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CHAPTER 1


Camp Horseshoe


Then


Elle 


So this was the end.


Her life over.


At nineteen.


Elle’s chin trembled.


She told herself to be brave, but her courage failed her. 


“God help me,” she whispered, though no one could hear. Her words were lost with the rush of the wind and roar of the surf raging twenty feet below. She stood on the precipice, her bare toes curling over the edge of the rock, her heart in her throat, her pale hair whip­ping over her face. A storm was brewing, whitecaps frothy on the dark water, rain threatening, the air sharp and bracing. 


She didn’t care, barely noticed as she gathered her courage and touched her belly through the thin cotton of her nightgown. 


Jump! Now! It’s the only answer. You know it. It’s best for you. It’s best for Lucas. It’s best for the baby. . . . Or was it? A new life. As yet unborn? A headache blasted behind her eyes, and doubts assailed her even as she told herself this was for the best. 


Tears drizzled down her cheeks. She knew that what she contem­plated was madness. Yet she had no other options, no place to go, no one to trust. She closed her eyes for a second, took a deep breath of salty sea air, thought of all the might-have-beens that now were only lost dreams. Here, at this pathetic little camp on the Oregon coast, a place that was to have been an oasis, an Eden, but a place that had crumbled into the very pit of Hades. 


She’d come here on the verge of summer, filled with eager antici­pation, knowing she could work with children, spread the Lord’s word, make that final step before college in the fall. Instead . . . Oh, God. She’d found hatred and pain, known love and rejection, discov­ered treachery so deep it curdled one’s soul. 


And she’d sinned. 


Oh, Lucas. She swallowed at the thought of him. Tall, blond, with muscular shoulders, a strong jaw, and a wicked sense of humor. 


She blinked against the tears and the rain, miserable and alone. 


Could she do it? 


Just let go and leap into the frigid, swirling waters of the Pacific? Really, was this the only answer? She teetered with the buffeting wind. Her eyes flew open and she caught her balance. She blinked but couldn’t see the horizon in the darkness, felt the first drops of rain drizzle from the midnight sky. 


Do it! Do it now! You have nothing to live for. Nothing! 


But that wasn’t true, there was— 


Scritttccch!! 


Though the roar of the sea was nearly deafening, she thought she heard a scraping sound, like a jagged piece of metal screaming against solid rock. The hairs on the back of her neck lifted, a warning. 


She wasn’t the only one here? 


No way. No one in his right mind would be out here at midnight in the middle of a storm. 


She hazarded a quick look over her shoulder, inland toward the rocky hillside broken only by a few contorted pines. Beyond this stony ridge, the forest of old-growth firs loomed dark and forebod­ing. But she was alone tonight. Right? Of course! Who besides a crazy girl with nothing to live for would be out in the woods on a slippery ledge jutting over the ocean in the middle of a storm? 


Not a soul. 


You’re imagining things. 


Rain started to pelt in earnest, splashing against the rocky escarp­ment, soaking through the thin fabric of her nightdress, distorting the night. She swallowed back her fear. She was alone and she would do this. She had to. 


Another deep breath. 


Thoughts of family and friends, scattered pictures sliding through her mind, no memory strong enough to dissuade her, nothing per­manent or secure enough to force her to grab on and find a little shred of hope. 


She was lost. 


Just be calm. It will all be over soon. You’ll be at peace . . . you and the baby. Guilt ripped through her and she placed a comforting hand over her flat abdomen. “It’s all right,” she murmured to her un­born child, her voice inaudible over the keen of the wind. “We’ll be fine.” 


Liar! You’re contemplating taking your own life, as well as that of your baby. It’s not fine, Elle. It’s murder! She could almost hear her mother’s warning, her high-pitched voice accusing and brittle on the wind. “Do this, Elle, and you’ll spend eternity burning in hell. Is that what you want?” 


But her mother wasn’t here. She was alone. The voice she heard was only her own fear keeping her from taking that fateful, final step. 


Scritttccch! She started. Turned. Wobbled. Caught her balance. 


Oh, Jesus, what was that? Definitely metal, scratching hard against stone. Definitely something that shouldn’t be here. 


She swallowed hard. 


Straining to listen, she heard nothing more. She squinted into the woods, dark and jagged, a tree line barely visible in the night. A gust of wind pressed hard against the back of her legs. 


Surely there was no one, nothing, no—then she saw it, a glimmer that was out of place, a movement that went beyond the dance of branches in the storm. 


Oh. God. 


Her heart stilled and everything around her—the rain, the sea, the black of night—faded as she concentrated on that one area. 


It’s your damned imagination. Nothing more. Don’t freak out. Deep breath and—Oh, crap! A dark figure appeared from the shad­ows, slowly advancing through the curtain of rain. 


Her heart leapt to her throat. 


Oh, my Lord, was that a knife? In one curled fist, something? A blade? 


“No.” 


