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Chapter One

Panther Hollow

DEAD MAN WALKING. Vincent waited for the elevator in Posvar Hall. Four years was coming down to a single meeting. If the trajectory of his day so far had been any indication of how it would go, he was fucked.

The elevator door opened with a ding. Empty. His chest pounded and hands shook, but he forced himself to step inside and press the button for the third floor. The stainless-steel door closed him in, and he stared at his blurred reflection in the metal. Another ding rang out as he was dragged past the second floor and again when the door opened on the third. They sounded like the beating drums of a funeral march, and he did his best to ignore them.

Just outside the elevator, a woman spoke with an older man about some foreign conflict. They were both dressed in business casual attire. History professors, which didn’t come as much of a surprise in the history department.

“Excuse us,” the woman said, and only then did Vincent realize he was standing in the elevator doorway.

“Sorry.” He slipped past them, his cheeks blazing. The hallway was empty and silent beyond a little chatter leaking from the office doors that lined the walls. Professor Cowart’s office was down the hall on the right. Vincent had figured that out the last time he’d attempted to visit him, but he wasn’t going to turn back again. He was going to face him and explain the situation.

Each step made his heart beat faster and hands shake with more fervor. Sweat crawled down his back, and he knew it had little to do with the winter coat he wore or the backpack slung over his shoulders. So much was riding on this meeting. If today was going so badly, then maybe that was a warning sign from some higher power to turn around and come back another day.

Shit.

He stopped, and before he chickened out, he called James. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“What’s going on? What did he say?” Concern dripped from James’s words like butter on movie theater popcorn.

“Didn’t get there yet.”

“I thought you got off work at four?”

“We got slammed right before my shift ended. Didn’t get out of there until a quarter after. Then, someone stopped me to ask about Damien Wright. He’s the guy I had that thing with freshman year, and apparently, no one has heard from him for like a week. He’s in Myths with me. So, I—”

“Okay, that’s a lot, and we can talk about it later, but just breathe for a hot second because you sound like an old man in an anti-smoking ad.”

He might’ve laughed at that, under better circumstances. He sucked air into his starved lungs, filling his nostrils with the stench of his own sweat. He hadn’t smoked since he started dating James, but a cigarette sounded pretty good right about now.

“Babe, something is always going to happen. You can’t keep putting it off.”

Vincent exhaled. “I know. I’m just…I don’t know.”

“Today isn’t going as planned, but he has office hours until five, right? So technically, you aren’t late.”

“Right.”

Someone called out to James, and he said something Vincent couldn’t quite make out in response before he got back on the phone. “Sorry. Look, I gotta get back to the lab to help clean up for the day. Just don’t leave until you come to an understanding. Most of undergrad is proving that you care enough to work for it.”

With that, he was gone. Vincent took another breath and let his boyfriend’s words wash over him. James was right. He couldn’t keep putting off the meeting, but James’s ideal outcome was a little harder to swallow.

James spoke from the perspective of a student who’d graduated with honors and breezed through his first year of med school at the University of Pittsburgh. Meanwhile, Vincent had barely survived his first three years of undergrad. To make matters worse, he’d only started caring about Professor Cowart’s Myths, Legends, and Folktales class after he got back the rough draft of his final and realized he risked failing out during his last semester.

While he seriously doubted the meeting would end as favorably as James assured him, that didn’t mean it would be as disastrous as he presumed. He repeated James’s words to himself, screamed them in his mind over every second thought that sprung to life until he reached his destination. By that point, he almost believed them.

The office door was shut. A small wooden plaque was fixed to the opaque glass with “Dr. Charles Cowart” printed on it, and a poster was taped to the door below it:

I’ve always preferred mythology to history. History is truth that becomes an illusion. Mythology is an illusion that becomes reality. —Jean Cocteau

White text on a galaxy background. Laminated. Vincent wasn’t surprised to see the poster. He’d heard Professor Cowart babble on about the quote at least a hundred times in class. Beyond the plaque and poster, he could make out the faint silhouette of someone at a desk through the opaque glass. He brought his ear to the door. Silence broken up by the occasional clacking of a keyboard.

Just don’t leave until you come to an understanding.

Vincent knocked on the door.

The silhouette rose and walked over to him. The door swung open. Professor Cowart stood in the doorway. He was dressed in a beige suit with a crimson tie. His salt-and-pepper hair was shaped into a tight Afro that seemed at odds with the unkempt soul patch jutting from his chin.

“Hello.” He said it as a statement, but his furrowed eyebrows made it a question.

“Hi, Professor Cowart. I was wondering—”

“Dr. Cowart.” He motioned his head toward the plaque.

Vincent wiped the sweat from his forehead and pushed back his hair to keep it from sticking to his damp flesh. “Sorry. Dr. Cowart. I was wondering if I could speak with you.”

“And you are?”

“Oh, I’m, ah, Vincent Vicar. I’m in your Myths class.” He offered his hand, but Dr. Cowart walked back into his office.

“Take a seat. I’ll be with you momentarily.”

The office was colored yellow in the afternoon light pouring through the three floor-to-ceiling windows opposite the door. Dr. Cowart took a seat at his desk and resumed typing something on his laptop. Vincent set his backpack on the ground. He sat down in one of the two wooden chairs in front of the desk. The musky smell of tobacco and old books filled the room. The warm light and the smell had a dizzying effect. He felt like he was in a preheating oven.

He took off his jacket and laid it on his lap. Thankfully, he hadn’t sweated through his T-shirt. His phone buzzed in his pocket. James knew he was busy, so it was probably some telemarketer. He ignored it. He didn’t want to give Dr. Cowart any more reason to dislike him. Trying to sit quietly, Vincent waited for his professor to finish whatever he was doing.

Dr. Cowart typed in no apparent rush.

Vincent focused his attention on the bookshelf behind Dr. Cowart to keep his mind from spiraling down a rabbit hole of what-ifs. Worrying about having to retake the class in the fall as opposed to graduating in a little under two months would only make him a bigger ball of stress. On the stuffed bookshelves were small copper figurines of various characters and creatures from stories they’d studied in class. Vincent could make out a wolf stalking a young, hooded girl just behind Dr. Cowart’s head. There was also a Grecian warrior wielding a taut bow, whose name he should know at this point in the semester. The hero’s cape was molded to look as if it were blowing in the wind. Like the warrior could come alive at any second and land an arrow between his eyes.

