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CHAPTER ONE










 

Prologue

Tuesday, March 13, 2:15 a.m.


Deep in the Allegheny Mountains, three young men stood on a narrow dirt road. Only a lantern, powered by a battery, lit the darkness, placed before the men as if engaged in their meeting. The lantern gave just enough glow for the men to see their breath on the chilly, late winter night.


Erik Novak’s neatly trimmed beard and trendy East Coast clothing set him apart as the leader of the trio. He glared at the two younger men, Paul and Joey Meier, who stood on either side of him. They were brothers, a few years apart, with patchy beards, dressed in faded flannels. Paul was a few years older than Joey. Where Paul was short and broad, Joey was tall and scrawny.


They were inexperienced, but Erik had limited time and needed the help of the locals. Checking his watch, Erik huffed. Paul, the older of the two brothers, had promised a contact, Uncle Tommie, who was supposed to show five minutes ago. Erik opened his mouth to speak to the brothers and send them away, but the sound of crunching leaves from the thicket of brush and pine behind the men caused him to turn in expectation.


Uncle Tommie, a neatly dressed man in his sixties, appeared. Though Erik couldn’t make out every detail of the man’s features, he immediately recognized the toothy, mustached grin from the pictures Paul had shown him.


“See, boss,” said Paul as he bounced on his tiptoes. “I told you Uncle Tommie would show.”


“You did,” Erik said through clenched teeth. He turned to Uncle Tommie. “Nice doing business with you, Uncle—”


“Just Tom,” said the older man, cutting off Erik. “It’s nice doing business with you as well.”


Erik extended his hand, and Tom shook it. The older man’s grip was firm. As the two men released their handshake, Erik noticed a twitch in Tom’s eye and looked at him coldly.


“You’re late,” Erik said.


Tom didn’t reply. He didn’t need to. The four of them were suddenly awash with the light of an approaching sedan.


“No, I’m not late,” said Tom. He pointed at the car. “They are.”


When the car stopped ten feet in front of the men, the doors opened. Two individuals exited; one, in their thirties, possessed jet-black hair. The other, older, was bald. The older, bald man approached the group while the younger man remained near the car with his hand resting on a gun holstered at his hip.


“Erik,” Tom said. “I want you to meet…”


“Dick, or you can call me Richard,” said the older man, extending his hand to Erik, who took it. “I understand we are to use first names.”


“You’re correct,” Erik said. “It’s better that way.” Erik glanced behind Richard. “Who’s the other guy?”


“That’s Neil. He doesn’t talk much.” Richard rubbed a hand over his bald head.


Erik scratched his bearded cheek and glanced at Tom. Other than the twitch in his right eye, Tom stood there completely relaxed.


“You two are good with the arrangement?” asked Erik.


“Yes,” Richard said as he turned to Tom. “But this is a big ask.”


Tom blinked. “Dick, you know how important this is.”


“I do,” Richard said. “You don’t need to remind me. I’m looking forward to retirement, and this job is going to help a lot.”


“Yes, it will,” Tom said. He cleared his throat as he glanced at Erik.


“Excellent,” said Erik. “Shall we proceed?”


The older gentlemen exchanged nods.


“Go ahead,” Tom said.


Erik held out an open palm to Paul, one of his scruffy sidekicks, who produced two thick envelopes.


"This is sufficient for upcoming months," Erik offered an envelope to Tom, plus one to Richard. “You know what’s expected.”


The older individuals replied in unison, "We do," almost rehearsed.


“You both understand that Detroit won’t be happy if they’re double-crossed,” Erik said sternly.


Both older men shifted their weight. Even Neil stood erect next to the car where he had been casually leaning.


“Excellent,” Erik said. “We’ll revisit in, say, three months.”


Each gentleman grasped Erik's hand. They stuffed their envelopes into their pockets, sealing an unwritten contract agreed upon months ago. Tom vanished within the forest's shadows. Richard returned to the sedan, joining Neil, already seated in the passenger seat. Richard shut the entrance and moved the vehicle backward, leaving others to squint, shielding their vision from the glare.


With the sedan gone, leaving only the lantern's light to illuminate the trio, Paul spoke.


“You sure you can trust them?” Paul asked.


“You sure I can trust you two?” asked Erik as he glared at the scruffy brothers. Erik hired them because they were clean, unlike the burnouts willing to work for cheap and without questions around this Podunk town.


“You can count on it, boss,” Joey chimed in, far too eager to impress the boss.


Paul slapped his younger brother on the back of the head. Joey rubbed his head but didn’t whine about being hit.


“Good,” Erik said. “Joey, grab the lantern. We’ve got work to do.”


Without waiting for a response, Erik entered the shadows of the forest, stopping momentarily for the lantern’s glow to catch up with him. Erik favored business transactions among more familiar acquittances; however, speed was crucial.