Fear clawed deep into her soul. 


Then she recognized her tormentor! Gasped. 


No. No. No. 


Shaking her head involuntarily, her gaze glued on the advancing attacker, she held one hand out as if to fend off a blow. The other covered her abdomen, a protection of her unborn child. Involuntar­ily, she shrank backward, her heel sliding off the wet shelf. 


Wait! 


She wobbled, her hands flailing wildly, the bitter-cold wind swirling and pushing. 


At that second, lightning flashed. In front of her, the figure eased onto the ledge, the knife visible, a wicked, satisfied smile showing just the hint of teeth, eyes hidden in dark sockets. 


Another harsh blast from the sea as she rocked crazily, the cold air whipping the hem of her sodden nightgown, slapping at the back of her head, causing wet strands of her hair to whip over her eyes. She caught herself. Balanced precariously, her feet half-on, half-off the ledge. 


Suddenly she didn’t want to die! 


Nor did she want to snuff out the life of her baby. 


No way. 


Her toes tightened on the stone and she threw her weight for­ward. If I go—if we go—we’re taking this fucking monster with us. But it was too late. She landed wrong, sliding on the slippery escarp­ment. Her gaze locked with one of pure evil. Come on, she thought, readying herself, come the hell on. 


As thunder cracked, booming across the water, her assailant lunged, springing agilely, a dark demon pouncing. 


Elle shifted to avoid the attack, but her feet slipped again. She slid backward. She started to tumble, tried to right herself, feet scram­bling. A gloved hand grabbed hold of her just before she fell, steely fingers clenching around her wrist, preventing the fall. 


What? This was her savior? 


For a second her heart soared with hope, but then she felt the fin­gers release. She slid just a fraction, before a hand pushed her back­ward, propelling her over the edge, and this time there was no quick-reflex attempt to save her. 


She fell, tumbling backward through the darkness, the salty sea air surrounding her as she plummeted into the sea. Just as she hit the icy water she saw the figure on the ledge, leaning over, watching vigilantly to make sure she fell to her—and her baby’s—death.




CHAPTER 2 


Camp Horseshoe


Then


Monica 


She’d made a mistake.


A big mistake . . . no, make that a colossal mistake.


One she might not be able to fix.


Damn it all to hell, Monica thought, lying fully dressed on the cot in the cabin where she, barely nineteen herself, was in charge of eight eleven-year-olds. She had a semiprivate room, a tiny space with an open window to a larger area where the girls slept in sleeping bags tossed over canvas and wood cots straight out of the fifties. Everything about this stupid camp was beyond retro, all due to the domineering rule of Jeremiah Dalton, the preacher who owned and ran this crap hole of a summer camp. Dalton was little more than a dictator, a man who claimed to be a strict follower of Christ, but he was one of the least Christian men Monica had ever met. A tall, im­posing figure with sharp eyes and strong features, Dalton had a doc­torate in theology, and was so proud of it he expected everyone to call him Doctor or Reverend. Even his wife and kids. How sick was that? 


Not that she could think about him now. 


She had bigger, more personal problems to deal with, she thought bitterly as she stared upward to the exposed rafters that supported the pitched ceiling. Through the open windows she heard the lonesome hoot of an owl over the ever-present sound of the surf pounding the cliffs not a quarter of a mile away. 


She checked her watch. Nearly midnight. 


The other girls would be gathering at the cove, waiting for her. They were counselors at Camp Horseshoe as well, and bitches, every damned one of them. She hated them all and wondered why she’d even drawn any of them into her confidence, especially Bernadette. What had she been thinking? Yeah, Bernadette Alsace could keep a secret, or at least Monica hoped so, but still, she should never have confided in the athletic girl with the sharp wit and even sharper tongue. Then there was Bernadette’s younger sister, Annette. How in the world had that wimpy little tattletale gotten a job here? Barely older than the campers, Annette slunk around the cabins and rec hall, her tiny ears open, listening for gossip. Truth to tell, Annette with her wide eyes and not-so-innocent smile kinda freaked Monica out. 


Another freakoid bitch. 


Oh, bloody hell, she had to quit thinking and get going! 


She felt something inside her shift, but she could do nothing about it. 


She’d been pregnant, had even given Tyler the news that, like it or not, he was going to be a father. Had secretly hoped that he would change with learning the knowledge, that he would love her and marry her. She swallowed hard. That had been two weeks ago. Now everything had changed. She’d been spotting and cramping and . . . a deep sadness yawned within her. She hadn’t planned on getting pregnant. 


No! Oh, God, no. Never! 


But it had happened. And though she hadn’t thought she’d wanted a baby—for fuck’s sake, she was much too young to raise a child—she’d been disappointed at the thought of a miscarriage, her silly, romantic fantasies about a life with Tyler destroyed. He was so handsome, with his thick brown hair, square jaw, and eyes the color of steel. 