Dr. Cowart shut his laptop. “Without telling me something I shouldn’t know, you wouldn’t happen to be aware of any reason why Damien Wright has missed my last two classes?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Hmmm. It’s difficult to keep track of all of you in such a large class, but some students, like Damien, make themselves known.”

“Oh?” was all Vincent could think to say. He wasn’t sure if the comment was directed at him or Damien. While missing a week’s worth of classes didn’t seem like something overachieving Damien would do, Vincent hadn’t known him all that well, and he had bigger problems to deal with at that moment.

“You’re a senior, correct?”

“Yeah. I mean, yes, I am.”

“Not a history major, though, are you?” He rubbed his soul patch thoughtfully like some wise old sage.

“No. I’m general studies.” He waited for a lecture concerning the pitfalls of such a degree when just another semester or two could enable him to obtain a more specific and substantial degree.

“Hmmm,” Dr. Cowart said, as if that decided something. “Anyway, what was it you wanted?”

“I was wondering if I could talk to you about the grade I received on the rough draft of my final.” He took his paper out of his backpack. Dr. Cowart made them print out their essays and submit them in person so that he could write out his feedback, which, in Vincent’s case, was little more than a red “D” written on the top of the page with the phrase “off topic” written below it. “I just wasn’t sure how my paper was off topic.”

Dr. Cowart took the paper and leafed through it. “What was the assignment?”

“To look at a story we discussed in class.”

“And for what purpose?”

“To research the historical context and analyze it to understand its legacy.” That was all the assignment guidelines had said.

Dr. Cowart glanced up at him, his eyes narrowing. “And what did you do?”

Vincent wasn’t sure what Dr. Cowart was getting at, but he had a sinking feeling he was walking into a trap. “I traced Grimm’s Hansel and Gretel to the 1635 story, Nennillo and Nennella, and then I examined how it was rooted in oral stories dating back to the Great Famine of 1315-1317.”

“That’s right.” He set the paper down on his desk. “And why did you examine this context?”

Vincent resisted the urge to point to his thesis statement on the first page. “I guess to indicate how this absurd story was inspired by real history, which resonated with readers.”

“I wanted you to examine the historical context. However, as I discussed in class, realism is of little concern to me beyond understanding why these stories continue to affect those who read them centuries later. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I seriously doubt that modern readers are captivated by how the story captures accounts from the Great Famine of 1315-1317. I want to know why this tale has survived the test of time.”

Vincent couldn’t remember whether he had attended the class where Dr. Cowart explained the assignment. If he had, he must not have been paying attention. He wished that archer on the shelf would put him out of his misery, but when Dr. Cowart continued to stare at him, he realized his question wasn’t rhetorical. “I don’t know.”

“Which is why you earned such a low grade on this assignment.” Dr. Cowart slid the paper back to him. His lips tightened like he was fending off a smirk.

Vincent swallowed in an attempt to push down the anger bubbling up inside him. “Because of this grade, I risk failing the class.”

“I don’t believe this grade would have been so devastating if you had a higher grade going into the assignment. That being said, I assign the draft of your final at midterms to ensure there is plenty of time for revisions. I suggest you use the next two months wisely.”

Vincent wanted to interject. Flip his desk. Do whatever he had to do for Dr. Cowart to understand that it was virtually impossible for him to pass the class unless he got a perfect grade on every assignment, including the final draft. Tell him he was already drowning in loans he couldn’t pay off and he couldn’t afford to be there another semester. Explain that it was tough working two jobs and keeping up with all his course work. Demand a new grade.

But he didn’t.

Unlike James, he didn’t have the drive and hard work to back up his words. As much as Dr. Cowart wasn’t softening the blow, Vincent had gotten himself into this situation, and he would have to try, and undoubtedly fail, to get himself out of it.

He collected his things and stood up. “Thanks for taking the time to meet with me.”

“Of course.” Dr. Cowart opened his laptop. Vincent was at the door when Dr. Cowart added, “History isn’t about observation. You have to dig into it and see what’s between the dirt and worms.”

Vincent wondered what great historian had said that quote and whether Dr. Cowart had it printed, laminated, and hanging somewhere in his office. As soon as he got into the hall, his phone vibrated. Below a missed call from an unknown number that surely belonged to a telemarketer was a text from James, asking how it was going. Vincent called him.

“So, what happened?”

The eagerness in his voice made Vincent feel sick. “Can we go for a jog?”

“What? It’s cold out, it’s supposed to like rain or slush tonight, and it’ll be dark in another hour or so. What happened?”

“Sun’s still out. It’s not that cold. The rain isn’t supposed to hit us until later. We have time. Please?” Vincent needed to get away from campus and pump his arms and legs until he forgot about everything except filling his lungs with air.

“Was it that bad?”

Vincent didn’t think he could explain just how poorly it’d gone without crying in the hall. “I’ll explain everything later. Can you bring my sweats and meet me at Schenley Park? We can park on Overlook Drive.”

“If you insist, cutie.”

“Thanks.”

“Just hurry. It’ll be dark soon.”

 

VINCENT COULD TELL James was pissed from the second he parked his sputtering and kicking 1995 Ford Escort behind him. James leaned against the trunk of his car, back straight and arms crossed like a parent who’d caught his child sneaking into the house after curfew. His blond hair was askew from presumably running his hands through it in frustration, and his heart-shaped lips were pursed. More adorable than threatening, but Vincent kept the thought to himself.

Vincent got out of his car and hurried over to him.

“Twenty minutes for one mile?” James asked.

“Sorry. I got stuck behind this fucking fender bender in front of Phipps, and I couldn’t get around him.”

James’s expression remained unchanged. “Why didn’t you answer any of my calls?”

“Phone died, and I lost my cigarette lighter adapter, remember?”

“You’re a hot mess.”

“Love you too!”

James pulled him into a hug. “You’re lucky you’re cute.”

Vincent nuzzled into his chest for a moment before remembering what had brought them there. Pulling away, he asked, “Did you bring my clothes?”

“Back seat, but I think it might be too late for a jog tonight.”

