had been piling our mail in the corner of her room. Most of it hadn’t been opened, so I scooped it up, put the knife back in the kitchen, and went to my room.

	“Hi, Charly.” Jacob sat on his bed with his back against the wall. “I thought you were going to Drake’s. Staying at Drake’s tonight. Are you staying here?”

	“Yes. Have you seen him today?” I dumped the mail at the foot of the bed.

	“No. I don’t like him. You know I don’t like him. He’s getting meaner. Meaner, Charly.”

	“I know.” Ads for bar-b-cues and tents and windows and home-remodeling made up most of the mail. I sifted through it. An envelope with an orange stripe reading Final Notice caught my eye. It was from Windcrest. Inside, there was a date.

	Two days from now.

	“What’s wrong, Charly?”

	“Nothing.”

	I read the letter. Windcrest was giving us two days to move out. If we didn’t leave, they would notify the authorities. Apparently, this was the fourth notice. The rent hadn’t been paid in over three months.

	I read it again. “Jacob, we have to leave.”


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

	CHARLY

	 


	Cam’s beat-up Dodge is smothered beneath three feet of snow. I stop chasing after Kennedy when I see her fail to open the door. She glances back at me, drops her hammer on the ground, and starts digging with her hands.

	The trees at the end of the driveway shiver in the wind. “Jacob?” He doesn’t answer. I check inside Barry’s Humvee. He hid in here all night, but he’s not there now. This leaves only one place for him to hide. The forest. Deep in the forest. “Move over.” I kneel next to Kennedy and pull snow away from the door.

	“Why are you helping me?”

	“When we find Jacob, we’ll need a way to get out of here. I want to know if this piece of crap will start.”

	We open the door far enough for Kennedy to slip inside, and she sticks the key in the ignition. She can’t take off without me because of the snowdrift behind the car. We have more digging to do. If the engine starts, we’ll make a runway to the drive and use gravity to pull us down the hill.

	The motor whirs like a stuttering robot. It turns over, but the engine doesn’t catch. “Stop. You’ll wear the battery down.”

	“But, we have to get out of here.”

	“Stop.” I put my hand on her shoulder. “The sun is breaking through the clouds. Maybe it will be warmer by the time we find Jacob. I think the engine is too cold to start right now.”

	She rests her head on the steering wheel and sighs.

	“There’s a chance Barry is a good guy,” I say. “If we find him, maybe he’ll take us in his SUV. It’s probably the only car here that can make it to the highway.”

	She shakes her head. Sobs.

	“Kennedy, I need your help. My brother has lost his mind.”

	“I hate him.”

	“What?”

	“Barry. I hate Barry. Why did I come up here? Why did I trust him? I’m so stupid when it comes to men.”

	“You’re not stupid.” I help her out of the car. “It’s not your fault. You can’t trust anyone. Especially men.”

	“I wanted to leave after we got here, but I had to listen to him. He promised he’d connect me to some of his more influential friends online, and I fell for it. Then he wanted me to leave, but it was too late.”

	It begins to snow.

	“Here, take your hammer.” I tighten my grip on my screwdriver. “Same plan as before. I stab him, and you come in for the knockout blow.”

	We make our way past the boathouse and head west into the forest.

	Dark clouds cover up the sun.

	“We’re never going to find him,” Kennedy says.

	“Maybe not, but I refuse to sit in the cabin and wait for Randall to come back. The only thing we have going for us is the element of surprise.”

	“I don’t know if I can do this. What if he ambushes us?”

	“We’re going to be okay.” I wish I knew that was true. With every passing minute, the snow increases its intensity, working to blind us. The chill drills into me, and the innocent snowflakes nip at my hands. Prick my face. Kennedy produces a breakfast bar from her jacket, and we split it. The nuts taste horrible. They’re stale, and the dried fruit bits are rock hard, but I’m so hungry, it doesn’t matter.

	Randall’s overbearing voice breaks through the snowstorm.

	I grab Kennedy’s arm and pull her down. We crouch at the base of a tree.

	“For the last time, shut up,” he says.

	We huddle against the tree trunk and listen.

	“No. I’m not paying for this.” It’s Amanda. “You didn’t deliver. You made me a murderer.”

	Kennedy makes a tiny, strangled sound in her throat and inches around her side of the tree.

	“What do you see?” I ask.

	“He’s—oh, my God.”

	“What?”

	“He’s got a gun pointed at her.” She ducks back, her eyes wide.

	I lean around the other side.

	She’s right. Randall has a pistol pointed between Amanda’s shoulder blades, and he’s marching her toward the lake.

	“I will report this,” Amanda says. “You won’t be able to cover up two murders.”

	“I will report this.” His high-pitched voice is irksome. “I will report this. I will report this.”

	“You’ll never get away with it.”

	“What I am and what I am not capable of getting away with is none of your concern. I think you’re underestimating the situation.”

	She stops walking.

	He shoves the muzzle up against her neck. “Move.”

	She turns around. “You won’t do it.” She puts her hands on her hips and leans forward. The wind gusts, whipping her raven hair like a battle flag. “I told everyone where I was going for New Year’s Eve. I posted it on Facebook. Everyone knows where I am.”

	“I don’t have time for this.” He points his pistol at her and pulls the trigger.

	Light flashes.

	Her head explodes.

	The gunshot rings through the trees.

	I duck back behind the tree and cover Kennedy’s mouth.

	She screams through my fingers.

	The winter wind howls.

	My heart thumps.

	Amanda is dead.

	It’s over. Game over.

	The wind takes my breath away and dies.

	A squirrel chitters in the branches above.

	Kennedy pushes my hand off her lips and gasps for air.

	“Be quiet,” I beg.

	“Is she—is she dead?”

	“Who’s there?” Randall’s voice echoes through the trees. “Who said that?”


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

	RANDALL

	 


	“Who said that?” Randall asks again.

	Ah, but he knows.

	He thinks he knows. That imbecile wouldn’t listen. He told her to wait in the cabin until Barry returned from his excursion, but she didn’t listen. He points his pistol in the direction of the weak woman’s voice. Her whimpering came from the trees not far away. “Come out, Kennedy. You imbecile.”

	Snow flurries spin out of control, swirling across the forest floor, merging with the falling snow. A new blizzard is upon him. He squints. Raises his pistol. Steps into the wind. “I know you’re there.” He glances back at Amanda’s body. Blood drips onto the ground. He gags. He closes his eyes and lowers his weapon. Her blood, it’s so . . . so disgusting. It’s full of bacteria. And worms. He swears it’s full of gray worms. He wipes his hands on his pants as if he has her blood on them, then realizes he doesn’t. He doubles over. Vomit lurches into his throat, and he swallows it back.

	He struggles to breathe.

	In the name of Darwin’s genius, he hates blood.

	He licks his icy lips, again and again.

	Steady now.

	Inhale. Exhale.

	He lets the moment pass. He pictures Amanda’s face exploding. That part, despite the blood, was pleasing. Pulling the trigger was a climax. Better than sex. He wanted to revel in it for a while, but Kennedy—if it is her—had to follow him. She had to ruin the experience, that stupid imbecile.

	He stands up straight. Swallows. Sniffs. Points his gun at the trees. “I know you’re there. I can smell you.”

	Is it whispering he hears, or is it the wind?

	Is she talking to herself or someone else?

	“Come out now, or I’ll start firing. I don’t have time for this.”

	He waits.

	Counts to ten.

	Then, he fires his gun into the branches just above the whispering. As much as he’d like to make another kill—rid the planet of another flawed animal—this is Barry’s day. She’s his lovebird. The best outcome has Barry driving happily down the mountain, hand in hand with Kennedy. Just a happy couple returning from a few days’ vacation in the mountains as if nothing happened.

	Kennedy emerges from the branches, stepping high over the deep powder. She sees his pistol and keeps coming. She wears a ski bunny hat and a fur-lined coat and wields a hammer.

	And she looks ridiculous.

	Randall lowers his gun.

	“Where’s Barry?” she asks.

	“Where’s Barry?” Randall mocks. “Where’s Barry?”

	Maybe five feet away, she stops. Raises the hammer.

	“Put that thing down,” he says. “Your boyfriend is fine.” He stows his gun in his pocket. “See? I’m not going to hurt you, although you should have stayed in the cabin like I asked, but now that you’re here, we can return together. Barry should be back soon, if he isn’t already.” Randall looks to the sky. “Everything is going to be fine.”

	“Nothing is fine,” she yells. “You shot her. You shot her in the face.”

	“Oh, her.” He glances back at Amanda’s carcass. “That was an accident.”

	“No, it wasn’t, you liar.”

	Somewhere in the trees beyond her, a branch snaps. “Who were you talking to?”

	“You’re a liar.”

	More noise comes from the trees, but it has moved. “Who’s there?”

	“It’s no one,” she says.

	The wind gusts, sweeping snow off the ground and swirling it around Kennedy. He can’t see her face. More noises come. “You’re the liar. I heard you talking to someone.”

	“No, I—”

	Randall’s walkie-talkie squawks. “Hey, you there?”

	He takes it off his belt. Presses the button. “Yes. Go ahead.”

	“We’re done. Heading back now.”

	“Got it. Any deviations from the plan?”

	“No, not a one.”

	“Good.” He returns the walkie-talkie to his belt.

	Kennedy stares at him, hammer still raised. Her wrist shakes.

	“See?” Randall smiles. “I told you. Everything is going to be fine. Barry is headed back to the cabin now.” He gestures for her to follow him. “Please. This way.”

	“No.” She takes a step forward.

	“You can’t be serious.” Randall shakes his head. “Put that thing down, and let’s return before the blizzard buries us alive.”

	She says nothing. Takes another step.

	The wind pelts Randall’s neck with ice.

	She’s not listening to him. She’s thinking incoherently. She could walk away from this alive, but instead, she’s going up against him. The alpha male. He can’t take it anymore. “Put it down, you stupid imbecile.”

	“Don’t call me that.”

	“You airhead. You imbecile. You’re not fit.” He pulls his gun out.

	A voice comes from the trees behind him. “Kennedy. Run.”

	Randall spins around.

	Something hits him in the forehead. It’s hard, and it hurts. Whatever it was lands on his foot.

	A screwdriver?

	Someone threw a screwdriver at him?

	When he looks up, Miss Highsmith is in his face. She pushes him in the chest. His feet are wedged beneath the snow, causing his legs to bend, and he inadvertently fires a bullet into the sky.

	Miss Highsmith steps on his chest and reaches for the gun but misses.

	“Get off me.” He grabs her ankle.

	She shakes it free and heads for Kennedy.

	Randall sits up. Wipes his forehead.

	It’s not possible. Miss Highsmith escaped the boathouse. She escaped the cage. Somehow, she unlocked the lock.

	It’s not possible.

	He stands, and like the imbecile she is, Kennedy throws the hammer at him.

	He dodges it easily.

	“Hurry.” Miss Highsmith takes Kennedy by the hand, and they begin clomping through the snow, clambering up the hill in the wrong direction. Back the way Randall had come. Away from the cabin.

	Imbeciles.

	There’s no time for this.

	He takes aim at the base of Miss Highsmith’s neck, fires, and misses.

	The women duck into the trees.

	He chases after them. They’re no match for him—this is true—but his leg aches, and the blizzard won’t relent.

	But it must.

	It will.

	He is more powerful than this blizzard.

	He is more powerful than Mother Nature.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	I stood in our bedroom, holding onto the eviction notice with both hands. Shaking. Not only had my mom abandoned us, but she’d left us nowhere to live.

	“Can I read that?” Jacob asked. “Can you tell me what it says? It must be bad, Charly. You’re frowning.”

	“No, I’m fine. It’s just that—we have to move out. Tomorrow.”

	The notice gave us two days, but I didn’t want to risk staying any longer than I had to. The last thing I needed was the police coming early and finding us alone. We’d already fought off Child Protective Services once. I doubted we could do it again.

	Jacob shook his head. Scrunched his face.

	I put my hand on his knee.

	He jerked his leg away.

	“It’s going to be okay. You need to pack your things.”

	“Why tomorrow? Why are we leaving tomorrow?”

	“Mom didn’t pay the rent.”

	“Let’s find her. You can find her. She can pay the rent, and we can stay, Charly. We can stay.”

	“She doesn’t have any money, and neither do”—I bit back the tears—“I.”