Virile, athletic, ready for any challenge, he was everything she’d ever wanted, she’d thought, and then the baby and then no baby and . . . Tears flooded her eyes, but she told herself it was for the best. Now, they both could go on to college and . . . and Tyler was free to marry Jo-Beth, the girl to whom he was nearly engaged. No, make that the bitch to whom he was almost engaged. 


At that thought, Monica winced. 


Cautiously she raised up and peered over the windowsill into the main area of the cabin. The bigger room was dark, faintly illuminated by one night-light. All of the cots were occupied, the girls dead asleep after a rigorous day of tending to the horses, swimming in the lake, Bible classes, and kitchen or latrine duty before an outdoor sing-along and prayer meeting. 


Lights out at ten and after nearly a half hour of whispered gossip between her charges, they’d all fallen asleep. Even scaredy-cat Bon­nie Branson, who was smaller than the other girls and had long blond curls that had never seen a pair of scissors, was out. She slept each night clutching a ratty, one-eyed teddy bear. The stuffed animal was forbidden, of course, no camper was to have brought any toys from home, according to camp rules per Dr. Dalton, but Monica had allowed the girl to have her stupid pink bear. If it kept the crying kid quiet and allowed her to get some sleep, who cared? Well, the other girls did, especially Kinley Marsh, who eagerly pointed out the viola­tion and wanted to report it. Monica had warned that if any one of her charges mentioned a word of it, she wouldn’t do the snake perime­ter check each night and all of the girls would have to worry about tim­ber rattlers slithering into the cabin. That was an idle threat; there were no rattlers here, near the sea, but fortunately even incredibly book­ish and bright Kinley Marsh hadn’t known or mentioned it. Though Kinley had seemed ready to bolt to the reverend’s office, she hadn’t, and the others had fallen in line, especially after Monica had promised them chocolate each night if they’d held their tongues. She’d then stolen the chocolate from the kitchen, bars meant for s’mores, and the girls had sworn to keep the secret of one-eyed teddy. 


It was all such bullshit. 


She did a quick head count, found all campers still sleeping, then rolled out of bed, slipped into her shoes, tied them quickly, and then with a final look over her shoulder, snagged her hoodie from a peg and shouldered open the swinging door outside to the cool of the night. 


The smell of the ocean was ever present but tinged by the scent of the dying campfire, still smoldering in the pit at the center of the cab­ins, the few embers glowing red and casting weird shadows. For a second Monica imagined she saw someone sitting on a bench, a dark figure crouching, his head turned to stare straight at her. 


Her heart leapt to her throat and she gasped, taking a step back. Squinting, she realized it was just a shovel someone had left propped against one of the seats that ringed the stone fire pit. 


Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! she thought, her mother’s old form of cursing running quickly through her mind. How had she mistaken a damned shovel for a person? She inched backward and cursed her wild imagination. No one knew her plans. Her own guilt was causing her to see things. 


Letting out her breath, she scanned the area. Eight cabins, includ­ing the one that was her responsibility, ringed the center area of the fire pit. All were as dark as hers, no flashlight beams disturbing the umbra, no movement in the shadows, just the reddish glow from the few remaining embers. She slipped between two of the small struc­tures to the backside of the cabins and to a path that ringed this area, where the female portion of the campers and counselors resided. Once she was past a short spur leading to the outhouses, she paused, making certain she was alone, then she broke into a jog, heading be­hind the last cabin and taking a path that wound through the forest and away from the barracks. Her route was circuitous, just in case she met any of the other counselors, the girls she’d agreed to meet and intended to ditch. 


For now, though, she had to meet Tyler, at least one last time and tell him— 


She heard voices. Whispers. 


Crap! She couldn’t be seen. Not by anyone. 


From the sound of their voices, they were getting nearer. Monica caught sight of the thin beam of a flashlight. Oh, shit! 


She slipped off the path, stepped on a twig that snapped loudly, then bolted to the far side of a fir tree, where she pressed her back against the rough bole and silently prayed she wouldn’t be discov­ered. 


“What was that?” a voice that she recognized as belonging to Reva Mercado whispered. 


Monica’s heart sank. Reva Mercado was tough and smart and blessed with a mercurial temper that Monica had witnessed more than once. Monica didn’t trust her, and she sure as hell didn’t like her. The flashlight beam quit bobbing, remaining steady. Footsteps halted. The thin stream of illumination swept the surrounding area as whoever was holding it attempted to find the source of the noise. 


Monica tried to meld into the rough bark of the tree, to disappear. She couldn’t risk the chance of them finding her when she intended to leave them all stranded. Her mind raced. What would she say if they found her hiding in the woods? That she had to pee? Or that she’d heard them coming, seen their flashlight, and hidden because she’d thought maybe Reverend Dalton or one of his sons was on pa­trol? 


“What?” The voice that answered belonged to Jo-Beth Chancellor. 