While bursts of pink and orange shot through the trees, the night sky was starting to form. “We still have time. A mile and a half in and a mile and a half back out. We’ll be done long before six.”

“How about we forget about the run and just go home and open a bottle of wine and talk about what happened? I want details.”

His skin was crawling, and wine would do little to stop that. The entrance of the trail was just across the street, promising fresh air and a little distance from the university. He needed a good run. Otherwise, he’d be restless all night. “Please?”

James raised one of his pale eyebrows. “Okay, but let’s make it quick.”

Vincent kissed him and got in the car to change.

James walked around to the window facing the road to prevent passersby from seeing him. “What exactly did he tell you?”

Vincent pretended not to hear him. He didn’t know how to tell James, who’d talked him down from the ledge all night and again right before the meeting, that he’d completely folded. He kicked off his khakis and pulled on his sweatpants. They were an older pair from freshman year that fit a little tight. His faded Pitt hoodie was also snug. Where had James found these old things? He normally jogged in gym shorts and a sweatshirt. He also preferred to jog with his pocketknife, but he wasn’t exactly in a position to complain.

“Did you hear me?” James asked when he got out of the car.

“No. Did you say something?”

“How’d it go? With Dr. Cowart?”

Vincent looked toward the start of the trail. “It’ll be dark soon.”

James sighed. “Let’s go, then.”

They jogged across the street and down the trail. At the fork separating Panther Hollow into the upper and lower trails, Vincent took them right, down the lower trails, which were a little less treacherous. He immediately felt better. Like he was back in Butler, his hometown, jogging through the woods near his house. The distant sound of cars zooming past on the surrounding streets was the only discernible difference.

He moved quickly down the winding dirt path and used the speed to propel himself forward across a stone bridge at the bottom. His breath rang in his ears as he blew small plumes of smoke in the cold spring air. For a moment, he forgot about everything. He wasn’t worrying about his class or how James would inevitably pity him for being incapable of getting anything right. He was just running.

“Hold on.” James slowed to a stop. He rested his hands on his knees and cocked his head to one side. “Did you hear that?”

Vincent hadn’t been paying much attention. “Hear what?”

James shushed him. His red face was screwed up in concentration.

A rustling of leaves in the distance followed by a snapping twig made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He surveyed the woods around them, but he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

James laughed. “Just fucking with you. I needed a second to catch my breath.”

“Asshole.” Vincent pushed him. “I think I heard something.”

“Yeah, me trying to catch my breath.”

“No, I’m serious.”

“I mean, take your time, but we better get going soon if you plan to get in three miles.”

Vincent didn’t know why he was acting so paranoid in a public park. Anything from another jogger to a deer could have broken that twig, and the more time they spent discussing it, the less time he could run. Vincent started again, but he kept an ear out this time. He couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that they were being watched.

There wasn’t much he could hear over the sound of their shoes crunching on frosted ground and James’s heavy breaths. James forced in air harder and harder until he requested that they walk for a little while. They were over a mile in, and Panther Hollow Bridge loomed overhead through the bare trees. By that point, Vincent was ready for a break himself.

“I don’t know—how you—do this every day,” James said between breaths.

Vincent didn’t know how James ate whatever he wanted, only worked out occasionally, and still weighed fifteen pounds less than him despite being nearly a foot taller. “Your body eventually adjusts to the torture.”

They continued in silence. The conversation Vincent was avoiding gave weight to the crisp air. He searched their surroundings for another topic of discussion. The sun was starting to set, and the swirled sherbet sky brought the dead woods to life. “It’s beautiful out.”

James kicked a rock on the path. “So, I’m assuming Professor Cowart didn’t change your grade?”

Vincent swallowed. He couldn’t think of any way around that one. “No, he didn’t.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not really.” Vincent looked down at the trail to avoid making eye contact.

James stepped in front of him, placed a cold hand under his chin, and lifted his head until they were face-to-face. There it was, written all over his sad eyes and frowning lips. Pity. He kissed Vincent. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”

Vincent pulled away. He wished James would yell at him or tell him how disappointed he felt. Anything other than pity. “We should get going. Right after we pass through this tunnel, we’ll end up at the visitors’ center. We can turn around and jog back from there.”

“Wait. Did you hear that?” James cocked his head to one side again, but he wasn’t nearly as convincing.

“You don’t honestly think I’m stupid enough to fall for—”

James covered Vincent’s mouth. This time he heard it. Someone was making kissing noises and laughing. The sound echoed in the empty woods in a way that made it impossible to pinpoint where it was coming from. Heart pounding in his ears, Vincent pivoted, searching the trees for a source, but in the setting sun, there were too many shadows to make out anything for sure. The person could be standing a foot from them, and he’d be none the wiser.

He tore his gaze from the trees to look at James. His eyes were wide with fear, and his body was tense. A sprinter waiting for the shot of a starting gun. The second they made eye contact, James let out a nervous laugh. “Probably just some kids messing around. We should get going. You said there’s a visitors’ center up ahead?”

The voice didn’t sound childlike to Vincent. It sounded deep and rough.

“Yeah. Leads out to the sidewalk. We can walk around to the cars.” Up where there were streetlights, busy roads, and other people.

They hurried down the path. More of a fast walk than a jog. Vincent didn’t like the idea of running now. He didn’t want whoever had mocked them to think they were scared, and it wasn’t like they were being chased. It was just some kids messing around like James had said.

The sun had disappeared below the horizon when they reached the tunnel formed by one of the massive stone arches that supported Panther Hollow Bridge. There was still enough light to make out their surroundings, but not for long. The stone walls of the tunnel shrouded the path in darkness, convincing Vincent that a long walk back to their cars through the woods would be a much safer option.

He turned to James, who seemed to have come to a similar conclusion. “So, you still want to get in those three miles?”

“Absolutely,” James said. They started back the way they’d come.

They hadn’t taken more than a few steps in that direction when a man yelled, “Where you goin’?”

A scream escaped Vincent’s throat. Just ahead of them, a stocky man stepped out from behind a tree, crushing dead leaves and frosted earth under his heavy step. A smile stretched across his face, and in one hand, he held a crowbar.