	“Sometimes, she has money. Sometimes. She said she would pay for me to have new pants.”

	“She’s gone, Jacob, and she’s not coming back. Not this time.”

	“But—”

	“Even if she does come back, the apartment won’t be here because they’re taking it away from us. She didn’t pay the rent.”

	“But, my pants. I wanted new pants. She promised.”

	“She’s a druggie. She lied to you about the pants, and we have to leave.”

	“Where are we going?” He pulled on his fingertips. Bit his lower lip. “I don’t want to go anywhere.”

	“We’ll find a place. It’s going to be okay. I know of somewhere downtown you can stay while I get a job.”

	“You’re going to leave me?” He rocked back and forth. “You said you wouldn’t leave me, but you’re going to leave me. Dad left. Mom left. Charly left.”

	“I’m right here, and I’m not leaving you.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “Open your eyes. I’ll visit you every day.”

	“You’re going to stay with Drake, and I’ll never see you again. I don’t like him. I don’t want to stay with Drake, and I don’t want to stay downtown, and I—”

	“I’m not staying with Drake. I’m breaking up with him.” Saying this out loud made it final, but the thought of leaving the only boyfriend I’d ever had hurt. Everything hurt. “Put your things in that corner.” I stood. “We can bag them up later.”

	“No.”

	“Please? We need to be ready.” My heart swelled. My eyes watered. I couldn’t stand to let Jacob watch me lose control. I turned my back on him and opened my dresser drawer. “I’ll put my things in the other corner. Let’s see who’s fastest.”

	“Can I bring everything?” he asked, glancing around the room. “I can’t, can I? It won’t fit in the corner. How much can I bring? My rubber ducks?”

	“Bring your most important things.”

	He got off the bed and pulled a wooden box out from under it. His face was red but it was fading.

	I threw my underwear into my corner. Then my shirts. Pants. Socks. Shoes.

	Jacob opened the wooden box and pulled out a raccoon tail. “This is an important thing. I won. Amanda won first, but she gave me this, so I won too.”

	I shuddered and looked away. “Bring it, then. Put it in your corner.”

	“I have the notes, too.” He held up some papers. “The clues. I still have the clues.”

	“You need to bring some clothes.”

	“Remember this one?” He laughed. “About a donkey named Rags? I found this one in the bushes. I found this one, and it told us to go to the boathouse. We found this box there. It was for oats. It’s an antique. Remember, Charly?”

	“Yes, I remember.” The last thing I wanted to think about was that summer—the box and the tail, the clues and Amanda—it came back to me like a recurring nightmare. Thinking about Amanda had never stopped . . . Amanda and her perfect little life. My aunt gave her anything she wanted, but they were always too busy to help me. “Pick out your clothes, and I’ll make something for dinner.”

	“We don’t have anything left for dinner, Charly. What are you going to make with nothing?”

	“I’ll come up with something, don’t worry. Just fill your corner.”

	My makeup mirror was heavy. I didn’t want to carry it around Denver in my backpack, but Jacob had given it to me, and I thought I might need it soon. I put it in my corner and went to Mom’s room. Most of her clothes were too small, but I found a few things. Some low-cut tops. A half-shirt. Two leather short skirts. A garter belt. A pair of red high heels barely large enough for my feet. I scooped it all up along with some lipstick and eyeliner and carried the load into the hall.

	The front door burst open. “Boo!”

	I screamed and threw everything into the air.

	Drake charged toward me, his hands outstretched, that playful yet evil look in his eyes. “Boo! Did I scare you?”

	I slapped him across the face.

	He put his hand on his cheek. “Hey.”

	“You asshole.”

	The playfulness drained from his face. He raised his fist. “Where were you? You were supposed to come to my place.”

	“I did.” I cupped his fist and pulled it down. “Don’t be mad. You weren’t there.”

	“Where did you go this afternoon?”

	“None of your business.” I smiled and ran my tongue over my lips.

	He glanced at the floor. At the clothes and makeup. “Where were you going with that stuff?”

	“Nowhere.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “Tell me.”

	“No.”

	He raised his fist again.

	“Please, don’t.”

	My head rocked back when he hit me.

	I ran to the kitchen and grabbed the carving knife.

	Jacob and I left the next day.

	We had to. We were evicted.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

	RANDALL

	 


	Easy does it. A predator does not panic. A predator watches his prey from a secluded vantage point, moves from place to place, then kills.

	A predator stalks.

	A predator hunts.

	Kennedy and Miss Highsmith run through the forest, scrambling, wasting precious energy.

	Randall moves through the trees, a cheetah moving through oleander.

	They change direction, and he adjusts.

	This will be over soon.

	Blasts from the arctic wind only heighten his senses.

	The tracks lead straight ahead, cross a small clearing, and—there’s breathing, and there’s scuffling, and—they are in the trees to his right. They’re trying to double back. He reverses direction, treads over the snow as fast as possible, and hides near a rock outcropping. The rocks jut out of the ground like crooked leopard’s teeth. Snow and ice hang from the rocks’ apex, creating a wall. He punches a hole, and with both hands, he points his pistol through the opening.

	They’ll never see it coming.

	Miss Highsmith says something, but he’s too far away to understand her words. She cannot be seen behind the trees. Kennedy responds to her, but again, he cannot make out the words.

	The wind whistles.

	He holds his gun steady.

	The prey comes into view. Miss Highsmith leads the way.

	He takes aim at her back, but she’s moving fast. He wishes he had a rifle with a scope, but no matter. He can do this. He’s a god with a gun.

	And, he’s wise.

	Miss Highsmith is farther ahead of Kennedy. She’s smaller. She’s blocked by Kennedy.

	He switches his aim and shoots.

	A direct hit.

	Kennedy goes down screaming, grasping her side.

	Roll out the red carpet for the internet’s hottest fashion blogger—Kennedy McCallister. This year, she’s draped herself in her own design: Snow Blood.

	Randall looks away. Gags. Swallows. Stands and walks around the rock outcropping, his pistol raised, his eyes watering from having seen Kennedy’s blood soak into the snow.

	Miss Highsmith pulls a rifle off her shoulder and points it at him before his vision clears.

	“You son of a bitch,” she says.

	He points his gun at her. Cocks his head. Aims. “Where’d you find that?”

	Ah, but he knows before the words leave his lips. It’s the rifle he gave to Amanda. He left it in the trees after disarming her. Nevertheless, this is not his fault. It’s fate. He couldn’t have known Miss Highsmith would escape the boathouse and find the rifle. In fact, she must have had some kind of supernatural assistance. That lock was impenetrable. There’s no way the imbecile could have helped her. No way.

	This is fate.

	Evolution wanted her to escape so he could cleanse the earth of her imperfections. Miss Highsmith—the prey known as Charly—standing there with a rifle pointed at him. What a vaginal neanderthal she is. What a moron.

	“I’ll shoot,” she says. “I swear to God, I’ll shoot you.”

	“Ah, but there is no God for you to swear to. God is dead.” Randall lets the moment consume him. It fills his heart with joy. “What makes you think that rifle is loaded?”

	Her body stiffens. She says nothing.

	He bets she didn’t even cock it. “I know where you found it. It’s one of mine. It’s a Winchester.”

	“So?”

	“So, it holds five rounds with one in the chamber, but when I gave it to Amanda”—Miss Highsmith frowns—“that’s right. Your cousin became a true hunter today.”

	“Shut up.” Her arms tremble.

	“When I gave the rifle to Amanda this morning, there were five rounds loaded, but none in the chamber. She shot it five times before killing Cam. Tell me, did you know she killed Cam?”

	“You asshole.”

	“There, there. Listen. My point is, you have no bullets.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	The insolence. The arrogance.

	Yet, she’s not wrong. Amanda wasted four rounds on Cam, leaving exactly one. Like most newbies, Miss Highsmith probably didn’t check to see if the rifle was loaded. She is also holding it all wrong, her hand too far up the stock. Her hips askew. There’s no way she could hit him from there.

	He steps toward Kennedy, keeping his pistol trained on Miss Highsmith.

	“Stay right there,” she says. “Kennedy, are you okay?”

	“You’re precious. Do you know that?”

	“Stop.” She tracks his movement with the rifle.

	Kennedy shrieks, “I’m bleeding. Oh, God, please, help me.”

	“I’m bleeding,” Randall mocks, “Oh, God, help me. Help me.”

	“Put your gun down, or I’ll shoot.”

	Randall loves it. “I think not.”

	He swings his pistol toward Kennedy and fires, hitting her in the leg.

	She cries out.

	In a flash, Randall resumes his aim at Miss Highsmith.

	She lowers her rifle in shock and stares at the blood flowing from Kennedy’s thigh. “No. Why?”

	Randall pulls the trigger, and the imbecile screams. He misses.

	Miss Highsmith sidesteps behind a tree.

	He approaches Kennedy. Stands over her. Winces at the bloody snow. Focuses on her face instead.

	“Why?” she asks. “Why did you do this?”

	“Because I’m a hunter. It’s what hunters do.” He kicks snow over the blood, but there’s too much to cover up. Worms. Gray worms. He swears her blood is filled with diseased, gray worms.

	He gags.

	He looks away. Gazes at Miss Highsmith’s hiding spot. She could try to shoot him from behind that tree, but she’d miss.

	He raises his pistol. “Miss Highsmith? Are you still over there?”

	No response.

	“Miss Highsmith?”

	“Come and get me, coward.”

	“I think not.”

	“Come on. I’m over here.”

	Snow and ice crackle behind the tree.

	Is she on the run?

	He aims his pistol at Kennedy’s lovely emerald eyes. “It’s you who should come over here. I’m not going to chase you.”

	He waits.

	He waits for nothing. “Miss Highsmith? Don’t you want to save your friend? Are you still there?”

	Nothing.

	“Oh, dear Kennedy. You imbecile. Your Barry will be so disappointed when I tell him you went back to Denver alone.”

	“No.” She blocks her face with her hands. “Please.”

	“When you don’t call him tomorrow, he’ll wonder if it was something he said, but don’t worry. He’ll get over you. Social media slags such as yourself are a dime-a-dozen to men like him.”

	“Please. Don’t.”

	“He won’t miss you.”

	Randall looks to the sky.

	There’s a small break in the clouds over the horizon. The blizzard might let up soon.

	Bang.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

	CHARLY

	 


	My plan failed miserably. I tried to distract Randall by taunting him. I begged him to come after me, to chase me, but he didn’t fall for it.

	Bang.

	He shot Kennedy.

	He shot her point-blank.

	He shot her in the face.

	Panic took the reins.

	I was too rattled to think I could hold the rifle steady and shoot him.

	Rather than stay and fight, I took flight.

	I ran.

	The world became a white blur of snow and confusion. Dodging trees in the snowdrifts, I got turned around. I couldn’t tell which way was back to the cabin. Now, I stand here freezing, watching the wind blow ice crystals against the tree trunks. The crystals stick to the bark and sparkle. They stick to my cheeks. They burn my pores.

	Gripping the rifle we found near Cam’s body, I fight through a copse of evergreens.

	He’s coming after me. Randall. He must be.

	Pine needles poke my hands. My face. My feet are heavy. With each laborious step, the snow weighs me down. I plow through the frozen expanse. He called my bluff. He knew I would miss if I tried to shoot him back there, and now . . .

	Kennedy is dead.

	Amanda is dead.

	Cam is dead.

	Cam’s body was crumpled in a heap near the rifle. Randall said Amanda shot him with this rifle. I don’t know whether to believe that or not, but it doesn’t matter anymore because—everyone is dead.

	Oh, God.

	They’re all dead.

	I want to cry.

	But I never cry.

	Ever.

	And I don’t dare cry now.

	I stop and listen. There’s no sound other than the breeze blowing through the trees. Snowy ghosts spiral around me. It’s nearly silent out here. Randall might not be chasing me after all. An image of Amanda’s lifeless body—no longer bragging, winning, or breathing—surrounded by a sea of blood floats on the white, white snow mixed with the ghosts in my mind, and I realize my eyes are closed.

	My teeth ache from the cold.

	My shoulder blades shiver.

	I lean against a tree, barely managing to stay upright.

	I almost drop the rifle.

	My heart pounds as if it’s about to explode.

	Whether Randall is coming or not, I must press on.

	I must find Jacob.