Great. Just fucking great. Jo-Beth was a piece of work, a willowy redhead who planned to attend some fancy Ivy League school in the fall. She came from money and smelled of it; the only reason she’d agreed to be a counselor here at Camp Horseshoe was because she was in love with Tyler Quade, who’d come for the adventure of it all, to get away from his smothering parents, to taste a little freedom be­fore he headed to Colorado State. Of course he hadn’t anticipated running into the iron-fisted rule of Reverend Dalton. 


Monica swallowed hard when she thought of Jo-Beth and what Monica had done behind her back. 


Reva said, “Didn’t you hear it?” 


“Hear what?” 


“I don’t know. Like a cracking sound. Someone stepping on a branch, maybe?” Reva said nervously. “I think someone is out here.” 


Oh, God, no. No, no, no. 


“We’re all out here,” Jo-Beth reminded her. “Because of Elle. Re­member?” 


“I know, but—” 


“For Elle. That’s the reason we’re meeting the others,” she said in an undertone that was nearly a threat, as if Reva might not have their mission clear in her head, which was odd because, if nothing else, Reva was a schemer, knew how to cover her ass. 


Not so ethereal, head-in-the-clouds Elle Brady, the missing camp counselor who had been in charge of cabin 5. No one knew what had happened to her, or so they said, but everyone had a reason to lie about it. If she wasn’t found soon . . . 


“Don’t remind me. Elle’s a whackjob.” Dark-eyed Reva, with her sly smile and wide eyes, had never been one to keep her opinions to herself. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she jumped off Suicide Ledge in 


some kind of sick romantic gesture.” 


“Oh, God, why would she do that?” 


“Because Lucas dumped her. For that bitch Bernadette.” Reva seemed sure of her theory and, in truth, it sounded good. One the police might buy. Lucas was the first-born son of Reverend Dalton and the handyman of the camp. “Elle’s unstable. Everyone knows it. She should never have even been considered to be a counselor.” 


That much was true. And Bernadette, one of the two Alsace sis­ters who were counselors at Camp Horseshoe, was a whole lot saner than Elle ever thought of being. 


Jo-Beth didn’t answer for a second and Monica could almost hear the gears whirling in the brainiac’s mind. “That sounds good,” she said. 


“Good? What are you talking about? What do you mean?” 


“The story about her flinging herself off the ledge into the sea. We can run with it.” 


“In what way?” Reva asked suspiciously. 


“Oh, come on. You know. We need a story, right? So that the cops won’t think we had anything to do with it.” 


“I know, but—” 


“All of us need one. Even you,” Jo-Beth snapped. “The cops are coming to investigate tomorrow.” 


“Shit.” 


“So we all need to get our stories straight. And I mean everyone who’s meeting us at the grotto, okay? They’re coming, right?” 


“Right. Jayla said she’d be there for sure.” 


Jayla Williams was the African-American counselor who hailed from Portland. She was supposed to have a boyfriend up there, prac­tically engaged, apparently, but she’d obviously had a wandering eye. Monica had seen her looking over some of the male counselors and some of the workers, too. 


“The klepto?” 


“Yeah,” Reva said. 


If rumors were true, Jayla had a bad case of sticky fingers. 


“And Sosi? She’s not gonna bail, right?” 


“She said she’d be there and I made her swear to it,” Reva assured Jo-Beth. 


Sosi Gavin, the pixie-like religious gymnast, had her hopes pinned on a scholarship. 


“And the sisters?” 


Reva snorted. “Bernadette and Annette both said they’d be there. But Nell’s supposed to be staying back at the camp. She doesn’t know about our plans.” 


“I don’t care about her. Just the others.” 


“I worry about the sisters,” Reva admitted. “Bernadette’s . . . I don’t know. Too much of a goody-goody, and her sister’s weird, always listen­ing in at conversations, though she pretends not to. Kind of gives me the creeps.” 


“Doesn’t matter. We just need everyone on board!” 


“Including Monica?” Reva asked with a sneer in her voice. 


“Riigghht.” Jo-Beth let the word linger in the air over a long pause as Monica’s heartbeat soared into triple-time. “None of us are inno­cent now, are we?” 


“But if we can help the police find Elle—” 


“The police with their manpower and computers and everything. They don’t need help, trust me.” Jo-Beth’s voice was withering. 


“But if we withhold evidence—” 


“We’re not! Did I say that? Did I so much as suggest that we try to cover up something or . . . or whatever? No. What I said is we just propose a theory, tell everyone how sad she was, like morose, and maybe she didn’t want to go on living. And that’s the truth, isn’t it?” 


Reva was silent. Only the sigh of the wind and the distant roar of the sea and the pounding of Monica’s frantic heart disturbing the quietude of the forest. 


“Isn’t it?” Jo-Beth repeated as a breeze rustled through the branches overhead. God, she could be such a pushy bitch. 


“I guess.” 