Chapter Two

Sundown

WHATEVER AIR WAS left in Vincent’s lungs evacuated. The man had a tool that could rip a nail from solid wood or pry open a locked door. He’d followed them, and his taunting left little question as to what he planned to do with the weapon.

Vincent reached into his pocket for his knife. He’d never used it, but at least he could try to intimidate the man with it. All his trembling fingers found were his keys, which, against a crowbar, were even more useless than the four-inch blade that sat on his dresser back at their apartment.

James was a few inches taller than the man, but the stranger was big enough to beat both of them to a bloody pulp with his bare hands. Equipped with a crowbar, he was deadly. Images of purple eyes swollen shut and broken limbs contorted in unnatural angles flashed in Vincent’s mind. He looked around in the hope of finding something in the woods they could use to defend themselves.

There was nothing. Only the ever-darkening sky and hum of the city that was less than a mile away but might as well be on a separate planet for as much good as it’d do them.

Vincent had made a mistake dragging James into the woods at dusk.

James stepped in front of him. Voice wavering, he said, “We don’t want any trouble.”

Vincent couldn’t make out the man’s face well in the darkness, but he could see that his white smile had disappeared. “No shit. Dirty fucking sodomite.”

“What the fuck did you call me?” James took a step toward him.

Everything was going from bad to worse, and it was happening too fast for Vincent to process it. All he knew for sure was the last thing they should do was get closer to the man.

“James, please.” Vincent grabbed his hand and tried to pull him back, but he didn’t have enough strength in his shaking hands to move him.

“I called you a dirty fucking sodomite!” The man closed the distance between him and James to a matter of feet.

James stared down at the crowbar, and something in his disposition changed. He seemed to realize, over his fog of anger, just how dire their situation had become. He backed away, pulling Vincent along with him.

The man didn’t move from his spot. He just looked at them, and as they went further down the path, his white smile returned. The amused look on his face made Vincent’s blood run cold. If the man wanted to beat them up, why wasn’t he chasing after them? Was this some sort of sick prank?

It didn’t feel like a prank. Everything about this felt wrong. Vincent looked to James, who appeared to be thinking the same thing. “I say we run. He’s far enough away that he won’t catch us easily.”

Vincent didn’t like the idea of turning his back on the man, but James was right. Their best bet was to run for it. They might have a chance if they could make it through the tunnel and up the cobblestone road. “Okay.”

“Now.” James let go of his hand, and they booked it down the path.

Vincent pumped his arms and moved his legs as fast as they would go, taking in as much cold air as his lungs would allow. They hurried into the tunnel. The sound of their shoes hitting the dirt reverberated off the massive stone walls, making it impossible to hear whether the man was following them.

He shot a glance over his shoulder as they went. The man was nowhere in sight. He was so relieved he almost wanted to laugh. They were going to make it out of this night unscathed.

Just before they reached the mouth of the tunnel, two figures stepped onto the path.

Vincent and James slowed to a stop.

“Please, help us!” Vincent said between heavy breaths. He started to walk over to them, but James grabbed his hand and pulled him back.

“Wait,” James said in a low voice.

The two figures didn’t say a word. They weren’t asking what was wrong or running away from them. It was almost as if they were expecting them. That’s when it hit him. He turned around. The stocky man stood at the other end of the tunnel. He hadn’t intended to kill them—at least not on the path. He’d been herding them, and Vincent and James had followed along like unwitting lambs to the slaughter.

“What do we have here?” One of the two figures stepped forward. He was tall—at least six feet—and had a lean, muscular build. As he got closer, Vincent could see that his head was shaved, revealing some combination of numbers tattooed above his right ear.

They backed away from him.

“They were swapping AIDS in the middle of the trail for everyone to see,” the stocky man said.

Vincent jumped at the sound of his rough voice and whipped his head around to find that the man was nearing them.

“Ugh,” let out the third man in disgust. Vincent wasn’t sure if he could even call him a man. He looked like he was sixteen at most. Just a kid. His blond hair was so fair it almost looked white. He was taller than the stocky man, but he had the same lean, muscular physique as the tall man he followed.

James pulled Vincent sideways against the wall of the tunnel. The men drew closer. They were surrounded and outnumbered, and there was no way they could fight them off or run away. They were at the mercy of these monsters.

Tears clouded Vincent’s vision. “Please.”

“Please,” the tall man mimicked. He snorted and spat in Vincent’s face. “Pathetic faggot.”

The warm sludge dripped down his cheek.

James lunged forward, pushing the man back. “Don’t you fucking touch him!”

“Looks like we got a brave fag on our hands.” The tall man straightened up. He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a pistol, and aimed it at James.

Vincent froze at the sight of it. Looked like a semiautomatic, but he couldn’t be sure in this lighting.

Just one pull of the trigger and James would be dead.

James raised his hands in the air and backed up to the wall beside Vincent. “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.”

“Not so brave now, are you, faggot?” The man cocked the pistol and pushed the barrel into James’s forehead with such force that his head cracked against the wall.

“Please, don’t!” Vincent begged between sobs. This couldn’t be happening. They couldn’t just kill them.

But the terrifying truth was, of course, that they could do whatever they wanted. They had the weapons. They had the power, and Vincent and James were helpless.

The kid sprinted to the tall man’s side. “Shit, someone’s coming.”

With the pistol still pressed to James’s skull, the tall man motioned for the stocky one to take care of it. He rested the crowbar on his shoulder and walked toward the opening of the tunnel.

The voices of a man and woman talking and laughing as they made their way down the cobblestone road traveled into the tunnel. They sounded just as oblivious and content as Vincent and James had been only a few minutes ago. Vincent considered screaming to warn them, but it was only a thought. The tall man still held the pistol to James’s head. He couldn’t imagine the consequences of disobedience at this point.

A finger rubbed over his knuckle, and he nearly let out a scream in shock before he realized James was trying to get his attention. The tall man was busy watching the opening of the tunnel. He turned his head ever so slightly so he could see James out of the corner of his eye.

James was mouthing something.

Vincent checked on the tall man, whose focus hadn’t wavered. He turned a little more in James’s direction.

When the time is right, run, he mouthed.