These two men, just like the three that had left, were dispensable. He would not hesitate to act against them, should the need arise.










CHAPTER TWO













Marcus

Monday, July 16.





There was nothing like the smell of sun-warmed clay and cut grass at Camp Lenape. The outfield fence sagged, humidity glued our jerseys to our skin, and the Blue Dragons were down five to the Red Warriors.


“Let’s go, Dragons!” I clapped and hopped, trying to sound more like a coach than a camper. My sister, Bri, sat hunched with her helmet, pretending not to hear me. She always disappeared into herself when the stakes were high.


Across the diamond, Alissa Claude stood at shortstop with her arms crossed and that trademark smirk that could gut you without a word. She called out to Teddy, her pitcher: “One-two-three, right here!” Then, just loud enough for me, “Better start planning your pep talk, Kahale.”


I rolled my eyes. “Better hope your guy can throw strikes, Claude.”


She grinned, flicking her ponytail back. “Oh, he will. You’re the one who looks nervous.”


I was, but not for the reasons she thought.


Bri stepped into the box, jaw tight, and braced herself. Three pitches later, she trudged back to the bench, helmet low, the sting of strike three still buzzing.


“Good at-bat,” I said, sliding beside her. She didn’t buy it. “Next time,” she muttered, voice sharp with frustration.


Before I could think of something better, Alissa jogged over between innings. She crouched by Bri, ignoring me completely. “Hey—don’t hang your head. That swing had bite. You’ll square one up tomorrow, I know it.”


Bri peeked out from under her helmet. “Even if Teddy pitches?”


“Especially if Teddy pitches,” Alissa said, flashing her a conspiratorial smile.


“Besides, I need someone on this field who actually keeps Marcus humble.”


“Good luck with that,” Bri said, almost laughing.


“Hey,” I cut in. “I’m standing right here.”


“Exactly,” Alissa teased. Then she stood and gave me a mock salute. “Nice coaching, though. You make a great big brother. Too bad you’re a terrible rival.”


I started to shoot back, but she was already jogging away, hair flying, sunlight catching the red in her ponytail.


The game ended the way everyone knew it would—with her Warriors celebrating and my Dragons nursing a loss. Still, when the handshakes were over, Alissa made a point of grabbing Bri’s hand. “That bunt earlier? Genius. We’ll call it on purpose.”


Bri rolled her eyes but smiled for real this time.


As the sun bled over the pines, I lingered at home plate. Alissa was still tossing grounders to a pack of younger campers, laughing like she had since we were kids. Only now I caught myself noticing things I’d never let myself notice before—the way the sunlight streaked through her hair, how easily people listened when she spoke.


On her way to clean up the dugouts, she slowed just enough to say, softer this time, “Your sister’s got heart. That’s what keeps you in the game, Marcus.”


Her hand brushed my shoulder like it always had—but this time it felt different. She was gone before I could reply, leaving me with the thought—and the old truth that with Alissa Claude, the next showdown was never really the last.
















After handshakes and post-game Gatorades, I volunteered to track down the foul ball that had disappeared into the thicket past right field. The counselors were herding younger campers to dinner, so the job fell to me. I didn’t mind. That corner of the diamond always felt different—sunlight slanting through weeds, everything edged in dusty gold.


“Don’t get eaten by a bear!” Bri yelled from the bleachers.


I flipped her off behind my back, then thought better of it. Old habits.


I slipped through the fence and into the undergrowth. It wasn’t real woods yet, just a strip of scrub before the pines, but the air cooled and the noise from camp faded. I spotted the ball wedged against a log—blue laces streaked with mud. As I bent to grab it, something moved thirty yards ahead.


A man. Too tall, too deliberate for a camper. He wore a blue tracksuit, not camp issue, head down as he picked through the brush. He followed the old path toward the perimeter, steps cautious, like he didn’t want to be seen.


I ducked, heart banging like I was back in capture the flag. For a second I thought he’d look up, but he kept going until the trees swallowed him.


When I reached the spot, the ground told the story: deep footprints, a sleeve-snag on the bark, a single blue thread fluttering. Whoever he was, he didn’t belong here.


I pocketed the thread, gripped the baseball, and turned back toward the field. Camp noises floated on the air—laughter, clattering plates—but they sounded distant, like I was carrying something the others couldn’t hear.


I looked once more at the trail, trying to fix the place in memory. Something told me I’d need it again.







Only three of us stayed behind to clean up: me, Alissa, and Nate Wilson. Everyone else bolted for dinner. There was a rhythm to gathering bats and helmets, broken up by bad jokes and the occasional “watch this” as someone tried to hit the barrel.


Nate worked like he had nothing better to do—which was true. “If we stack these bats, we could barricade the diamond. No one plays again until we get dessert rights.”


“Revolution?” I asked.


“Every summer,” he deadpanned.