“You know!” 


Monica imagined Jo-Beth pointing a long finger at the shorter girl’s chest. 


“Right?” Jo-Beth said. 


“Okay. Fine. Right.” Reva could hold her own. Even against Jo-Beth at her most aggressive. Reva had grown up in East LA, had only moved to Oregon to the small town of Woodburn a couple of years earlier. Wily and street-smart, Reva was beautiful, bold, and didn’t back down easily. 


“Good.” Jo-Beth sounded satisfied. “Now. Where’s the knife?” A pause. 


The knife? What was she talking about? 


“I forgot it.” 


“You what?” 


“I’m sorry. I stashed it beneath a rock. I’ll go get it. It’s not far from here.” 


“Fuck!” Jo-Beth exploded. 


“I said I’d get it. Hold on to your damned horses. It’s just . . . wait, okay?” 


“We don’t have much time!” 


And then there were footsteps. Reva was running away to go and get a knife? Why the hell? Monica held her breath, wished she could just sneak away. But she couldn’t risk it. Not with Jo-Beth out there. The wind crept through the branches overhead, rustling the leaves, and she waited, feeling time slip away, wondering if Tyler would wait for her or give up. 


“Come on, come on,” Jo-Beth muttered under her breath, and for once Monica agreed with the bitch. God, she hated her. 


She checked her watch. Reva had been gone for at least ten min­utes, and Monica was actually considering trying to slip past Jo-Beth, who was blocking the path, risk taking off through the trees, but without a flashlight . . . 


No, for now, she had to wait. 


Jo-Beth was seething. Burning. Wanting to spit. To scream. But she didn’t. Instead, she waited for Reva at the split in the trail near the old chapel. Jesus, where was she? If she didn’t show up soon, this would all be a huge waste. How could she have forgotten the damned knife? 


For this plan to come off without a hitch, the knife was critical. Reva knew that and she’d failed. Shit! 


“Come on, come on,” she said, antsy as hell, her nerves strung tight as bowstrings as she waited in the dark. Ears straining, she con­sidered lighting a cigarette but couldn’t risk it. She had so much to do and so little time. 


And then there was talk of an escaped prisoner? A murderer, no less? Isn’t that what Doctor Dalton or Reverend Dalton, or whatever you wanted to call the director of this camp, had said? He hadn’t is­sued a warning, had intended to soothe any of the campers’ or coun­selors’ jittery nerves, but for Jo-Beth at least, his confirmation of the rumor that had been spreading like a wildfire stoked with gasoline had produced the opposite reaction. Now, she was more stressed than ever, paranoid even. But that was probably because of her own sick situation with her cheating boyfriend. 


“Ridiculous,” she muttered quietly between clenched teeth. 


She didn’t know who to be more pissed at, Tyler or Monica, but she decided to go with Monica because the girl was such a conniving, fake bitch. But who would have guessed that she would have crossed the line and flirted, then kissed, then made out with, then fucked Tyler? No, it was all Monica’s fault. Guys were just so stupid and horny they never thought straight, so . . . she deserved everything she was going to get. 


But was she really pregnant? 


Tyler, that dick, had come to Jo-Beth two days earlier, before that head case Elle had disappeared. He’d pulled her aside after the flag ceremony and the final benediction of the evening, when the stars were just beginning to show and a fuchsia glow had glimmered through the trees, the remains of a brilliant sunset over the Pacific. She’d thrilled at the touch of his hand, and when he’d pulled her be­hind a hedge of salal and other brush, she’d actually thought he was coming to apologize, to tell her he’d made a big mistake, that he loved her and only her, and that Monica was just a slut who had turned his head, but that he was back. 


Not so. 


He’d been sweating and nervous and running his hands through his hair and, damn it, near tears. 


“What?” she’d demanded. 


Blinking hard, he’d rasped, “She’s knocked up.” 


The knell of doom. And it echoed in her heart. “What?” she’d whispered, pretending not to comprehend as her insides turned to ice. “Who?” But before he could answer, she knew; oh, dear God in heaven, she knew. The panicked look in his eyes was more than enough to convince her, and she saw remorse on his shadowed fea­tures, but more than that he was scared to death. She’d forced out the words, “Oh, God, Tyler, what have you done?” 


Sniffing and sniveling, he’d wiped his nose with the back of his hand and glanced away for a second, toward the fading sunlight. The muscles in his face worked as he tried to speak. “I . . . Jesus . . . I, oh shit, you know what I did. I mean, it was stupid and dumb and . . . oh, I am so fucked.” He’d dropped into a squatting position and held his hands over his head as if he thought his brain might explode. “So fucked.” With an obvious effort, he’d looked up at her, tilting his face toward the darkening sky, his big eyes shining with tears, and squeaked out, “What the fuck am I supposed to do?” 