Vincent gave a curt nod. With the tall man and the kid focused on the opening of the tunnel and the stocky man walking toward it, their odds of escaping were getting better by the second. But they’d have to act soon before the stocky man chased off their distraction. Vincent knew that staying meant certain death at the hands of these fuckers, but the very thought of going against the orders of a man who had a gun to James’s head further cemented him to the wall.

The man and woman rounded the corner with their arms interlocked. Their faces were illuminated by the phone in her hands. She spoke about something on her screen, which had captivated them. They would’ve walked right into the stocky man if he hadn’t said something.

“Tunnel’s closed!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” The man put an arm across the woman’s chest. “Take it easy.”

“Turn around.” The stocky man moved the crowbar from his shoulder to his side like a batter preparing for a pitch.

The woman screamed and dropped her phone. Small bursts of light shot through the tunnel before it hit the ground. It landed face up, illuminating the terrified looks on the pair’s pale faces. She pointed into the tunnel. “He has a gun!”

The man shushed her.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” the tall man said. “Do I have to do everything? Boy, take this.”

The kid hesitated.

“That wasn’t a question.”

The kid rushed over and took the gun. Now was the time. They’d have no better chance to escape than with the kid. James squeezed his hand. Vincent wasn’t sure if it was his cue to run or if it was merely a reminder that their moment was coming. Vincent didn’t squeeze back. The gun was still pointed at James’s head, and the kid seemed tense—like he’d shoot at the first sign of movement.

It was too risky.

The tall man stopped at the edge of the tunnel. “Are you retarded or something? My friend here told you the tunnel is closed.”

James squeezed his hand once more, and Vincent tried to ignore it.

“Sorry,” the man said. He picked up the woman’s phone. “We didn’t know.”

“But—” the woman started.

“But what?” The tall man grew more impatient by the second.

“Nothing.” The man dragged the woman back from the tunnel. They were leaving.

James let go of his hand. Vincent tried to grab it to keep him from doing something that could get himself killed, but it was too late.

James dove at the kid and—

Bang.

The sound of the gunshot was magnified tenfold as it echoed off the tunnel walls. Vincent shut his eyes as soon as it went off. Something warm and thick splattered across his face, and he screamed, sliding down the wall to the ground.

He shot him.

Vincent couldn’t see James like that. He’d rather wait until they shot him, too, so that he’d never have to see what that bullet did to James’s head. He probably would’ve if he hadn’t heard some sort of struggle on the ground in front of him.

He opened his eyes. Blood poured from the side of James’s head where the bullet must have grazed him, but he was alive. James was on top of the kid, trying to pull the pistol from his death grip as blood spilled onto the young man’s face and stained his light hair red.

Before Vincent had a chance to get to his feet, the stocky man had reached them and brought the crowbar down on James’s back. James cried out in pain. Vincent pushed himself to his feet and ran at the man, but something hit him in the side of the head before he reached him, and the next thing he knew, he was on the ground, staring up at the tall man. A ringing sound filled his right ear, and he couldn’t seem to focus his vision on the man.

He could still hear the muffled sound of the crowbar striking James and his subsequent cries of pain. The stocky man was going to kill him. Vincent tried to stand up, but he’d only made it to his hands and knees when something smashed into his side. The sound of a snapping twig was followed by a rush of pain flooding his chest. He doubled over and wrapped his arms around his head in an attempt to protect it from the next blow. “Please stop!”

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

The crowbar continued to hit James, but something was missing. There were no cries of pain or pleas to stop. James was silent.

No.

James had just passed out from the pain. That was all. Vincent needed to get the man to stop before it was too late. He couldn’t sit up, much less stand, so he crawled in the direction of the sound. Something slammed down on the middle of his back, and he fell to the dirt. Pain rippled through his body.

“Dirty fucking faggot.”

There was a weight on the back of his head then that pushed his face into the dirt. He couldn’t breathe, and he didn’t have the strength to stop whoever was doing it. He was going to die.

“You like eating shit, don’t you, faggot?”

The weight twisted, and what Vincent realized was a rubber shoe ripped the hair from his scalp as the man squashed Vincent’s head into the earth like he was stamping out a cigarette butt. “Well, eat up. It’s your last fucking supper.”

Then a hand grabbed him by his hair, and he was on his knees. His face burned and head throbbed, but he hardly noticed because what had been taken away from him had returned. Air. Cold, damp air. He sucked it in, ignoring the way it worsened the stabbing sensation in his chest.

He blinked open his eyes to focus them on James’s bloody body. “Please stop! Please just let him go.”

The tall man laughed. “You’re not in a bargaining position. Boy, come here!” The kid mustn’t have listened because the man added, “Get your pansy ass over here or you can join the fags in hell!”

There were quick steps in the dirt behind him. He tried to focus his vision on James. He could have sworn he saw his back rise and fall. He kept watching to ensure it wasn’t just his eyes. There it was again. He was still breathing. Thank God. James was alive.

“Get the other one up,” the tall man said. “Don’t want him to miss the show.”

The stocky man grabbed his crowbar with both hands, slid it under James’s chin, and pulled him to his knees. James gagged, his eyes shooting open. Tears ran down his bloody, swollen face, but something about him seemed resigned to what was happening.

He looked at Vincent and mouthed, I love you.

“Wait.” Vincent squirmed. They couldn’t just lie down and die. He had to do something. “We have money! I have money. I can give you all of it. It’s in our cars. We can take you there. Just stop this.”

“Enough,” the tall man bellowed. “We don’t have all day.”

The kid came into view. He carried the pistol out in front of him. The gun shook so much that it could hit any of them if he pulled the trigger too soon. He walked up to James.

The stocky man stepped to the side of him, still holding the crowbar under his throat. “This time, don’t miss.”

The kid cocked the gun.

“No!” Vincent thrashed his head back and forth. Hair ripped from his scalp. He didn’t care. Nothing mattered except stopping the kid from pulling that trigger. “You don’t want to do this. You can still walk away. We won’t tell anyone what happened. Please!”

The tall man kneed him in the back and wrapped his arm around his neck in a headlock so tight Vincent could barely breathe, much less speak. The kid pointed the gun at James’s chest.

The kid turned his head away.

Vincent squeezed his eyes shut.

“No,” the tall man said.

Vincent reopened them. The kid looked just as shocked.

“Boy, I want you to watch him die.”