	The wind is wicked, and my pulse is loud, blood pumping through my head, an avalanche coming down. Beat and pump, and beat and pump. I trudge through the snow. Randall doesn’t seem to have followed me. He must have taken a different route back to the cabin. It’s hard to be sure. What am I sure of?

	Everyone is dead. Kennedy. Amanda. Cam.

	And, Tyler.

	My God. Poor Tyler.

	Earlier, I listened closely when Hector’s voice came through Randall’s radio. He’d said everything had gone as planned. No deviations. He probably hunted Tyler down like an animal and killed him.

	That bastard.

	Poor Tyler.

	I force his gentle eyes out of my mind. His touch. He didn’t deserve to die.

	No one did.

	I must focus, but—what if they ran across Jacob in the woods? What if they took the carving knife away from him?

	What if they shot him?

	No.

	Stop it.

	My mind is making things up now.

	Jacob is alive. He’s got to be.

	I break through the trees into a clearing. There’s the road. The driveway to the cabin meanders up the hill. Scattered trees dot the top near the makeshift firewood stand. I can see the cars and the snowmobile. The front porch and the cabin.

	The cabin looms over me like an impenetrable castle.

	Someone speaks, but I’m not close enough to understand them. Crouching and walking at the same time, I move from tree to tree until Hector and Barry come into view. They’re standing behind the Humvee. Barry opens the back and pulls out a briefcase.

	“This ought to do it,” he says.

	“Thank you.” Hector takes the case in hand. “It was a pleasure doing business with you. I hope it was everything you expected.”

	“It was.” His face beams beneath his greasy dark curls. “I’m on top of the world. I won’t soon forget this trip.”

	“Excellent. That’s what we like to hear.”

	“Where’s Mr. Thorne? I’d like to thank him.”

	“No need. We’re done here.”

	“Oh.” Barry closes the hatchback and steps toward the cabin.

	“Stop.” Hector grasps Barry’s shoulder. “I have some bad news.”

	“What is it?”

	“Randall radioed while you were taking your celebration piss in the woods. Kennedy won’t be returning to Denver with you.”

	“What?” He looks up at the cabin.

	“She left a couple of hours ago. Something about how she couldn’t stand being cooped up here without the internet anymore. An associate of ours took her to town on the snowmobile.”

	“I don’t understand.” He scratches his head. “She should’ve been too hungover to leave. I thought she’d sleep all day.”

	“Nope.”

	“Let me just check.” Barry heads for the porch.

	Hector follows close behind. “There’s no need to do that, Mr. Rockwell. She’s gone.”

	The Humvee is unlocked. It’s right there, not twenty yards away. I could hide inside and go with Barry. Once we find civilization, I could tell him about Kennedy. What really happened. We could get help and come back for Jacob. It reminds me of the last time I left him. He lived in that miserable shelter for over two years. But, this is different. I’d come back for him this time because, if I didn’t—if for some reason I couldn’t—they’d kill him.

	“Mr. Rockwell,” Hector shouts. “Do not go inside. Your excursion is over. Kennedy isn’t here.”

	Barry turns around. “Why didn’t you tell me she left?”

	“Mr. Thorne didn’t want it to affect your hunt. Now, please, leave. We have other clients inside. You can contact your girlfriend when you get to town.”

	“Let me—”

	“No. I can’t allow you to interrupt the next excursion.” He unbuttons his denim coat and thrusts the bottom back, exposing a gun tucked into his pants.

	Barry shakes his head. “Fine. I’ll leave.”

	I’m too late. I can’t get to the Humvee now. 

	Jacob is in one of two places. He’s either in the cabin or frozen to death in the woods. He was serious about finding Randall. There’s no way he would have climbed back into the Humvee.

	“Good. I’ll follow you down the mountain.”

	Barry opens the driver’s side door and gets inside. The engine starts. He backs up, turns, and slowly descends the hill, riding high in his enormous vehicle. Hector follows in his truck. He passes by my hiding spot, his fat face glued to the windshield, carefully keeping his tires inside Barry’s tracks.

	I sneak to the snowmobile. The gas tank is full, but the key is gone. Hector lied to Barry about Kennedy receiving a ride from an associate, but he didn’t lie about the snowmobile. I left it by my car miles from here when I ran out of gas. Someone must have filled it up and driven it back to the cabin. Maybe the “associate” Hector referred to is real. My thoughts are so blurry. Could Randall have had time to retrieve the snowmobile and take Amanda hunting?

	Maybe.

	I spent hours locked in the boathouse cage—half asleep, half awake.

	A lot could have happened.

	Randall could have retrieved the snowmobile while I was talking to Jacob. He could have been gone when Jacob left looking for him, carrying that carving knife. Swearing he was going to rescue me. He’d been so confident. So fearless.

	I hope his exuberance has faded.

	I hope he’s hiding in the cabin right now, warm and untouched.

	I hope he’s not dead like everyone else.

	I race to the porch as if the wind isn’t trying to hold me back.

	The awning failed to keep the snow off the porch, but it did protect the windows. Yet, I can’t see inside because of the curtains. I creep along the wall, hoping Randall isn’t waiting for me inside. If he is, I don’t want him to hear me coming. All I have left is the element of surprise. At the same time, it’s warm in there. My feet will fall off if I don’t wrap them in a blanket soon. I take a quick, painfully frostbitten step, and something flutters in my peripheral vision.

	It’s a piece of paper taped to the window.

	I reach for it, but the wind gets there first. The paper flies into the air, swooping this way and that. I bound off the porch and chase after it. So much for not surprising Randall. The paper comes to rest near the firewood stand, and I snatch it up.

	 

	Behind the house of boats, where one hundred years ago, a mountain man gave a donkey named Rags a box of oats, you will find the next of these notes.

	 

	Jacob.

	It must be him.

	He must have taped the note to the window.

	I read it again.

	I hold it up to my nose.

	It doesn’t smell old, but it doesn’t smell new, either. This must be the note from our childhood. Jacob must have brought it along with the raccoon tail. He must be trying to help me find him.

	He’s alive.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

	RANDALL

	 


	This excursion ends now. There have been too many mistakes. None of which can be blamed on Randall, of course. It’s all on Lance. Lance told him to go to the cabin in Colorado, and the cabin in Colorado has always been the mountain cabin. Not the new location in Pueblo. Lance didn’t explicitly say Pueblo. He gave Randall the wrong location for Barry’s excursion, and now those inferior animals who showed up at the mountain cabin are dead.

	All except for two.

	Jacob and Miss Highsmith are somewhere in the woods, and Randall will find them. He will hunt them down and kill them. He’ll tie up these loose ends before his boss arrives, and everything will be okay.

	He pauses along the trail leading deeper into the forest. The ache in his leg makes him feel alive. He will not lose. He expands his chest, sucks in the frigid air, and releases a frosty cloud. So refreshing. So full of life. So much control—yet, it shouldn’t have gone this way.

	But, adaptation is the key to survival.

	He repeats this to himself because of Ronald.

	Adaptation is the key to survival.

	Adapting to changing circumstances kept Randall alive, which is why his brother had to die.

	Rest in peace, Ronald.

	Adaptation is why all the inferior animals died today, their bodies stinking up the mountainside. The Zaroff cleanup crew has their work cut out for them. That is, if Randall decides to keep using this location for future excursions. Damn his boss. None of this would have happened if Randall had been in charge. Nevertheless, he will be soon. Very soon. When Lance arrives this afternoon, they will have a heart-to-heart conversation about the future of Zaroff Excursions.

	Together.

	Alone.

	In the woods.

	Randall spies divots in the snow. Buried footprints. It’s a blessing the clouds ceased their discharge earlier this afternoon. The clearing of the sky was meant to be. He glances this way and that, looking for the boulder mentioned in the note he found behind the boathouse.

	A boulder named Stew . . . broke in two.

	Hilarious.

	One of the loose ends is trying to find the other, leaving stupid notes taped to the cabin, hidden behind the boathouse, and only Darwin would know where else. He suspects Jacob is behind the notes. Miss Highsmith is too smart to do such a thing.

	Jacob is a retard.

	Randall memorized the notes and left them behind for Miss Highsmith to find. It’s perfect, really. He will follow the clues until he finds Jacob, and then he will kill him. Miss Highsmith will follow the clues as well, and Randall will be waiting for her. By the time Lance arrives, the loose ends will be all tied up.

	The trail leads around a hill. He’s been here many times before, but rarely in the winter. Mother Nature can’t confuse him by pulling her wintry disguise over the wilderness. He’s a true hunter. He is prepared for anything. He was prepared when he visited this part of the woods last summer—as he does every year. Boots, rations, zip ties, his walkie-talkie, GPS—the tools of a survivor.

	A conqueror.

	Another twenty minutes or so, and he’ll arrive at the boulder. He’ll find the next clue, and perhaps it will instruct him to turn around. Head back toward the cabin. That would be good. His annual visits to the boulder are enough.

	He thinks of Tyler’s hiking boots again. He pictures Barry gunning Tyler down. Tyler’s expensive jacket. His thin neck. That constant doubt in his eyes. He looked so much like Ronald.

	Ronald had to die, just like Tyler.

	Suddenly, Randall is not in the mood to trek by his brother’s resting place, even if it means finding Jacob.

	But, he must.

	It is apropos.

	Today is the day his brother’s death will be justified.

	Today, Randall takes over Zaroff Excursions. The sacrifice will have been worth it.

	He needs to focus.

	He must tie up the loose ends no matter where it takes him. The loose ends? Jacob, Miss Highsmith, and . . .

	Barry?

	Is Barry taken care of?

	Yes.

	Barry must be dead by now. Hector promised to kill him at the cabin.

	That fat slug had better have done it.

	Randall didn’t want to have Barry killed. Referrals from clients like the wealthy Bartholomew Rockwell are incredibly important to Zaroff Excursions. Randall’s new Zaroff Excursions. Barry was the perfect client, but with Kennedy’s disappearance and Miss Highsmith still on the loose, Randall had to ask Hector to finish Barry off. He had to adapt. No one other than Hector can leave this mountain alive.

	Not today.

	Too much is at stake.

	To be sure, he uses his walkie-talkie to radio Hector, but the slug doesn’t answer. Some affirmation that Barry is dead would be nice, but he trusts Hector. He has no choice. Hector is not like his brother. Hector’s motives can be trusted. Ronald’s could not. Ronald wanted to expose the organization. Hector only wants to retire.

	Sweat accumulates behind Randall’s ear and runs down his neck. The trickle chills his back. His hips stiffen as he steps over a log. No. He does not miss his brother. No. He did what he had to do. He did to Ronald what Hector had to do to Barry. He picked off the weak from the herd. Separated the chaff from the wheat.

	It’s okay.

	It had to be done.

	Concentrate.

	Tie up the loose ends, and move on.

	The broken boulder lies on the other side of the trees ahead. Beyond the boulder, a few paces down the hill—that’s where Ronald died. Sometimes, in the summer heat on his annual visits, Randall can smell his brother’s blood clinging to the Aspen leaves. It always makes him sick.

	Sometimes, he wishes it were him instead of his brother, but—no. He can’t do that.

	Randall is not the weak one.

	Ronald was.

	He shot Ronald in the back.

	It was a mercy killing.

	That’s right. Mercy. Mercy for the sake of mankind. Ronald did not die in vain. He died for Zaroff Excursions. He died for the good of evolution.

	A soft murmuring comes from the other side of the trees. It’s not a sobbing sound, but it’s close. He steps off the trail and circles around, heading toward the boulder, keeping his cover.

	He stops, knocks snow off a drooping limb, and presses it down until he can see the trail.

	Until he can see that simpleton standing there.

	Jacob Highsmith.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Everything I own fits inside my Jansport backpack if I organize it the right way. Everything except my art, but that’s okay. It’s no good anyway. It’s a temporary relief to paint. Take my emotions out on an unsuspecting canvas and then throw it all away.

	I’ll never throw away my makeup mirror. I don’t care how heavy it is. I’ll never leave it behind. Jacob gave me this mirror for my birthday.

	I miss him.

	It’s been two years since we ran away from Windcrest. In a way, I’ve been running ever since. Before living with Lucas, I dated Mark, and I was able to take everything I owned with me when we broke up—except my paintings, of course. He had a basement apartment beneath a two-story townhome. It was nice, but not as nice as Grant’s place. Grant’s high-rise had a terrific view of the Rockies. I’d hoped things would last longer with Grant, but there I was, standing outside his bathroom, holding my mirror with both hands, getting ready to pack.