Like she should know. But then, hadn’t it always been that way? He’d fuck up and she’d clean up? They’d been together, dating ex­clusively, at least on her part, since homecoming of their sophomore year and she’d always fixed things. For herself. For him. For both of them. He was, after all, the catch of the class: tall, athletic, handsome as well, and came from some money. 


“This is your baby,” she’d spat out. “You goddamn fix it.” 


“Jo, please. Help me.” 


The muscles in her back had tightened. “Your baby. Your problem. Take care of it!” 


“I can’t! Not without you.” 


She’d tried to walk away, to find a place to hide and bawl her eyes out, but he’d gotten to his feet, caught her wrist, and stood, drawing her to him. “You have to help me, Jo. It’s you and me. It’s always been you and me. You know that.” In the moonlight he looked so sincere, tears causing his eyes to shimmer. “And . . . and I know I mess up. Shit, all the time. I’m so, so sorry. But it’s always been us, babe.” He’d brushed her hair away from her face, so damned ten­derly that her heart had nearly broken. Except that it was already in pieces, shattered at the magnitude of his betrayal. 


“Then how the hell did she get pregnant? Huh? If it’s ‘you and me,’ why is another girl having your baby?” 


“Jo—” 


Smack! She’d slapped him then, so hard that her hand stung and his fists balled reflectively. “It’s over, Ty. Fix your own damned prob­lem. A baby? You’re going to be a father? To her kid?” She stared at him with wide eyes and felt tears of shame and pure fury pool in her eyes. “You’re on your own this time. Good luck, Daddy! You’re gonna need it with that one!” She’d meant to leave, but he still held on to her wrist. His grip had been hot and like steel clamped over her arm. 


“I love you,” he’d whispered rawly. He’d sounded tortured, as if in physical pain. 


“Then why?” 


“I don’t know. Jo, please . . .” Letting go of her wrist, he’d wrapped his arms around her. “Believe me. I love you. Just you.” 


“You prick!” Furious, she’d started hitting him then, her hands curled into fists as she pummeled his chest, wildly, her anger and em­barrassment exploding. “You dumbass prick! What’s wrong with you? Why did you have to fuck her? To get her pregnant? I hate you, you fucker. I hate you.” She pounded away, intent on killing him, but as he held her, not flinching, taking blow after blow as if it were some kind of penance, she couldn’t keep up the fight and collapsed against him. 


“Are . . . are you sure it’s yours?” 


A beat. If possible, she’d crumbled even more inside. Then he’d said, “I . . . I don’t know.” 


“You don’t?” 


“She told me it was mine, but . . . I don’t know.” He’d seemed ex­cited, as if the cretin had never considered the possibility that some­one else could have slept with the bitch and gotten her pregnant. “She does . . . she does hang out with David and Ryan, and she told me she thought Ryan was hot.” 


The Tremaine brothers. Sister Naomi’s boys, stepsons of Dr. Dalton. 


“Do . . . do you even know she’s pregnant, for sure?” 


Another beat. “Nooo . . .” His breath whispered across her crown and his arms tightened around her. “But why would she say it if . . .” 


Could he really be so dumb? “It happens all the time. A girl says she’s pregnant, marries the guy, and then oops, no baby.” 


“What? Like in a miscarriage?” 


“Like in a lie, you idiot!” She’d whispered so harshly that some creature, a bird or rabbit or squirrel or who-knew-what, rustled quickly away through the undergrowth. 


“You know, maybe she did lie, set me up.” There was a change in his voice, an excitement, new hope. “I wouldn’t put it past her.” 


Me neither, Jo Beth had thought, but that wasn’t exactly the point. The true problem was Tyler had cheated on her. 


To think that Tyler would step out on her? Jo-Beth Chancellor? She knew she was beautiful, hadn’t she been asked to model? You don’t get to do that unless you’re slim, and beyond attractive, and she had a 4.0 plus GPA, was destined to go to Yale, and . . . and she was a god-damned genius. Make that a gorgeous, rich, sexy as hell genius, and Monica O’Neal was what? Little more than trailer trash. Oh, okay, she was kind of pretty in a slutty kind of way with big lips and big boobs, the way guys liked, but she was a nothing. A zero. Lower than a zero. 


And now, the slut thought she was pregnant. Fury had burned through Jo-Beth and she’d wanted to hit, to kick, to scream at the in­justice of it all. “Pull yourself together,” she’d said as she’d stepped away from him and had started thinking clearly again, trying to come up with a solution to the problem. His. Not hers. And yet to let that cheap, sleazy whore fuck with Tyler’s life, with Jo-Beth’s life? An idiot skank who was so stupid she couldn’t bother to get herself on the damned pill? No, that wouldn’t do. Monica needed to be taught a les­son, or at least have the crap scared out of her but good. 


“Look, baby, I’ll come up with something. We’ll handle it.” 


“You’ll help?” 


“Don’t I always?” 