Vincent tried to move, but the tall man tightened his hold, crushing Vincent’s windpipe.

The kid looked down at James and pulled the trigger.

Vincent shut his eyes, and the shot rang through the tunnel. Vincent stopped moving. He hung in the tall man’s arm by his neck, tears rolling down his face. The tall man let go of him, and he fell to the ground that was soaked in warm liquid. He didn’t open his eyes. He couldn’t see James that way. He waited for the kid to shoot him. He was ready to die.

The tall man grabbed him by his hair. “Want to see what the boy did? Huh?”

He’d have to pry open his eyes if he wanted Vincent to see James.

The tall man dropped him again, and Vincent landed on his back. “Fucking pussy.”

“We gotta hurry,” the stocky man said. “I hear sirens.”

“Almost done,” the tall man said.

Vincent could hear the sirens too. They were faint. Several blocks away, if not more. He didn’t care now. They were too late. He didn’t want to be saved. The end of the pistol pressed into his forehead, and he took a breath of relief.

“Don’t you get weak, boy,” said the tall man. “You should be proud. You are cleansing the world of this undesirable filth.”

“Yes, sir.”

He waited for him to cock the gun, but it didn’t come.

“Fuck. It’s jammed!”

The sirens were getting louder. Couldn’t be more than a couple of blocks away.

“Just do it already,” Vincent choked. He didn’t want to feel this pain or know that James was dead. He just wanted it all to be over. He welcomed the dreamless sleep that death would bring.

“What did you say?” The tall man’s foul-smelling breath hit his face.

Vincent forced his eyes open and stared directly into the tall man’s eyes. “Do it.”

The man drew away, and something hard hit him in his side. “Shut the fuck up!”

Vincent screamed in pain, but he kept his eyes open. “Do. It.”

“Give me that.” Then the tall man was back in eyesight. He swung the blood-soaked crowbar over his head and brought it down on Vincent like he was splitting a log. The crowbar grew larger and larger in Vincent’s vision as it traveled through the air to meet his skull.

And then, there was nothing.


Chapter Three

Adrift

CONSCIOUSNESS CAME IN waves.

He was falling, body twisting and tumbling through a blur of dead foliage and bare trees, and before he reached the bottom, he was pulled out to a sea of unconsciousness.

He came to on his back. Freezing cold rain hit his face like little pinpricks. The trees towering over him changed from brown to red in the flashing lights. They reminded him of when his mother bundled him up as child and drove through some of the ritzier neighborhoods in Butler so that they could gawk at the Christmas lights in December.

“A free light show,” she’d told him.

He heard her words now, whispered in his ear. Even the sirens couldn’t drown it out.

He reached for the lights, and that’s when the pain hit him. Everything hurt. Arms. Legs. His chest felt like it was on fire, and his head throbbed. He rubbed his forehead where the pain was the sharpest to find a massive protruding bump.

He’d been beaten.

He was at the bottom of a slope just off the trail.

Those lights were emergency services.

James.

If he had survived the attack, then maybe James had made it too. James was stronger, and not all gunshot wounds were fatal. James just needed medical attention before he lost too much blood. Vincent rolled onto his stomach. The moment he tried to push himself up from the wet earth, he was gone again.

Distant voices called out in the darkness, drawing him back to shore. He couldn’t understand what they were saying. He wanted to cry for help, but every time he tried to fill his lungs with enough air to scream, a sharp pain in his chest forced it back out.

He’d have to find James and get him back to the trail on his own. The thought of him lying alone somewhere in the woods was the only thing pushing Vincent to move in spite of the pain. He dug his fingers into the mud and crawled forward, doing his best to focus his vision through the rain.

In the flashing lights from above, he spotted a dark mound behind a thick stump a few feet ahead of him. It looked like a pile of dirt—except for the pair of muddy white sneakers jutting out from it.

He moved as fast as his broken body would let him, fighting off waves of nausea and exhaustion. The closer he got to it, the more the iron smell of blood filled the freezing air. Around the stump, James lay on his back. His body was covered in a mixture of gore and dirt that made it impossible to tell what condition he was in.

Vincent shook his arm. “James, wake up. Oh God. Wake up.”

James didn’t move.

Vincent pressed his ear to his muddy chest and tried to ignore the hammering rain and roaring sirens. There, under the chaotic symphony filling his ears, he heard it.

Ba bum.

Ba bum.

His heartbeat was faint, but he was still alive.

Vincent sat up and pulled James onto his lap. The pain from the motion was so sharp it only hit him after he was cradling James in his arms—terrible and searing, as if someone had jammed a red-hot iron poker through his ribs. He opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out. The world darkened around its edges.

No.

He couldn’t pass out now.

James needed him.

He breathed through the pain and concentrated. Something warm spilled over his legs. He touched it and brought it up to the light. Blood dripped from his hand. James’s blood. It thinned in the rain. He needed to stop the bleeding fast, but there was nothing around him except trees and fucking mud.

Mud.

He grabbed a fistful of it and smeared it over James’s back. He couldn’t tell exactly where the bullet had entered and exited his body, so he packed mud all over his back and chest.

Tears burned his cheeks as he worked. “You have to make it. Because I can’t do this without you. You hear me?”

He could feel his mind slipping. He shoved his hand into the dirt to try to keep himself upright and kissed James on the forehead, praying beyond anything else, even his own survival, that James would make it through this. “I need you.”

The undertow returned and swept him back out to sea.

The next time he stirred, the ground was moving under him. He blinked in an attempt to slow it down, but it wasn’t moving on its own. He was being carried over someone’s shoulder up the hill. The sirens were growing louder, and there was a trail of footprints in the mud behind them.

“James?”

“I have you,” he said.

The arm wrapped around his waist squeezed him a little tighter.

Vincent clung to his words as he drifted away again.

I have you.

 

WHEN VINCENT CAME to, he was in bed. His alarm was going off, and despite the layers of blankets on top of him, he was freezing. He buried his face in his pillow. He just needed a few more minutes of shut-eye before he faced the day.

“Time to wake up.” James pulled him close and planted a wet kiss on the back of his neck.

“Never.” Vincent tucked his nose under James’s arm to warm it, but his arm was soaked.