	“I want you out here now, bitch.” Grant threw my backpack over the bed. It landed on my feet. “And don’t come back.”

	He was drunk.

	I was drunker.

	Things were fuzzy, but getting kicked out wasn’t a surprise. “Can I stay until tomorrow?”

	“No.”

	“But it’s cold outside. And it’s late.”

	“I don’t care.”

	I unzipped my backpack, wrapped a shirt around my mirror, and slid it inside.

	“Whore,” he said.

	“I’m not a whore.” I shoved my other things into my pack—high heels, skirts, shirts, tampons, and papers. A toothbrush. “Are you sure I can’t stay until morning? I have nowhere to go.”

	“Why don’t you go to the Cabaret?”

	“All I said was, I’m eighteen now. I’m old enough to strip, but I’m not going to do it.”

	“That’s not what Alicia said.”

	“Screw her.”

	“No. Screw you.” He pointed down the hall. “Get out.”

	As I left Grant’s apartment for the last time, I took the last swallow of my beer and dropped the bottle on the floor. Peace out. I never loved him. I never loved anybody. I hoped that last swallow would keep me warm. At this time of night, the temperatures would be below freezing, and the streets in downtown Denver would be covered in ice. My coat would only keep me warm for a while, and if I didn’t find somewhere to go, I’d turn into a Popsicle.

	I stepped into the elevator and pressed “G” for ground.

	Maybe Lucas would take me back, but I doubted it. To make that work, I’d have to sleep with him. He’s got this nasty mole on his back, but it might be worth it. Christmas was coming. It would be an early present for him and somewhere to crash for me.

	It might be worth it.

	Then, I pictured his goatee.

	And the mole.

	No. Definitely not worth it.

	Sure enough, the ice outside Grant’s apartment building coated the sidewalk, and Broadway Avenue glistened beneath the streetlamps. Half drunk, I decided to walk it off. I didn’t have the money to spend wandering the city in an Uber. I decided to let the brisk night air sober me up. I headed east, away from downtown, toward the side streets. Toward the ragged alleys.

	Toward Five Points. The drug neighborhood.

	It wasn’t safe to go to Five Points at this time of night, but I was drunk, and I knew people there.

	The wind tore through the urban corridors, trying to inflate my coat. Trying to kill me with its subzero torrent. I didn’t completely disagree with the wind’s desire. I wanted to disappear. Curl up and die. It was after midnight. Dark. Cold. Empty.

	The night was dark, cold, and empty, and so was I.

	And, I was drunk.

	Did I want to die?

	No.

	That was the booze talking.

	I needed somewhere to stay.

	There might not be anyone at Five Points.

	What about Lucas? The goatee and the mole?

	I needed to suck it up and call him, but—my phone. I didn’t have my phone. Rushed and confused and ten sheets to the wind, I’d left Grant’s without it.

	What about Mark?

	I couldn’t remember where Mark lived. Before him—Neil? Was that guy named Neil? I vaguely remembered living with a Malcolm, and before him . . .

	Drake.

	I’d never forget Drake.

	Back at Windcrest. Back before Jacob and I ran away.

	I could never go back to Drake. Our relationship ended badly. Very badly. He hit me. I nearly stabbed him with a knife. But, that was eons ago. Two years is eons when you’re only eighteen.

	The wind threatened to freeze me to the core.

	I pulled my backpack straps tight to keep the frigid air off my spine. The streetlamps came and went as I ambled down the slippery sidewalks. At times like this, the past was a blur. Memories came out of nowhere like dreams—visions filling me with guilt and remorse. Life would have been different if I hadn’t left Jacob at the shelter. His face haunted me. I told myself not to go there, not to think about him, but the memories always returned whenever I got drunk.

	Jacob had been with me the first time I put everything I owned in this backpack and hit the streets. Then, I left him.

	I left him, and I missed him, but I left him.

	My teeth chattered.

	I pulled my collar around my neck.

	Somehow, I had wandered off the main street into an alley. Dumpsters guarded the back doors to the restaurants, bars, kitschy clothing stores . . . I stumbled in the snow and put my hand on the brick wall. Some doors had lights on above them, but most did not. Some dumpsters had room to hide behind them, but most did not. My stomach turned on itself, sending a burning sensation up my throat. Beer bubbles and acidic anguish.

	I wished I wasn’t alone.

	I wished I hadn’t left Jacob.

	He had cried and pulled on his fingers. He had run to the window and screamed for me not to leave, but—I didn’t have a choice. I had no money. I couldn’t take care of him. No guys would have given me a place to stay, towing my neurodivergent brother around with me everywhere I went.

	Talk about baggage.

	I didn’t have a choice.

	But tonight, I did.

	Tonight, I could go to a shelter. I could look for him.

	Or, I could curl up and die behind a dumpster.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

	RANDALL

	 


	The simpleton stands there in the middle of the trail, holding a bag. He stands in the middle of the broken boulder, shaking. Nearly crying. So pathetic. So unworthy of a place on this earth. It begins to snow, and the simpleton appears to be trying to watch each flake as it falls. What a waste of space. What a moron.

	What a retard.

	Randall is the opposite of Jacob. Randall has stealth. He has cunning. He is the predator. The fittest. He slinks through the trees, stepping lightly, circling around, and coming up behind the fool.

	“Who’s there?” Jacob says.

	Randall stops cold. Steps behind a tree. He’s only a few feet away.

	“Charly?” Jacob pulls something out of his bag.

	Randall could shoot the fool in the back of the head from here. Easy peasy. He reaches into his pocket, unstraps his pistol, and pulls it out. He takes aim and licks his lips.

	“I heard you.” Jacob turns around. “You’re here, but you’re not on the trail. You’re—who are you?”

	Before Randall can pull the trigger, Jacob takes off.

	Randall stows his gun and chases after him.

	Something shiny flashes up and down as Jacob pumps his arms.

	The simpleton has a knife. He took the carving knife.

	Jacob looks over his shoulder. It slows him down. Randall catches him, grabs his elbow with one hand to stabilize the knife, and wraps his arm around Jacob’s neck. The knife falls to the ground, and Randall brings the boy down. They slide on the snow, coming to rest against a log. Randall presses his forearm into the back of Jacob’s neck, forcing the retard’s face into a pile of frozen pine needles. “So, it was you . . .”

	“Wha?” Jacob asks, his voice muffled by the pine needles. Randall relieves the pressure enough so the cretin can be heard. “What was me? You’re hurting me. What was me?”

	“You took the carving knife from the kitchen.”

	“Get off. You’re hurting me. Get off. Charly. Help.”

	“You shouldn’t have done it. You shouldn’t have taken it.” Randall pulls his gun out and presses the muzzle against the back of Jacob’s head. “Stand.” He grasps Jacob by the collar. “Do you know how many problems you have caused me?”

	They stand.

	“You’re evil,” Jacob says. “You’re an evil man. Evil.”

	“No, I’m not.” He pulls Jacob onto the trail. Kicks the knife off to the side. Grips the butt of his gun tightly and punches Jacob in the face with it. “I’m diligent.”

	“Ah. Ow.” He covers his eyes. “Why?”

	“Shut up.” Randall hits him again and spins him around before the blood from Jacob’s nose can sully his senses. He shoves Jacob in the back. “Walk.”

	Ahead, the boulder collects fresh snow. The snow falls harder now. Beyond the boulder lies Ronald’s resting place. It’s close, but not so close as to be tarnished by killing Jacob right here. Yet, Randall fears he would see the simpleton’s stupid face each time he visits Ronald. And he’d hate to scare Miss Highsmith away, assuming she found those stupid notes. “Where’s your sister?”

	“Charly,” Jacob shouts. “She’s Charly. Charly. Help.”

	“Charly. She’s Charly—where is she? When did you see her last?”

	“Charly.”

	“Stop yelling, or I’ll hit you again.”

	“You’ll break my cheekbone, and I won’t be able to talk. I won’t be able to tell you where I saw Charly last. I won’t.”

	Randall grabs Jacob’s shoulder, spins him around, hesitates, then grips the cretin’s ear and twists it.

	“Ah. Charly. Charly. Charly.” He shakes his head free. “Charly.”

	“Charly. Charly. Charly—oh, shut up.”

	“Charly. I’m here. I’m here. Help me.”

	“Wait.” Randall grasps Jacob’s collar and pulls him close. “You’re right, half-wit. Keep it up. Yell for her.”

	“Charly.”

	“That’s it. Yell.”

	“I want to go home. I want to leave. I want Charly.”

	“That’s a good boy. Keep it up. Let’s see if she can find us.”

	Randall raises his pistol and gazes down the trail.

	He waits.

	Jacob yells.


	
CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	Streetlamps glowed above a major street at the end of the alley. The alley’s dumpsters slept in the shadows between the brick apartment buildings. Millennials slept in the units above, warm and comfortable.

	I shivered.

	I wondered where I was.

	Had I gone the wrong way?

	How had I gotten here?

	Why was I—then I remembered the fight.

	Grant.

	I’d gotten drunk and left him.

	I stood in a dimly lit alley, considering whether to stay and sleep behind a dumpster or find a shelter. My backpack was heavy. I’d packed all my things and left Grant for good, wandering out into the cold, searching for a place to stay. If I fell asleep here, I’d likely freeze to death. A fitting fate for someone like me.

	A whore.

	Grant had called me a whore.

	Voices came from the street. I slunk along the wall, staying in the dumpster’s shadows until I reached the end of the alley. Two men stood across the street. The taller one handed the other a baggie and patted him on the back. It wasn’t a friendly pat. More of a here-you-go-now-get-the-hell-out-of-here pat.

	I knew the taller man.

	Antonne Sands.

	Drug pusher extraordinaire.

	I first met him in City Park not long after leaving Jacob in the shelter. I’d been sleeping under a bench when a drug dealer twice Antonne’s size woke me up and insisted I buy some rock. The dealer was huge, with a wart-ridden, flabby face. A real ogre. He followed me through the park, yelling at me, calling me names I’d never heard before—slunt, dunt, cooz. Antonne came up behind him and swept his feet. He went down hard. Antonne pulled a knife and threatened to tell other drug dealers how the ogre had trespassed on their turf.

	The flabby-faced creep skulked away like a child.

	Unlike the ogre, Antonne never pushed drugs on me.

	We never dated.

	He was my savior.

	For a time, Antonne Sands was my only friend.

	Looking back on those early days, I should never have slept in the park like a homeless person, but my pride kept me from staying in a women’s shelter. I could have. The bruise Drake had given me decorated my cheek for weeks after running away. Denver had plenty of places for battered women to go, but they weren’t for me. Instead, I wanted a job, some money, and to rescue Jacob from the shelter. Then, I met . . . Neil?

	Was it Neil?

	My brain was so fogged.

	No. It was Malcolm. Malcolm was the first guy I dated after Drake, and he let me stay with him for three months. Then it was Neil. Then it was the next one, and the next one, and—time ran away from me.

	Two years.

	I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen Jacob in two years.

	I stood on the corner, shivering, watching Antonne sell drugs, wondering if Jacob was still in the shelter. He could have found a foster home by now. He could have been rescued by someone else. He could have moved on while I was stuck wandering through life like a homeless person, going from place to place.

	First one, then two snowflakes fell onto my face. Then, hundreds gathered on Antonne’s black knitted skull cap. I considered asking him for a place to stay, but our relationship had never been that way, and I didn’t know where he’d been. I hadn’t seen him in months.

	My toes began to lose feeling.

	The short guy with the baggie walked away, and I stepped into the light, gingerly navigating the icy crosswalk. “Antonne.”

	“Charly. Shh.” He waved for me to hurry, glancing up and down the street. “Not so loud.” The whites of his eyes glowed in the dark. He wore a thick black jacket and dark blue jeans. Some stitches on his skull cap had come loose, and the Raiders skull logo hung sideways. I’d always liked the Broncos better, not only because we lived in Denver, but because Dad had always said we were a Broncos family.

	The whites of Antonne’s eyes shone brightly despite the streetlamp’s attempt to turn night into day. “What are you doing out here?”

	“I broke up with Grant.”

	“You mean Mark?”

	“Sure. Whatever.”

	“You looking to score something? I didn’t think you used.”

	“I don’t.”

	And I didn’t. I never had, but that night, I wanted to.

	I wanted to die.