Deep in her heart she knew she was a fool where he was con­cerned, but at that time it hadn’t mattered; she just wanted to get even. Jo-Beth had never backed down from a fight and she certainly wasn’t going to start now. Already a plan was forming deep in her vengeful soul. What she’d like to do, what she’d told Reva, was to wrap her fingers around that horrid bitch’s throat and squeeze until Monica’s eyes popped out of her pathetic little skull, but she couldn’t. Smart as she was, incensed as she was, betrayed as she was, Jo-Beth Chancellor was into self-preservation. Already she had her mind set on law school, and no dirty little whore was going to stop her. She couldn’t murder the bitch, much as she’d like to. She’d end up in jail. So, she’d figured she had to come up with something that wouldn’t kill Monica, just scare the bejesus out of her. That was all. 


“I knew you’d understand,” Tyler had said, a bit too smugly. 


“Oh, no, I do not understand,” she’d flashed, and the loving touches to his cheek had stopped. Instead she’d scratched him. Hard. Draw­


ing blood beneath the stubble on his cheek. 


“Ouch! Stop it! Crap, that hurts! What’s wrong with you?” 


“What’s wrong with me?” She’d almost laughed, but was too damned mad. “I will never understand why, when you could have me, you chose her. What the fuck is wrong with you?” 


“I didn’t—” 


“Shut up, Tyler! Just shut the fuck up. And you’d better never do this again. Do you get it? Because, I swear to God, if you ever slam your dick into some other slut’s vagi, I’ll make what we’re going to do to Monica look like child’s play. You get it. Obviously you didn’t wear a condom, right? So you could catch whatever that whore has and pass it on to me. Jesus, you’re so damned stupid!” 


“I just—” 


“No excuses, Tyler. Either you are with me and you keep your damned cock in your pants except with me, or we’re through, and I won’t help you with your little ‘problem.’ Got it?” 


His jaw had tightened and she’d seen a flare of rebellion in his eyes. Dumb as he was, he didn’t like to be told what to do. But in a glimmer of self-preservation, all he’d said was, “God, I love you, babe,” and she’d let most of her anger go . . . well, no, some of her anger, the part that had been aimed with razor-sharp intensity at Tyler. And finally, when he’d admitted his love, she’d stroked his cheek, feeling the drying blood from the scratch she’d inflicted, and seen how sexy he was. Then, trusting that he really did love her, that he’d just been a horny guy out for a good time with a whore who of­fered to spread her legs, Jo-Beth had refocused and all of her white-hot rage, all of her pent-up fury had been zeroed in on Monica O’Neal, the true villain here. 


The Jezebel. 


The seductress. 


That bitch was gonna pay. 


So now, here Jo-Beth was, hiding behind an old-growth Douglas fir in the middle of the night, trying to remain calm as she waited for Reva and could finally set their plans into motion. 


To what end? 


Revenge? 


Because what you’re planning is not going to assure you of Tyler Quade’s undying love and fidelity? 


Uh-huh. 


Once a cheater, always a cheater. 


That aggravating voice in her head was only saying what she knew to be true, much as she’d wanted to believe him. The simple truth was: Tyler couldn’t be trusted. He was a risk-taker, an extreme sports fanatic, and a daredevil; he got a rush out of pushing things to the ex­treme, even in sex. She’d already known that and she feared that when he sailed off to college in Colorado this coming fall, he was likely to screw a broad swath through all those supple, lean, mountain-climbing, outdoorsy, and willing coeds attending the university. It made Jo-Beth’s blood boil to think about it. Stupidly she’d believed he wouldn’t fuck around on her at this Christian camp, with her here, but obviously she’d been wrong, an idea she hated. She’d only come here and been a counselor because of him and the fact it would look good on her damned résumé, for God’s sake. 


What the hell was he thinking? 


Man, she needed to light up, but she’d left her cigarettes hidden in a backpack at the cabin. 


She heard the sound of approaching footsteps, saw a bobbing light through the trees, and then slipped back against a big ever­green for cover, her back pressed to the rough bark of the fir’s trunk, just in case whoever was approaching wasn’t Reva. The footsteps slowed and she heard heavy breathing. 


“Jo-Beth?” Reva whispered raggedly. 


Finally! “I’m here.” Stepping from behind the tree, she found Reva, leaning down, hands on her knees as she gulped air, as if she’d run a damned marathon instead of less than a quarter mile. She straightened. “We don’t have much time. Sosi saw this.” Straighten­ing, she held up the knife. 


Jo-Beth could have kissed her. They needed the knife, and Reva was the only person who could have swiped it from beneath Cookie’s nose. That was good news. She didn’t like the fact that Sosi, that wimp, had a glimmer as to what was going on. “Jesus, Reva. Why did you let her see it?” 


“I didn’t mean to. I literally stumbled into her in a major make-out session with Nell.” 


“Nell? You mean—?” 