“What the—” Vincent pulled away. He assumed it was sweat until he opened his eyes. Blood-tinged mud encased James’s arm. Worms tunneled in and out of his flesh, leaving little black holes in their wake.

“Don’t worry, I have you.” James tightened his hold on him.

Vincent screamed and tried to pry himself free, but it was no use. James was too strong. He was crushing him in his arms. Just when Vincent was sure that his body would break under the pressure, the mud covering James gave way, and Vincent sank inside him. Mud filled his mouth as he was buried alive.

I have you.

Vincent woke with a start. White lights blinded him, and pain crashed over him like a tidal wave, leaving him disoriented and gasping for air. He didn’t know where he was or what was happening, but the pain was so great that everything beyond ending his torment was an afterthought. He blinked away the black dots clouding his vision to find himself alone in a hospital room.

Machines hummed in his ears. Tubes shot air up his nose. Something was clamped to one of his fingers, and an IV was in his other arm. Nothing seemed to be there to relieve his pain. He hoped not. If this was the tip of the iceberg, he welcomed death. He felt like he’d been pulverized in a garbage disposal, and his head pounded with such force he had trouble focusing his vision on anything for very long.

A remote was wrapped around his guardrail near his right hand. He’d been in enough hospitals with his mother to know that the red button with a white cross in its center was the call button. He pressed it with as much force as he could muster—as if the action would somehow make the nurse come faster.

While the minute hand on the clock above the door only ticked once by the time the nurse reached his bedside, it felt like an hour had passed. She was out of breath. “You’re awake?”

“Everything hurts,” he rasped. He hadn’t realized just how dry his mouth was until he spoke.

“I’ll have the doctor call something in for your pain. In the meantime, let me get you some water.”

She soon returned holding a plastic mug with a straw sticking out of it. She brought it to his lips. “Here we are.”

Vincent took a sip. The water burned all the way down, but his mouth and throat immediately felt better. He wished the rest of his body could be fixed so easily. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” She set the mug on the overbed table. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Just hang in there.”

The mug grew hazy. He shut his eyes in the hope of stopping the stomach acid from crawling up his throat. He soon found that taking shallow breaths prevented the pain in his chest from mounting. The rest of his body wasn’t as manageable. He kept waiting for the pain to plateau or his body to grow numb to it, but every time he was convinced he could handle it, a new wave of injuries was brought to his attention. Each served as a reminder of what those monsters did to them. Every swing. Every hit. His body was a photo album of the horror they had survived.

He couldn’t imagine how much pain James must be in somewhere else in the hospital. James had taken the brunt of their attack, and even though he’d carried Vincent to safety, he’d been shot. What Vincent felt was probably a drop in a bucket compared to what James was going through.

When the nurse returned with three capped syringes—two full of clear liquid and one off-white—he asked, “You wouldn’t happen to know how James Beaumont is doing?”

Confusion wrinkled her forehead. “Who?”

“James Beaumont. He came in with me. We were—attacked.”

“I’m honestly not sure, honey. I wasn’t here when you came in. This will make you a lot more comfortable.” She hooked up one of the clear syringes to something on his IV and emptied it. She then did the same with the off-white syringe before finishing with the other clear one.

The pain dulled almost instantly, like all the sharp edges had been buffed away. He didn’t have time to savor the relief for long. The nurse had questions. Vincent answered them to the best of his ability. His name was Vincent Vicar. He was in a hospital somewhere in Pittsburgh. The date was a little foggier. He believed they’d been attacked on the twentieth or the twenty-first, so it was probably around the twenty-second of February.

“You’re at UPMC Presbyterian, but it’s actually the twenty-seventh of February.”

“What?” He didn’t think he was that off on the dates.

“You’ve been unresponsive for the past six days.”

“Six days?” Vincent said—more to better process the words himself than anything. He had been out for close to a week.

“I know this is a lot to take in.” She glanced at the door. “But it looks like you have some visitors if you’re up for it? They’ve probably been here more than me in the past week.”

“Yeah, I’m up for it.” Vincent followed her gaze, but his visitors were standing off to the side in the hall so he couldn’t see them from his position. Knowing James, he’d already recovered enough to be discharged while Vincent was out, but he didn’t know who else would be with him.

“If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to call for me. I’ll be just down the hall.” She headed out of the door and said something to the people in the hall that he didn’t catch.

“Thank God you’re up!” Sam rushed into the room. He should have known she’d be his other visitor. While she was the same age as Vincent, she’d been best friends with James since middle school, and he seriously doubted she’d left James’s side since the attack.

As she got closer, his suspicions were confirmed. She was dressed in a wrinkled hockey jersey belonging to her boyfriend, Tyler, her long blonde hair was matted and greasy, and she had dark-purple bags under her bloodshot eyes. “We were so worried about you.”

Vincent looked to the hallway for James. What he found was the bloated stomach and red, puffy face of his father. “Henry?”

Was the pain medicine having a greater effect than he thought? He hadn’t spoken to Henry in almost four years. Henry didn’t even know where he lived, so Vincent wasn’t sure how the hell his father knew he was in the hospital.

“Son,” Henry said, like the word would somehow cement their nonexistent bond. He waddled to the end of his bed. He must have read the confusion written all over Vincent’s face because he looked down at the linoleum floor, revealing a small bald spot that had formed on the top of his head, and explained, “I’m still your emergency contact.”

Vincent didn’t have time to deal with him now. He looked around Henry into the hall, but no one seemed to be waiting to come in the room. He turned his attention back to Sam, who’d sat down in one of the two seats beside his bed. “Where’s James?”

“We can talk later,” she said, waving her hand in an overly flippant manner. “More importantly, how are you feeling? Are you comfortable?”

She hadn’t answered his question.

“I’m fine. How’s James?”

She pressed her hand into the side of his pillow, avoiding his gaze. “I can stop by your apartment tonight if you want some things. I’ll grab you another pillow. There’s hardly anything to this one.”

“The pillow’s fine.”

Sam continued to test its firmness. “Honestly, it’s not a problem. I mean, this is as thin as a pancake and I—”

“Sam, forget about the damn pillow.” He didn’t realize he’d yelled until she jumped back, her glassy eyes fixed on the floor.

What had gone unsaid settled in the room like humid air, making it hard for Vincent to breathe. “How bad is he?”