	I wanted to curl up and die, and I thought, maybe this is how it starts for addicts. Maybe this is how my mom went from vodka to crank.

	One cold, lonely night, looking to die . . .


	
CHAPTER SEVENTY

	CHARLY

	 


	My bitter hands clutch the note I found taped outside the cabin window.

	 

	Behind the house of boats . . . you will find the next of these notes.

	 

	Standing knee-deep in the snow by the firewood, I turn to go, and the wind whips my face and shakes the paper. It chills my soul. Low-hanging clouds fly across the sky, darkening the property. I make my way around the cabin, staying close to the wall so no one can see me through the windows.

	A snowflake lands in my eye.

	I stop. I squint.

	Another flake hits me in the face, and then another.

	The snow becomes frantic, obliterating the landscape below. The scenery reminds me of a painting I created years ago. It was the first art I’d done after living on my own for the first time. I called it “Sugar Daddy Whiteout.” It was a reminder of each guy I’d ever lived with. After painting their faces, I’d covered the canvas in white so I could forget them. So I couldn’t see them.

	So I could move on with my life.

	It hadn’t worked as well as I’d hoped.

	Now, standing on this hill by the cabin, I need to find Jacob and run away all over again.

	I can barely see my hand in front of my face. This is a real whiteout. I know the boathouse is down there. Randall might be in the cabin behind me, though, so I continue to stay close to the outside wall, avoiding the windows, until I have no choice but to make a break for it. I descend the hill at full speed, running through the snow. If Randall came back from the forest before me—and he most likely did—then he could be inside the cabin waiting for me. I only hope he doesn’t see me. Thank God Jacob left the note. Thank God he’s not in there with that madman.

	The rifle bounces against my back. I grasp the shoulder strap and pull it tight. Earlier, I checked. I’ve got one shot left. Randall was wrong when he told me the rifle had no bullets. I hope he really thinks I’m out of ammunition so I can surprise him. And Jacob has the carving knife. Together, if Randall comes after us, we’ll have a chance.

	The deep snow covers everything behind the boathouse except for a large box. The kind of box that rides in the back of a truck. Jacob must have knocked the snow off when he opened it to hide the next note. I grasp the latch and swing the lid up. The metal makes a loud clang, but I don’t care. I’ve found the next clue . . .

	 

	A boulder named Stew fell off the mountain and broke in two. If you follow the trail and stay to the right, you can visit Stew, and under the log on his left, you’ll find your next clue.

	 

	The split boulder.

	I only vaguely remember the boulder from my childhood, but I vividly remember Amanda’s face when she found a clue there. So cocky, standing in the boulder’s divide. She won the game that day, and now—now she is gone.

	She’ll never win again, and I’ll never lose.

	What a horrible thought.

	My long-held resentment rushes through me, and I realize it was never her. It was my father. He was the one I should have blamed, not her. She didn’t take his love away from me the day she won the game. He did. He’s the one who left. 

	And now, she’s gone.

	There’s no time to think about this now. I’ve got to keep moving.

	I attempt to close the lid more quietly than I opened it, but it slips out of my fingers and bangs down. Why did I try? If Randall heard the first bang—if he came outside the cabin to see what it was—then he might be standing on the deck right now. If he is, he can’t see me hiding behind the boathouse. But if I’m to follow the directions on the note, I’ll have to venture into the open.

	I listen for him.

	The wind blasts through the wilderness beyond.

	If he’s coming, I can’t hear him over the squall.

	Crouching, I peer around the corner.

	Snow flurries spiral off the lake, pushed by the wind. The snow lets up, revealing the woods. Jacob’s footprints lead across the open space and into the trees. The falling snow obscures the cabin. I can’t tell if Randall is on the deck or on his way toward me. The wind blasts again, thrusting my hair into my face. I wish I were dead. The chill is unbearable, but I’ve got to find Jacob before I freeze to death. Before he freezes to death.

	I rub my ankles, trying to warm them. My feet are a lost cause.

	With everything I have, I sprint into the open.

	“Hey,” someone yells from the deck.

	I keep running.

	“Stop.”

	It’s a man’s voice. It’s got to be Randall. He’s seen me.

	Just before disappearing into the woods, I glance back.

	A dark figure comes down the deck stairs. Tall. Ominous.

	The snow on the trail isn’t as high as it was in the open. I speed up.

	The man yells again, but he’s too far away. I can’t tell if it’s Randall’s voice or not, but it must be him. Hector and Barry left.

	I follow in Jacob’s footprints.

	I’m fast.

	I build a lead.

	When the trail divides, I take a chance. Instead of following Jacob’s footprints, I choose the path not taken and make new prints. If Randall comes behind me, he won’t know which prints to follow. After a few feet, I leap off the trail into the trees, hoping to make it look like I stopped at a dead end. I trudge through the snow until I rejoin the original trail and run.

	The air stings the tip of my tongue. A throbbing pulses behind my eyes as I scamper through the trees. As I scan the forest for Jacob, fear creeps in, wrapping itself around me.

	It threatens to slow me down.

	But I won’t let it.

	I have a rifle.

	Jacob has a knife.

	Randall has it coming.

	But, if possible, I’d rather not confront him. I’d rather find Jacob, sneak back to the cabin, and steal a car. Or the snowmobile. If I could trick Randall into getting lost, we might have time to escape. I turn around and walk backward at the next juncture, sweeping my footprints away. Again, I hope he won’t know which way I went.

	I do this again the next time the trail splits. And, again.

	I think it’s working. I haven’t heard anyone yell since leaving the boathouse.

	I’ve only heard the wailing wind.

	Maybe he didn’t follow me.

	The boulder can’t be much farther.

	Stew, where are you?

	I press on.

	Everything will be okay. I have a bullet. Jacob has a knife.

	Where is that boulder?

	The trail slithers up a hill into a copse of slender evergreens. Nothing is familiar. I’m not sure I went the right way, and how would I know if I had? It’s been so long, and I’m so cold. My legs are fatigued. They don’t want to move anymore.

	“Charly,” a voice calls out. “Charly. I’m here. I’m here, Charly. Help me.”

	“Jacob?”


	
CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	It was a warmth, seeing a familiar face after wandering the frigid streets of downtown Denver all night, drunk and alone. It was a warmth to see Antonne. Drug dealer extraordinaire.

	Before I left the alley and crossed the street to his corner, I’d wanted to die. My head was stilled fogged from drinking. I’d wanted to curl up and die before I saw him. Before I remembered how he’d saved me in the park two years ago. Before his smile melted the frosty air between us on this cold and lonely night.

	He saved me back then.

	He could save me again.

	I wouldn’t have needed him if I hadn’t left my cell phone at Grant’s apartment, but here I was. Drunk, alone, and desperate.

	“Where have you been?” I asked.

	“Jail,” he said.

	“Is that where you got that?” I pointed at the black snake coiled on his neck.

	He touched the tattoo. “No. I got this before I went in.”

	“It’s nice.”

	“Yeah.” He spoke slowly, smooth and warm. “What you doing out here, girl?”

	“I’m freezing.” I wrapped my arms around my chest. Snow gathered around our feet.

	“You’re looking fine, girl. You still got that dope nose. Cute.” He put his finger on the tip of my nose and grinned, the corner of his mouth rising, exposing a canine. “How long’s it been? A year?”

	“Something like that. You’re still working the same job, I see.”

	“Yeah.” He glanced up and down the street. “I’m moving up in the world. The can was good for that. I met some good blood in there. What you been doing?”

	“I started painting.”

	“Oh, yeah? That’s something.” He pinched his nose and sniffed. “Like houses or art shit?”

	“Paintings. Art.”

	“I ain’t never been into doing that, but I like it. You got some in there?” He reached for my backpack. “It looks loaded.”

	I stepped back. “It is.”

	“You making any money with it?”

	“No. I paint for fun. It’s a release.”

	“I know what you mean.” He put his hand in his jacket pocket. “I got plenty of release.”

	“No doubt.”

	“You want some?”

	“I’ve got my painting.” I glanced back at the alley.

	“Where you going tonight?”

	I stared at him. The snow fell, the wind blew in my face, and the night threatened to take me, luring me back into the alley, back to a dumpster where I could lie down, fall asleep, and freeze to death. Where I could curl up and die.

	“Girl, you need somewhere to crash, don’t you?” He tipped his head back. Looked up at the streetlamp. “That ain’t art in your backpack, is it?”

	“No. I had to leave my paintings.”

	He pulled out a cell phone and checked the screen. “Come back to my crib. I’ll put you up. We can do some art.” He nodded toward his pocket. Winked. “I got plenty of art supplies.”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Come on, girl. It’ll be a release.”

	“I just need to sleep, and I don’t have any money.”

	“It’s free of charge for you, Charly.” He bounced on his toes. Suddenly antsy. Cold. “Nobody pays the first time.”

	A lone car passed through the intersection behind me, tossing slush upon the curb. I turned to see it better and spied a homeless man across the street. He stood at the end of the alley like a guard. His gray wool trench coat hugged his body, and he wore one of those old hunting hats with ear flaps.

	A red scarf hid his face.

	Antonne put his hand on my shoulder. “You can’t go wandering. It’s too cold. Come with me.” The whites of his eyes lit the night. “We can do some beautiful art together.”

	“Can’t I just crash on your couch?”

	He stepped back. Smiled. Raised his hands. “You can sleep when you’re dead, and tonight—whooh—tonight we won’t be dying. We’ll be flying. Come on, girl. Trust me. After we paint a couple of pictures with this”—he patted his pocket once more—“sleeping will be the last thing you’ll want to do.”

	My feet had gone numb. My knees were locked up. My back muscles strained to hold my spine straight, burdened by my backpack. I wanted to throw up.

	I nodded. “Okay.”

	Antonne gently took my hand. “This is going to be righteous, girl. You’ll see.”

	“Stop,” called out the homeless man.

	We turned toward him.

	“Let go of her.”

	Antonne dropped my hand and charged into the street, chest out, chin up, hands in the air. “You got a problem, man?”

	“No,” the homeless man said.

	“Antonne, wait.” I followed him into the intersection. “Ignore him.”

	“It looks to me like you got a problem.” Antonne stopped in the middle of the street a few feet from the man. “What’s your problem?”

	The man didn’t move.

	I put my hand on Antonne’s shoulder. “Leave him alone. Let’s go.”

	The homeless person’s eyes focused on me, peering over his scarf. His face was completely hidden, and his hands were buried deep in his woolen trench coat pockets.

	He wore leather shoes, and they shined.

	“How long you been there?” Antonne asked.

	“Go,” the man said. “Get outta here and never talk to Charly again.”

	“The hell I will, asshole.” Antonne puffed his chest.

	“This is your last warning.”

	“Come on, Antonne.” I pulled on his shoulder.

	He pushed me away.

	The man pulled out a gun and shot the streetlamp. Glass came crashing down behind us, bouncing on the sidewalk.

	We ducked. Covered our heads.

	“Leave her alone,” the man said, “or I’ll put your lights out with the next shot.” His phantom black shadow stretched down the alley toward the dumpsters. His scarf a red mask of death. His gun raised.

	“Shit. You crazy bastard.” Antonne grabbed my hand. “Come on.”

	“No.” The man tilted his head to the side. Took aim at us. “She stays.”

	“Fuck you.” Antonne let go of my hand and bolted down the street.

	I stood.

	“Don’t move,” the man said.

	“Who are you?”

	“Don’t move. I don’t want to kill you.”


	
CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

	CHARLY

	 


	I’ve found Jacob.

	He’s calling my name.

	The boulder named Stew must be around the corner because that’s where Jacob’s voice came from. The clues have led me to my brother and—

	“Charly. Help me.”

	I sprint around the bend.

	The evergreens cast prickly shadows over the trail.

	Two figures stand in the snowy distance, the boulder farther on, behind them.

	I rush forward.

	Freezing cold sweat drips from my brow.

	“I want to go home.” Jacob’s voice carries his pain. “I want to leave now. I want to go home. Help me, Charly.”

	“I’m coming,” I shout. “I’m—”

	Randall has a gun to my brother’s head.

	I stop cold.

	It can’t be.

	Randall was behind me.

	Who came out of the cabin?

	I remember watching Hector and Barry leave earlier. Hector followed Barry down the driveway in his truck. They left. They would never have come back. This isn’t possible. Whoever came out of the cabin couldn’t have been either of them.