Out at short, Alissa raked the infield, her hair lit copper in the late sun. She caught me staring more than once, and each time I looked away half a beat too late.


“So,” Nate elbowed me, “you asking her to the dance, or just planning to drown in your shoelaces?”


I scoffed. “There’s a dance?”


“Thursday night. Posted in the mess hall. Sad you didn’t know.”


“Maybe I’m not desperate.”


“Sure. You should take Bri. Keep it in the family.”


I winced, but covered it with a snort. "Right. And when are you asking Janice? Or are you still waiting for her to pass you a note in homeroom?"


I yanked the last helmet from Nate's hands and jammed it into the bag so hard the zipper teeth bent. His eyebrows shot up, but before he could say another word, Alissa walked back toward us, a streak of red clay across her cheek like war paint.


We crammed the last helmet into the bag just as Alissa walked back, a streak of red clay across her cheek. “You two done arguing over who’s king of the dance?”


Nate grinned and nudged my side a little too hard. “He’s got my vote. What about you?”


She looked straight at me. “Maybe. Ask me Thursday night.”


I zipped the bag before I could say something dumb, like, how about I ask you right now. Nate offered no further commentary as we hauled it the bag toward the shed, Alissa jogging ahead to catch the dinner line.


Nate dropped his voice. “Hear about the haunted cottage?”


“The one with all the stories?”


“Gone. Razed this spring after some kids broke in. Want to check it out tomorrow night? Midnight. Tennis courts.”


I thought about the man in the blue tracksuit. About the thread in my pocket. About the way he’d slipped into the trees like he belonged there. But I wasn’t telling Nate any of that. Nate would instantly scheme a plan, and we’d ditch Alissa to track the guy into the woods. She’d be left making up some excuse for our absences, and then we wouldn’t hear the end of how she’d covered for us. No, telling Nate would have to wait.


“Midnight,” I said.


We dumped the bag and headed for the mess hall. The last of the sky bled pink-blue, that five-minute window before night. My head buzzed with the game, Bri’s strikeout, the man in the woods, and the dare waiting tomorrow.


Alissa was already on the steps with a tray balanced on her knee. She motioned for us to join her. I sat beside her, pulse quickening—not just for the dance or the cottage or even the mystery in the trees, but because this summer finally felt like it might be different.










CHAPTER THREE










ALISSA

Tuesday, July 17.


 


The girls’ pavilion always smelled like sunscreen and sawdust, the benches sticky in the morning humidity. By eight-thirty the air already buzzed with woodpeckers and lawn mowers.


Aunt Lauren circled us up, sixteen “Junior Girls” crammed on benches. She dropped into her camp chair, ankles crossed, her smile reaching both eyes and mouth. “Good morning, Lenape ladies!”


Half the girls mumbled back. Lauren let the silence stretch until even Veronica lifted her hooded head. She had that teacher gift—knowing who wanted to vanish and who needed a push.


“Today’s theme is personal integrity.” She held up a Sharpied card. “Doing what’s right even when no one’s watching.”


One girl admitted she’d turned in five dollars she found. Another claimed she hadn’t cheated on the PE mile. I felt my hand lift before I could stop it.


“Last semester in Bio,” I said, ignoring the side-eyes, “someone slipped the test key into my locker. I could’ve used it—I was barely holding a B—but I turned it in. Mr. Goetz called it a ‘mature decision.’


”Lauren’s gaze sharpened. “Why?”


I shrugged, bracelet cord digging into my fingers. “I like winning. Just… not like that.”


Someone snorted. “That’s so extra.”


But Gabby piped up. “That’s kind of brave. What if you got blamed?”


Lauren nodded. “Good point. Integrity comes with risk. Thank you, Alissa.”


It landed like a warning disguised as a compliment.


When the circle ended, she caught my arm. “That’s leadership, whether or not your friends see it.”


I tried to play it cool, but my cheeks warmed. As I headed toward lakeside yoga, I glanced back. Lauren was already cleaning stray bottles, shoulders squared. She looked up, smiled once.


Keep going. Or maybe: I’m watching.


Either way, it worked.







Lunch at Camp Lenape was always a test of reflexes—finding a clean seat, grabbing the last bag of chips before someone else did. Today the mess hall was thick with humidity and pepperoni vapor. Counselors wedged the windows open with tennis balls, which only let in yellow jackets and the whine of weed-whackers.


I squeezed in between Gabby and Bri with a plate of salad. Bri swore that if you ate greens first, the cookies canceled out. I didn’t buy it, but it gave her something to believe in.


Across from me, Veronica hunched in a too-small hoodie, tugging the sleeves down though they barely reached her wrists. She kept her eyes on her tray, but her ears tracked every whisper at the table. Two seats down, Ava and Lani were “accidentally” loud, snickering about how tragic her hoodie looked. Veronica’s neck flushed red.