Tears streamed down her face. “Don’t worry about that now.”

“Is he still in the hospital? Sam. Please. Look at me.”

He regretted asking her to do it the second he looked into her eyes. They told him everything he feared. The worst possible outcome.

She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face into the pillow next to his head. “I’m so sorry.”

Tears blurred the room. He turned to Henry, hoping his face would somehow contradict Sam’s reaction, but his averted gaze only confirmed it.

“No.” He must be having another nightmare. Soon he’d wake up, and James would be sitting in one of the chairs beside his bed. James wouldn’t be unscathed, but they would get through this together.

All Vincent needed to do was wake up.

Wake up.

“He just didn’t make it.” Her body shook as she sobbed.

Sam hadn’t been in the woods with them. She hadn’t heard James’s heartbeat or seen him carry Vincent up the hill. She had no idea what she was talking about. “No, he made it. So just stop. Stop lying!”

Sam recoiled.

“Now, Vinny.” Henry held his hands up like a crossing guard stopping oncoming traffic.

“No, she’s lying!” His breath deepened, and the stabbing sensation in his chest returned, but that was the least of his concerns. Sam was lying to him, and Henry was such a pathetic asshole he was actually going along with it.

Vincent didn’t know why she was doing this. He knew she’d never liked him and saw him as more of a stray cat who James had been kind enough to take in than someone who actually deserved her best friend, but this was low, even for her.

“Enough!” Henry hit the plastic footboard.

The bed shook, sending tremors of pain through Vincent’s body that snapped him out of his rage. They were looking at him like he was crazy. He rubbed the tears from his burning face. “I’m sorry, Sam. Please just let me see him. I need to see him.”

“You’ve been out for almost a week,” Sam said. “I tried to get his parents to postpone the funeral, but they wouldn’t wait. And I didn’t know when you were going to wake up. If you were going to wake up.”

Vincent wouldn’t listen to this any longer. He threw off his blankets to find his legs covered in cuts and bruises. He couldn’t breathe. He needed to get out of this room and find James and make sure he was okay.

Sam got out of her chair and backed away from the bed. The chair screeched against the linoleum as she stumbled over it. “You need to calm down.”

Vincent ignored her. He pulled the clamp off his finger and the oxygen tubing from his nose. One of the machines beside him went off like a siren. He tore the IV from his arm, ripping tape and spraying blood on the white sheets. As he sat up, pain shot through his torso.

Sam ran out in the hall. “I need a nurse.”

Vincent gritted his teeth and searched for a button or lever on the side of the bed to lower the guardrails.

“Stop!” Henry grabbed him by his wrists and pushed him against the bed. He reeked of smoke and whiskey. The smell only made Vincent more nauseated and angry.

“Let me go!” The more Vincent struggled to break free from Henry’s grasp, the more the blood poured from his arm, gushing even further with each thud of his racing heart.

“I’m sorry about your friend, but you need to calm down!”

“Get the fuck off of me!” Vincent threw himself back. Whether it was the slick blood covering his arm or the force of his movement, he broke away from Henry and crashed into the bed so hard it knocked the wind out of him. He coughed for air as pain radiated through his chest. The room turned into a mess of unfocused shapes that made him feel sick to his stomach.

“Fuck.” Henry’s figure backed away from the bed.

Vincent was done with both of them. He didn’t need their lies. He would find James on his own. If he squinted his eyes, he could make out the guardrail to his right. Streaks of blood tracked his path on the white plastic. He found a button on the outside. He pressed it and pushed the guardrail down.

He was working up the courage to swing his legs over the side of the bed when Henry put his hands on his shoulders to keep him down. “When your mother died, I didn’t want to believe it either, but it happened, and freaking out like this isn’t going to change the fact that he’s gone.”

“But he isn’t dead.”

All his strength had left him, but he continued to writhe against the red blur standing over him. Other voices filled the room. Talk of blood pressure and swelling. Pleas to relax.

He kept fighting.

James couldn’t be dead.

Something sharp pricked his leg, and he could do little more than stare at the blurry figures standing over him before he drifted back to a sea of unconsciousness.


Chapter Four

Questions and Answers

VINCENT PULLED ON his arm restraints. They weren’t going to magically unravel, but he could hope. His doctor had explained that it was to ensure his safety. Apparently, on top of two broken ribs, he had a traumatic brain injury that was causing too much pressure on his brain, which required a slew of medications, monitoring, and rest. If he proved he could remain calm today, then he’d get the restraints off tomorrow.

The doctor had visited him early in the morning. Since then, he’d stared into the hall, wondering where Sam and Henry had gone and if they were coming back after his outburst the night before. He felt truly insane for accusing Sam of lying, but what she’d told him didn’t make any sense. How could someone with the strength to carry Vincent all the way up to the trail just pass away when emergency services were already waiting for them?

He didn’t know what to think. Every time he tried to go over what had happened that night, flashes of the attack riddled his mind—James’s defeated face, the men’s chilling laughter, the crowbar coming down on him—and all he wanted to do was lock himself in the bathroom. He probably would have if the restraints weren’t pinning him to the bed, leaving him at the mercy of anyone who walked into his room.

He attempted to empty his mind and enjoy the momentary relief his medication cocktail offered. The drugs didn’t erase the pain, but they made it far more bearable. If he didn’t move or take deep breaths, he almost forgot about it from time to time. Then, he coughed or tried to adjust himself, and it flooded back to him.

Sometime after lunch—time seemed to ebb and flow in a strange way with all of his medications—Sam walked in carrying a tote bag over one shoulder and a large Dunkin’ Donuts cup in each hand. “Good afternoon.”

“You’re back?” He didn’t even know where to begin to apologize.

“Just went to pick up some of your things,” she said, motioning to her bag. “You can’t scare me away that easy.”

“And Henry?”

“Made him go home and shower. He’ll be back soon. I see you’re still in restraints.”

He twisted his arms like he was a QVC host displaying a pair of dazzling bracelets. “Deservingly so. Look, about last night…”

“Forget about it.”

“I just—”

“You don’t have to apologize to me. I’ve known for a week, and I still can hardly believe he’s gone.” She cleared her throat. “So, the one with cream and sugar or the one with just cream?”
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