	Who was chasing me?

	“Help, Charly. Help. Get the knife.” Jacob tilts his head. The butt of the carving knife sticks out of the snowbank just off the trail to his left.

	I pull the rifle off my shoulder.

	Randall presses his pistol against Jacob’s cheekbone. “Drop it.”

	I take aim. “No.”

	“I want to go home, Charly.” Jacob stands with his back straight, his eyes fixed on mine. “I want to go home. Get the knife, Charly. Stab him. Stab him like a raccoon.”

	“Jacob,” I say. “It’s going to be all right.”

	“I agree,” Randall says. “We didn’t wait long, and now that you’re here, Miss Highsmith, everything is going to be all right.”

	“You found the notes.” Jacob smiles.

	I take a step closer. His left eye is swollen. The bastard must have hit him.

	“You followed the notes, didn’t you, Charly? Didn’t you?”

	“Yes, I did. That was good.”

	“Yes, I did,” Randall mocks, “that was good. I’m so good . . .”

	“Shut up,” I scream.

	“Ah, but it was good. Very good indeed. Now, drop your rifle.”

	“No.”

	“Very well.” He shakes his head. “You can’t hit me from there anyway. You’re holding the rifle all wrong, and oh, that’s right. You’re out of bullets.”

	“Get the knife, Charly.” Jacob stares at me through the blizzard, unblinking, undeterred by millions of snowflakes. “Stab him in the back like a raccoon.”

	“Like a what?” Randall asks.

	“Kill him and cut off his tail like a raccoon, Charly. Do it like he’s a raccoon.”

	Visions of Cam stabbing the poor beast when we were kids ravage my mind. The animal’s pitiful screaming. The blood. The tail held high in the air. Amanda winning the game. My father hugging her on the deck. The divorce.

	Amanda dying.

	Randall killing her.

	Randall killing everyone.

	I have one bullet left. He’s lying. I know I have one bullet left.

	Randall shakes Jacob by the collar. Moves the muzzle to his temple. “That’s it. Time to kill off the crazy. Evolution is going to owe me for this one.”

	“No,” I say. “Stop.” I lower the rifle. Randall is right. I can’t hit him from here.

	“Thank you,” Randall says. “But, I still have to do my duty. It’s the natural order of things. You understand.”

	The knife is two strides away.

	“I’m not afraid of you.” Jacob’s body stiffens. “I’m not afraid of evil. Not when Charly is here. Charly is going to win, aren’t you, Charly? Cut off his tail, Charly. Cut it off.”

	I take another step forward.

	Randall’s forearm flexes. His trigger finger moves.

	The blizzard takes a breath.

	“Randall.” A man’s voice comes from behind me. “Put the gun down.”

	“Mr. Dawson.” Randall pushes a ghastly smile onto his face. “I’m so glad you made it, but I wasn’t expecting you until later. Hector said you were stuck in Texas.” He tightens his grip on Jacob’s collar. “I’m merely tying up some loose ends here.”

	“Drop your weapon, Randall. It’s over.”

	I glance behind me.

	“Dad?” Jacob asks.

	The snowstorm spins out of control.

	My stomach tightens.

	My breath stops.

	“Lance,” Randall says, “you don’t understand. I can’t drop my weapon. These people aren’t on an excursion. They showed up uninvited. They crashed the party, as it were. We’ve got to protect the organization.”

	“Drop it.” The lines in my father’s face are deep and long, and he’s thinner than I remember, but it’s him. He stands there, his pistol raised, aiming at Randall, his graying hair muted by the forest’s shadows. “This is an order, Randall. Drop your weapon. Now.”

	My heart speeds up. It races out of control. It makes me gasp for air.

	The miserable thing wants out of my chest. The pounding is unbearable.

	My heart pushes its way into a part of me it hasn’t been for a long, long time.

	It pushes its way into a dark, dark place.

	My heart—my dad smiles at me and says, “Hi, Care Bear. I’ve missed you.”


	
CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	The man behind the red scarf stepped into the alley and pointed his gun at me. He hid in the shadows. I didn’t get a chance to see his eyes. His hunting hat, woolen trench coat, and shiny leather shoes all but disappeared in the darkness. The breeze blew the snow sideways, carrying it toward lower downtown. I grasped my backpack straps and prepared to run.

	Light glinted off broken glass in the street.

	Snow gently landed on the glass, melting on impact.

	It was quiet.

	Antonne was long gone. Some savior he was. He’d left me standing beneath the shattered streetlamp and rounded the corner up ahead only a few moments ago. Exhausted, the first signs of a well-deserved hangover pounded in my temples.

	I didn’t want to run.

	I wanted tonight to be over, one way or the other.

	“Get over here,” the man said, his East Coast accent lifting his words. “Get outta the street.”

	“No.”

	“I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to.” Using his gun, he gestured toward the shattered streetlamp. The other lamps weren’t afraid of him, still shining as if nothing was wrong. “You should know, I never miss. Come here now, or I’ll take off one of your kneecaps.”

	I walked to the curb.

	He pulled out a flashlight and switched it on. The glare blinded me. “Listen very carefully, Charly.”

	“How do you know my name?”

	“Listen.” He raised his voice. “You gotta do what I say, or I’ll do worse than shoot you in the knee.”

	“You said you wouldn’t hurt me.”

	“I said I didn’t want to hurt you, but that’s up to you.” He motioned down the alley with his gun. “You see that green dumpster down there?” He said dumpsta not dumpster. Some of his words were from Boston, and some were from New York.

	The green dumpster slept at the other end of the alley. “Yes. I see it.”

	“Think of this as a game. A treasure hunt, as it were. I’m gonna leave that way”—he pointed in the direction Antonne had run—“and pay your drug dealer friend a visit. You’re gonna look behind that dumpster.”

	“Antonne didn’t do anything.”

	“Don’t worry. I won’t hurt him. I’m only gonna remind him to stay away from you.”

	The alley narrowed at the far end. I imagined myself peering behind the dumpster only for someone to jump out and grab me. Kidnap me and sell my organs, or worse, sell me to some pervert.

	At least I’d have a place to stay tonight.

	“What if I don’t do what you say?” I asked.

	“I’ll know if you don’t. Like I said, I don’t want to hurt you.”

	“You might as well shoot me, then. I’m not going down there.” I took a step toward him. “Go ahead, shoot me. Put me out of my misery.”

	“You ought to think about someone besides yourself.” He circled around behind me and backed onto the sidewalk. His eyes were brown. “Suicide is selfish.”

	“Shoot me.” I raised my hands. “I don’t care anymore.” Years of doing whatever men had said in exchange for a place to stay caught up with me. Years of belittling myself in the name of survival. I couldn’t believe I’d considered staying with Antonne earlier. I was going to do drugs with him. I was going to become my mom. If not that, I’d planned on hiding behind a dumpster, curling up and freezing to death.

	Drugs or death.

	I had chosen drugs.

	Now, this man offered me death, and I wanted to go out in a blaze of fire. “Shoot me.” I took another step toward him.

	“If I shoot you, who will rescue Jacob from the shelter?”

	“What?” I stopped. My heart jumped. “Jacob?”

	“Go to the dumpster. Look behind it. You owe it to your brother. He’s still where you left him. He needs your help.”

	A streetlamp flickered and went out. The wind blew snow in my face. An apartment window rattled high above. Snowflakes clung to the man’s woolen trench coat. He lowered his gun. “Go on. Take a look down there. Do it for Jacob.”

	“Who are you?”

	“You’d better hurry, Charly. Your brother’s not getting any younger. No one wants him.”

	The man in the red scarf turned and walked away.

	I examined the buildings on both sides of the alley. Some doors had lights on above them, but most did not. The red brick apartments above the doors reached for the sky. No lights glowed in the second floor units.

	Or, in the third.

	Or the fourth.

	All was quiet.

	I had nothing to lose.


	
CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

	RANDALL

	 


	Randall stands tall on the snowy trail. He’s in control. He has full control of the situation. He’s holding a gun to the retard’s head, and there’s nothing Miss Highsmith nor his boss, Lance, can do about it.

	“Dad?” Jacob says. “Is that you?”

	Randall has control, but when Jacob speaks—oh, the weakness in the simpleton’s voice. Lance stands on the other side of Miss Highsmith, pointing a gun directly at Randall’s face, demanding he drop his weapon, and Miss Highsmith waves her rifle around like an idiot, and the simpleton is calling Lance his dad, and—Randall has control, and he knows he shouldn’t, but he mocks Jacob right in front of Lance. “Dad? Is that you? Dad, is that you?”

	Lance creases his forehead. Glares.

	Randall lets go of Jacob’s collar and grasps his neck. He shoves the muzzle into Jacob’s ear. Two seconds. That’s all it would take. Pull the trigger, swing the barrel toward Miss Highsmith, and pull the trigger again.

	Loose ends all tied up.

	Then, he’d be alone in the forest with his boss.

	As planned.

	Ah, but the best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. Not so for Randall. He is the only deserving man here. Lance is a mouse. Jacob is a mouse. Miss Highsmith, standing off to the side of the trail with her back turned, facing Lance, and her rifle lowered—she is less than a mouse.

	She’s a woman.

	“Dad?” Miss Highsmith’s body tenses up. It would be so easy to shoot her in the back of the head from here. “Where did you come from? You’re—I thought you were dead.”

	“It’s him,” Jacob says. “It’s him, Charly. Look, it’s him. It’s Dad.”

	Randall tightens his grip on Jacob’s neck. “Shut up.”

	“It’s Dad!” Jacob croaks.

	“Why are you calling him that?” Randall asks.

	“Drop your gun, Randall.” Lance lowers his voice. “This is your last warning.”

	“No.” Randall shakes Jacob. “I have everything under control.”

	Miss Highsmith turns around. The wind blows her hair back, revealing her entire face. She’s white. It’s like she’s seen a ghost. “Let him go.”

	“Dad,” Jacob rasps.

	“Dad. Dad. Dad.” Randall can’t help himself. Why does the simpleton think Lance is his dad?

	Could it be?

	The wind rips across the trail, pushing Miss Highsmith’s hair back into her face, slightly knocking her off balance.

	Dad . . . could it be?

	Could Lance be their dad?

	Yes.

	Of course, he is.

	The cabin. The location. It makes sense now. This location was one of the first for the organization. Lance must have owned it back then. Perhaps he still owns it. For some reason, Miss Highsmith thought he died and left it to her in a trust fund. Whatever Lance was attempting to do, it didn’t work. Nevertheless, he is not to be underestimated.

	“Dad,” the simpleton says, “you’re here. You came back.”

	“Quiet, Jacob.” Lance keeps his gun trained on Randall. “It’s going to be okay. Mr. Thorne is going to put his gun away and let you go, aren’t you, Mr. Thorne?”

	Randall laughs. The simpleton is the perfect shield.

	“You know I can take you out with one shot, Randall,” Lance says. “I don’t miss.”

	“That’s rich.” Randall’s chest swells. “The great Lance Dawson is going to take me out. Tell me, Lance, how many children have you been hiding all these years? This one?” He squeezes Jacob’s neck. “That one?” Miss Highsmith steadies her rifle, foolishly aiming it at Randall. “One or two more? I bet you have a woman in every city, don’t you?”

	“It’s over, Randall.”

	“Actually, it’s just beginning. The new Zaroff Excursions, that is. But, I want to know something. What were you afraid of? Why’d you hide these fabulous children from the organization all these years?”

	“What’s he talking about?” Miss Highsmith asks.

	“Put your gun down, Charly.” Lance has a hitch in his throat. He’s scared. He’s weak. Randall knows why he kept his children a secret, but he wants to hear Lance say it. He wants to hear Lance admit he’s weak. “Back away, Care Bear. You need to get out of here.”

	“Don’t call me that.” Miss Highsmith trembles. “I hate it when you call me that. I need to think.”

	Lance raises his voice. “Go, Charly. Run.”

	“She’s not going anywhere,” Randall says, “unless, of course, she wants me to shoot her brother in the head.”

	“Where were you, Dad?” Jacob speaks fast. Randall relaxes his grip. Why not let the retard take a few final breaths? “Where were you? Charly said you were dead, but you’re not dead. Where were you?”

	“Let him go.” Miss Highsmith’s rifle shakes like an old-style alarm clock going off.

	Randall’s confidence grows. “No. I think not.” This is working out so perfectly. The great Lance Dawson. A father. That’s some significant leverage. Randall owns him now. “Answer the dullard’s question, Lance. Tell us. Where were you?”

	Lance shakes his head.

	“No? You don’t want to say? Okay, allow me to make a conjecture. Based on the age of these two, you had them before you helped found the organization. Before you became the leader. Somehow, you kept them a secret from us all these years. I should have known you had a weakness like this. An Achilles heel, as it were.”

	“Get the knife, Charly.” The simpleton nods toward the hillside. “Cut his tail off. Like a raccoon. Like a raccoon.”

	“For the last time,” Lance says, “drop your gun. That’s an order, Randall. It’s over.”

	“Oh, it’s over all right.”

	“What’s he talking about?” Miss Highsmith asks. “Is it true?” She glances back at Lance. “Did you leave us for him?”

	“No. It’s not like that. Not—I left to protect you. That’s all. Now, go. Get away from here.”

	“I can’t.”

	“Yes, you can. Trust me, Charly. Jacob will be fine.”

	“No. I’ll never trust you.” Her arms shake. She focuses her attention back on Randall. She’s still holding the rifle all wrong. It’s laughable. “You left us. You broke all your promises. You never came back. You made our lives a living hell. You—goddamn you.”

	“Not true,” Lance says. “I came back.”

	“No, you didn’t.” She spins around and aims her rifle at him. “You broke all your promises. You lied. I should shoot you.”

	This is the best day of Randall’s life. Ronald would be so proud.

	“Care Bear, please, trust me. I couldn’t let you know. I couldn’t risk the organization finding out about you.”

	“Don’t call me that!”

	“I’m sorry.”

	She shakes her head. “And, the organization? This human hunting business? Are you the leader? How is that possible . . . Randall is lying, isn’t he? You can’t be the leader of . . . of this. You wouldn’t.”

	“I wouldn’t lie about that,” Randall says. “Your father was quite the leader.” He winks. “Was.”

	“Charly, please, listen to me.” Lance’s voice is so stressed. It’s so wonderful. “You must go.”

	“So, you are behind all this. You’re the reason Amanda is dead. Did you know he killed her? Did you know Cam is dead? Kennedy? Tyler?”

	“Charly, please.”

	“Is this all a game to you? These, whatever they’re called . . . excursions? How many people have died because of you?”

	“It’s not like that.” Lance’s lips tremble.

	He looks like he’s about to cry.

	This is so wonderful.

	“Don’t listen to him, Miss Highsmith. It’s exactly like that.” Randall retightens his grip on Jacob’s neck. “And now, it’s your brother’s turn to go on an excursion. Would you like to join us?”


	
CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

	CHARLY - THEN

	 


	I marched down the alley and approached the green dumpster like I had nothing to lose. I pretended the dark doorways didn’t bother me. Behind the dumpster, I found a metal box nestled on a stack of soggy newspapers. Inside the box, there was a piece of paper.

	A note.

	 

	Though the woman was stout, she didn’t have it all. To save her brother from the shelter, she needed something from the mall. She left him alone years ago, acting like a wench, and now all she needed was the next clue, hidden beneath a bench.

	 

	It was a game. A treasure hunt.

	It was my dad’s game.

	The man—or whoever left the note—knew about the game. Jacob must have told him. Jacob must have met him at the shelter and told him about the summer Johnathan invented the game.

	The summer Amanda won the ultimate prize.

	Undeterred by time, my hatred for her resurfaced. I pictured her holding the raccoon tail and my father hugging her.

	And just like that, the game was on.

	Hangover be damned, I wanted to win.

	Though the woman was stout . . . she needed something from the mall.

	The mall.

	The 16th Street Mall.

	Bordered by shops and restaurants on each side, the 16th Street outdoor mall ran across fifteen blocks in downtown Denver. Cars were never allowed on the mall—only free buses. But at this time of night, no one would be there.

	Getting drunk is stupid. Fighting. Forgetting. I wished I hadn’t left my phone at Grant’s apartment now more than ever. But I had a clue. I had hope. I headed for 16th Street, reinvigorated. I passed 20th Street. 19th Street. 18th Street. The note said the next clue was under a bench. I passed 17th street. My shoulders ached. My frozen feet wanted to break. I stepped onto the 16th Street mall and found a bench. There was no note, but there was another bench. Again, no note, but another bench. And another. The mall went on forever. There had to have been a hundred benches lining the street.

	Maybe more.

	I took the note out of my pocket.

	Though the woman was stout . . .

	Why stout? I wasn’t stout. I was tall. Very tall, on average. Not stout.

	Yet, the note was clearly referring to me.

	Stout.

	I wasn’t stout, but Stout Street was.

	Three blocks up, on the corner of 16th and Stout, I found the next note sealed inside a plastic baggie taped beneath a bench at the light rail station.

	I tore it open.

	 

	The man’s name is Trey, he’s a valet, and he works at the Cabaret. There’s not much else to say except 2708-A.

	 

	I raced back down 16th Street. The Cabaret was somewhere near the end. Since running away, I had considered becoming a stripper several times. I had applied for work at the Cabaret twice, and twice, they’d turned me down for being underage. I’d been forced to live with my boyfriend du jour because I could never afford my own place.

	Grant kicked me out because he thought I was going to work at the Cabaret.

	He thought I was a whore.

	Cabaret.

	Du jour.

	French words.

	I was sobering up, but I still felt funny.

	I took deep breaths, walking as fast as I could.

	This was no time to get delirious. And, there was no time. The club would close soon, and I needed to find a valet named Trey. Fortunately, the snow had stopped falling, but that only made it seem like it would get warmer. In reality, the air stiffened, and the darkest hour of the night brought with it the coldest hour of my life.

	Confused, I went the wrong direction down Glenarm Place, reversed, and forced myself to run toward the Cabaret, racing against the clock. Men poured out of the beige, windowless club. Suits. Greasy hairdos. Cuff links and neck chains. Some headed for the parking lot. Others lined up at the valet booth.

	I got in line.

	“Hey, baby. Nice backpack.” The man in line before me had bloodshot eyes, and he blinked when he spoke. “You on your way to school?” Scotch and cigars—he reeked.

	I turned away. Said nothing.

	The man drowsily sensed my disinterest and returned to bantering with his buds. One of them had a sash that read, I’m a groom, so groom me. They were next in line for the valet. “And I gave her a fifty, and she didn’t do anything extra.”

	“It doesn’t always work.”

	“Lap dances at this place suck.”

	Gross.

	The valet took the man’s ticket and ran into the lot. The group stepped aside, and another valet entered the booth. “Can I help you?” His badge read, Trey.

	“Yes.” I handed him the note.

	“2708-A. Got it. I’ll be right back.” He went inside the club and returned a few minutes later with a box. At first glance, I thought it was the same box from the dumpster.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	I carried the box down the street, speedily walking away from all the testosterone. Trying to go unnoticed.

	It didn’t work.

	A man called after me. Offered me a place to stay.

	For the first time in my life, I turned down a place to stay when I needed one. I ignored him and turned at the next intersection. Alone, sitting on the steps beneath the awning of a fancy hotel, I opened the box. It contained an envelope and another note.

	 

	You’re almost there, Charly, and then you’ll win. One sacrificial act will vanquish all your sin. Take this money, find your brother, and take care of him. You can never change the past, but you can always change. You can always adapt. You can always rearrange. Take this money, vanquish your sin—your life is waiting to begin.

	 

	I opened the envelope. Federal First Bank of Colorado. It was a bank statement with my name on it. The balance was enormous. There was enough money for me to lease my own apartment. Enough for a car. Enough for me to find Jacob and give us a place to live.

	Forever.

	And that’s what I did.


	
CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

	CHARLY

	 


	I have not come this far in life, suffering the guilt from leaving Jacob at that shelter, then rescuing him, only to watch him die at the hands of a psychotic hunter. I didn’t do it because I had to. I did it because I love Jacob, which is more than I could ever say for my dad.

	My dad.

	Johnathan Highsmith.

	He came back. I can’t believe it, but he came back, and—

	Randall has his gun rammed inside Jacob’s ear.

	Johnathan has his gun pointed at Randall.

	Johnathan. My dad. The head of Zaroff Excursions.

	He doesn’t know love.

	He’s a murderer.

	I have my gun pointed at him. Everyone is dead because of him.

	The three of us are in a stalemate, and I’m caught in the middle, glancing between Randall and Johnathan.

	Jacob is surprisingly calm.

	This is all Johnathan’s fault.

	“I helped you, Care Bear,” he says. “I swear. I was always there. Helping you. Put the rifle down.”

	I should kill him. My finger is on the trigger. If he calls me Care Bear one more time . . .

	“Don’t worry, Lance. She’ll miss.” Randall flashes a cocky smile. “She doesn’t know how to use a rifle.”

	“His name’s not Lance,” Jacob says. “It’s Johnathon. He’s my dad. Johnathan.”

	“Shut up.” Randall tightens his grip.

	“Get the knife, Charly.” Jacob speaks as if he’s waiting in line at the post office. “It’s over there in the snow. I dropped it. Stab him like a raccoon, Charly. Cut his tail off.”

	I sneak a glance at the snowbank. The carving knife handle sticks out of the snow, but I don’t need it. Even if I did, even if my rifle jammed, I can’t reach it from here. I need to end this now. I need a reason—one final reason—to pull the trigger and kill my dad.

	Then, Randall.

	“Please, Charly.” Johnathan doesn’t take his eyes off Randall. “You’ve got to believe me. I helped you your entire life.”

	“You’re lying. You never helped me.”

	“I did. I gave you the money. You’ve got to believe me. Put the rifle down.”

	“The trust fund money? I don’t have that yet.”

	“No. The money in Denver to get you and Jacob started. At the valet. I helped you save Jacob from the shelter.”

	“You?”

	I’d always hoped it had been him, but I never allowed myself to believe it. After he was gone for so many years, it was too painful to think he could be anything other than evil. I couldn’t let go of my anger toward him. It was easier to believe someone else had met Jacob in the shelter and decided to help us. A friend of some wealthy do-gooder maybe. Every day that had passed without my father’s return only reinforced my thinking. Until now. “You? It was you in the red scarf?”

	“Yes. That was me. I waited weeks for you to leave that boyfriend. I knew you would. You always did. I was always there, watching. Waiting. Look at me. I came back. In a way, I never left. I love you, Care Bear.”

	“For the last time, stop calling me that.”

	“Care Bear.” Randall’s voice pitches higher. “Care Bear. Care Bear.”

	“Sweetheart. Put the rifle down. You don’t want to shoot me.”

	The hell I don’t.

	Dammit.

	He’s right.

	I don’t want to shoot anyone. Too many have died already. Time slows down. Snowflakes land on the rifle’s barrel. I struggle to keep my trigger finger steady while the rest of my body trembles.

	“Let’s go on our own excursion,” Randall says. “What do you say, Lance? Sorry. I meant Johnathan. Let’s go for old time’s sake. We have plenty of prey to hunt.” He shakes Jacob.

	I swing my gun toward Randall. “Don’t you dare.”

	“Charly,” Johnathan yells. “Drop it. You’ll accidentally shoot your brother.”

	The gunsight wavers up and down. Side to side. I can’t control it. My nerves are shorting out.

	“Please,” Johnathan says. “Put the gun down and go for help. I’m not going to let him hurt anyone else. You have to trust me.”

	“No, I don’t. You’re just like him. You’re a murderer.”

	“Not anymore. I’m shutting down the organization. I faked my death and left you all my money. After assuming another identity, I’ll run into you at a restaurant somewhere. Introduce myself. Make up for lost time. Please, I’m coming back, and Zaroff is over. You’ve got to believe me.”

	“Believe him, Charly.” Jacob’s colorless lips bend at the corners. He stands still like it’s not freezing out here. “Believe Dad. There is too much of me in the way.” He glances down. “I’m in the way. There’s a ninety-two percent chance you’ll hit me if you try to shoot him. There’s ninety-two percent of me in your way, Charly.”

	He’s right. I lower the rifle.

	“Good girl,” Randall says.

	I step back. My heels butt up against the snowbank.

	“Go for help,” Johnathan repeats.

	The snow has stopped falling. Behind him, the trail curves around the mountain. It leads to the cabin. To freedom. “I can’t leave Jacob here.”

	“Then put the rifle on the ground so I can negotiate with Randall in peace.”

	“Negotiate?” Randall says. “Yes. Negotiate. Let’s do that.” He squeezes Jacob’s neck. “Let’s go on a hunt. You and me. We can talk while we hunt this one.”

	“Ow. Stop hurting me.” Jacob grasps Randall’s hand and pulls. “I’m not afraid of you. Not when Charly’s here.”

	Randall pushes the muzzle harder into Jacob’s ear. “Do as Daddy says, Miss Highsmith. Put the rifle down.”

	“Okay, okay,” I say. “Okay.” I lay the rifle on the ground.

	“Not good enough.” Randall strikes Jacob on top of the head with the butt of his pistol.

	“Ah. He’s hurting me.” Blood trickles down Jacob’s forehead. “Get the knife, Charly.”

	“No,” Johnathan yells. “Kick the rifle over here.”

	I do as Johnathan says. The rifle comes to rest at his feet. The knife is on the other side of the trail, out of my reach. It’s all up to him now.

	“Excellent,” Randall says. “Now, how do we want to do this? Should we give them each a head start, or should we hunt one at a time?”

	Johnathan eyes him. “You know the rules.”

	“Very well. One at a time it is.”

	Johnathan points his gun at me.

	“You—you liar,” I yell. “What are you doing?”

	“Quiet,” Randall shouts.

	My molars are going to explode. The tension in my shoulders pulls on my neck. It draws my head back. High above, a gray cloud splits in two. “You liar!”

	“Get the knife,” Jacob yells.

	“Everyone be quiet,” Randall shouts.

	My chest heaves. I lower my chin. Lean forward toward Johnathan. I catch my breath and glare at him. I glare at his gun. He holds it steady with both hands and blinks.

	He keeps his gun trained on me.

	Then, he blinks again.

	“She has a point,” Randall says. “You are a liar. After your impassioned speech there, I wonder how sincere you are about this hunt. You say you faked your death and plan to end Zaroff. Is that true?”

	“Only partly. I faked my death to get further away from these two. They weren’t supposed to be here. They’ve been dragging me down for years, and now there’s only one way to end this. They must die.”

	“Uh, huh.” Randall narrows his eyes. “Why should I believe you?”

	“Because everything I’ve ever done is for the organization. I’m doing this for the sake of the herd. I’m willing to sacrifice them for the sake of the herd. I know you understand that, Randall. You understand sacrifice.”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“I haven’t forgotten about your brother.”

	Randall’s face turns red.

	“I haven’t forgotten about Ronald,” Johnathan says.

	“Don’t say his name.” He swallows hard.

	“Ronald would have wanted you to—”

	“Stop saying his name.” He closes his eyes. Scrunches his face.

	Johnathan blinks. Then, he winks at me.

	Stunned, I don’t know what to do. I shake my head, confused.

	Johnathan winks again, and I nod my head.

	Randall lets go of Jacob’s throat with his hand and wraps his arm around Jacob’s neck. He pulls Jacob off his feet.

	Jacob begins to choke. Coughs. Slips in the snow, trying to stand.

	Randall points his pistol at Johnathan. “I don’t believe you. I can see it in your eyes.”

	“Trust me,” Johnathan says. “I’m with you. Zaroff Excursions is going to live on. It must. It’s for the good of mankind. For evolution. For the thrill. Come on, let’s go on this excursion. Let’s prove we deserve to be at the top of the food chain.” He glances at me. “Let’s hunt her first. Then him. They mean nothing to me.”

	Jacob gets his footing and stands upright.

	“Nothing?” Randall keeps his gun trained on Johnathan. “It means nothing? Prove it.”

	Johnathan aims his gun at Jacob and shoots.

	Blood explodes out of my brother’s thigh. Randall lets go of him and jumps back.

	I lunge across the trail and dive into the snow, reaching for the carving knife.

	Randall stumbles and hits the ground. He rolls, holding his pistol with both hands, aiming at me.

	I fall short of the knife.

	Randall stops rolling and lies on his stomach, propping himself up on his elbows. The barrel of his gun is an endless black tunnel. It hangs in the frosted air, then an orange flash fills my world.

	Then, a bang.

	I cover my head.

	The sound ravages my ears.

	I roll away, feeling for where he hit me. My legs, hips, ribs, neck, head—nothing.

	He missed.

	He actually missed.

	I scramble to my feet.

	Jacob jumps on top of Randall. Flailing, he knocks the gun out of Randall’s hand.

	I pick up the knife.

	“Go.” Johnathan coughs. “Run, Charly. Run.”

	I turn toward him, and gasp.

	He lies on his back, his hands on his chest, blood bubbling through his fingers.

	Randall’s bullet must have hit him.

	Jacob sits on Randall’s chest, beating his face. “I hate you. I hate. I hate. I hate. I hate you. You’re evil.” One blow after another, he mercilessly connects with Randall’s jaw.

	Randall grasps Jacob’s shoulder and throws him to the side.

	I leap toward them and bury the knife into Randall’s thigh.

	My favorite spot.

	He shouts. He grasps his leg and screams. He screams like a raccoon.

	I back away.

	Randall can’t keep the blood from becoming a fountain. His face turns green.

	I pick up the rifle. “Don’t move.”

	He sits up, rests his back against the snowbank, and looks at me. Blood gushes through his fingers. “You’re so weak.” He swallows as if he’s about to vomit. “You’re like Ronald.”

	Jacob goes to Johnathan. Crouches next to him. Turns to me. “He’s dying, Charly. He’s dying. He’s going to die.”

	“The retard is right, Miss Highsmith. I shot him in the chest.” Randall lifts his gaze. He smiles. “He’s going to die. I’m the head of Zaroff Excursions now.” He blinks slowly. “Finally. I’m at the top of the chain.”

	“Not for long,” Charly says.

	“You won’t shoot me.” His eyes flare. “You’re weak. You won’t survive.”

	“Yes. I will.”

	He reaches for his gun.

	I pull the trigger.

	His head explodes.


	
EPILOGUE

	CHARLY

	 


	“I’m sorry.” My mom rests her chin on her chest and gazes at her crippled hands. She grips her coarse, assisted care center blanket. Tries to pull it to her face and fails. Her room smells like antiseptic. Like the staff is getting it ready to give to someone else. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

	“I know, Mom. You don’t have to apologize.”

	“But, I—”

	“Where are we going after this?” Jacob asks. “I want a new phone. Can we buy a new phone?”

	“You can stop fidgeting and sit down.” I glance at the clock. “We’re going to be here a while.”

	He leans his crutches against the wall and sits near the window. The lemon-yellow sun blazes outside, melting yesterday’s snow. My jacket makes me hot, but I don’t want to take it off. It’s usually colder in here.

	“I didn’t know any of that,” Mom says. “Zaroff Excursions? It’s so strange. Johnathan never hunted after we were married.”

	“He traveled a lot for work, didn’t he?”

	“I suppose.”

	“And you weren’t always aware of what was going on around you. Not with your problems.”

	“That’s true.”

	“Why did you give me the keys to the cabin?”

	“It was a mistake. Johnathan showed up out of nowhere with his will. I didn’t read it all, and when I saw the word ‘estate,’ I thought everything belonged to you. I didn’t know he’d been using the cabin. I didn’t know it wasn’t included.”

	“He was here? You said he died. You said he had a heart attack.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Stop apologizing. Did you lie to me on purpose?”

	“He made me. I knew how much you’d missed him all these years, and he said he would come back into your life if I told you he was dead. He said it was the only way he could leave you his money.” She blinks slowly. “It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t know I still had a key to the cabin.”

	So . . . it was true. What Johnathan said about faking his death. About running into me at a restaurant a few months from now. What he said about following me, spying on me, and watching over me.

	And he had come back.

	Too little, too late.

	My mom shakes her head. “I never thought in a million years he was hunting people. It’s insane. I knew others used the cabin, but I thought he rented it to them. I—hunting people? Murdering them? I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.”

	“Stop it.”

	She lifts her chin off her chest. A tear streams down her cheek. “Charly. I’m so—”

	“Stop it.” I take her hand. “I know you’re sorry. You’ve been sorry all my life.”

	“But what you went through. Amanda and Cam.”

	“It’s over now.”

	“And Jacob.”

	“He’s fine.”

	“I’m fine.” He sits by the window, his injured leg outstretched. “I’m fine. The doctor says my leg will heal fast because I’m so young. It will leave a scar. I wanted a tattoo, but a scar is better. It proves we won, right, Charly? We won?”

	“Right.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “We won.”

	And more importantly, Randall Thorne lost. His buddy, Hector, gave me a scar on my cheek, but I took Randall’s life. I don’t regret it. It’s been one week since I ended his game. Only one week, but I know, just as I will never forget my father’s face the night he left the cabin—the night he left to run Zaroff Excursions—I will never forget the shock on Randall’s face the day I pulled the trigger.

	The day I blew his head off.

	“We’re going to buy me a new phone,” Jacob says. “I left mine at the cabin. My phone is in the bedroom at the cabin, and we can’t go back there because of the police. Because of the evil man. Because he shot me, but the slickhead told on him. The slickhead saved us.”

	It’s true. If it hadn’t been for Barry, Jacob might have eventually bled to death alongside Johnathan. The bullet didn’t hit any major arteries, making me wonder if he only shot Jacob in a desperate attempt to convince Randall he was serious about ending Zaroff Enterprises. I’ll never know.

	After Barry led Hector down the mountain, he went to the nearest police station and reported Kennedy missing. Hector drove away. Barry gave the police our location, and we were rescued. Later, when they questioned me, I described Hector as best I could, but they still haven’t located him. Barry was released, and Hector became the sole suspect in the murder of Tyler Evans. I wasn’t there, so I don’t know who shot Tyler, but at a minimum, Barry was an accomplice. Jacob and I think he used his money to avoid jail somehow.

	Typical slickhead.

	“Charly saved me first, though.” Jacob has done nothing but grin at me since we left the hospital last week. “She stopped the evil man.”

	As far as jail goes, I’m not concerned for myself. There will be court dates in the future. I’ll attend them, but the detectives assured me this will be an open and shut case. Self-defense. With Randall Thorne and Johnathan Highsmith—a.k.a. Lance Dawson—gone, Zaroff Excursions will fold. The police and the FBI will make sure of it. The organization was much larger than I’d thought. According to the news, they ran excursions in eleven countries, employing over fifty people. They routinely hired black market contractors to clean up their messes. The police found Amanda, Cam, Kennedy, and Tyler before the cleanup crew arrived.

	Last night, I slept more than two hours straight for the first time since the massacre. It’s probably why I’m in a better mood today. I swore I’d never come back to this place. Mountain Crest Healthcare Center—the bridge between this world and the next. When I left Mom here three weeks ago, I left her to die.

	I never imagined my world could change so much in such a short time.

	Now, Johnathan is dead. For real this time. And the others are gone.

	All I have left is my mom.

	And Jacob.

	“Charly.” My mom lifts her hand and places it on top of mine. “Thank you for taking care of Jacob. I wish I’d done things differently.”

	“Like I said, it’s over now. You don’t have to be sorry. You didn’t know about the cabin.”

	“It’s not the cabin. It’s—it’s everything. Thank you for being his mom when I couldn’t. You’ve always been so strong.”

	“I didn’t have a choice.”

	“Yes, you did. You could have left him in that shelter. You could have taken the money Johnathan gave you and disappeared. Bought drugs.” She shudders. Her shoulders shake. “It’s what I would have done.”

	“I know.”

	“Oh”—she squeezes my hand—“this damn life. I tried, but I could never be who I wanted. I could never change. There’s always been two of me—the addict and the woman. Does that make sense?”

	“Yes.”

	“And the addict always won.”

	“I know. Please, don’t apologize again.”

	“I won’t, but I want you to forgive me. Promise me you’ll forgive me.”

	“I already have. I’ve made my peace.”

	“You deserve peace. Peace and serenity.”

	“So do you, Mom. So do you.”

	She closes her eyes.

	Her hand slides off mine.

	She falls asleep.

	Jacob and I walk across the parking lot. The sun blazes down upon us, but it will soon be dark. Storm clouds to the west creep over the Rocky Mountains.

	I begin to cry.

	But I never cry.

	Ever.

	A few days later, my mother dies in her sleep, leaving Jacob and me on our own.

	And that’s okay.

	We’ve been here before.

   

	THE END
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