“I don’t know what it was all about, and it doesn’t matter, but they were into it. So, anyway, Nell took off. I don’t think she saw the knife. And Sosi, blubbering and all upset that they’d been caught, was a mess, but I insisted she meet the others. That’s when she saw the knife. Couldn’t be avoided.” 


“Of course it could have been avoided. Are you a moron?” 


“Hey! Don’t go there. I stuck my neck out for you, remember? All because your cheating boyfriend can’t keep it in his pants. So don’t get on me, okay. I did what I had to and if I don’t leave right away, this whole thing is going to blow up in your face.” She took a menacing step forward. That was the problem with her. The girl’s temper was mercurial. Calm wasn’t in her vocabulary. She actually held up the knife and waggled the tip under Jo-Beth’s nose. 


“Oh, just calm down,” Jo-Beth snapped, not worried that Reva might attack. Still, you never knew. “You just shouldn’t have let her—” 


“This is your party, Jo-Beth. You’re the one who’s supposed to be so damned smart,” Reva said. “You figure it out, okay? I stuck my neck out for you, so you fix the problem. This was all your idea.” She held the knife up and the blade caught in a bit of moonlight. “Handle it.” 


“Fine. Go back. Tell them I was delayed. I was sick. In the latrine. No, no, my period, that’s it. Cramps. But . . . but . . . I’ll be there about five, maybe ten minutes after you.” 


“And if you’re not back right away?” 


“Wait for me.” 


“How long?” 


Good question. God, please let nothing go wrong. “Half an hour tops.” 


“And then?” 


“Go with the plan. You tell everyone what they’re supposed to say about Elle.” 


Reva said, “They’ll ask about Monica.” 


“Shit, figure it out!” She had to get going. Couldn’t anyone in this camp do anything without her? 


“The tide is going to start to come in.” 


“I know!” 


“I just need to know what to do. You know, alternate plan B in case you don’t show up.” 


“I told you and don’t worry about it, okay. I’ll be there! I have more at stake here than anyone. If . . . if I’m not there in half an hour, then something went very, very wrong.” She didn’t want to think what that might be. 


Reva’s eyes glinted. “Then let’s not let that happen, okay?” She brandished the knife as if she’d done it a thousand times, then handed the weapon to Jo-Beth. “I need that back. Tonight. So I can put it back. Otherwise Cookie’s going to be all over me.” 


“I know, I know.” Jo-Beth checked her watch. Shit! She was run­ning late. 


“Let’s do this,” Reva said. 




CHAPTER 3 


Camp Horseshoe


Then


Monica 


Just leave. Sweating nervously despite the cool night breeze, Mon­ica felt the seconds of the night ticking away.


Jo-Beth seemed to answer her prayers. “Okay, let’s go. We’ve all got to work together to pull this off! We’re running out of time.” 


“Yeah, yeah, okay.” Reva didn’t sound convinced, but went along, their footsteps fading, the flashlight’s beam becoming fainter. 


Monica let out the breath she’d been holding and sagged against the tree. Pull what off? Not that it mattered. Not tonight, anyway. Thank God they were more interested in putting together their sto­ries about what they all were doing when Elle disappeared than in­vestigating the noise they’d heard on the path. Good. 


For a split second Monica wondered about Elle, what had really happened to the girl, but she put that thought quickly out of her mind. She would probably turn up. The police would find her . . . right? 


Now, Monica felt the pressure of time. She had her own problems and already she was late. But she waited. Caught her breath, had to make sure they were completely gone. She was really late. Tyler might not even wait for her. Quietly, every nerve strung tight, she slipped onto the path again, then took off at a dead run. 


She couldn’t help thinking of the other counselors, her peers. But they weren’t her friends. Never her friends. Monica saw the coun­selors more like convicts forced to be together and interact in a prison, the warden being Reverend Dalton. There were nine female counselors in all, if you counted the missing Elle, and, except for her­self, Monica despised each and every one of them. 


As she jogged through the forest, the rush of the ocean in her ears, the smell of the sea permeating the darkened landscape, the moon offering a weak stream of light, acid curled through her stom­ach. Her feet pounding along the ever-rising path, she set her jaw and ignored the guilt that had become her ever-present companion. 


The plan that Reva and Jo-Beth had discussed was that the female counselors had agreed to sneak out and meet at the cavern to dis­cuss what had happened to Elle, the ninth “Sister,” as Reverend Dal­ton had referred to them. Not as “Miss” or even “Ms.,” but as “Sister.” Even his tiny little wife, Naomi, referred to them all as Sister What­ever. She was Sister Monica, like some old nun or something. It was weird. Demeaning. Monica hated it. 


Just a few more days—less than a week, then you’ll be out of here. 


That thought was bittersweet. 


Because of Tyler. 


Her heart cracked a little when she thought of him. And what Jo-Beth would do to her if she ever guessed. She couldn’t think of that now, because it didn’t matter anymore. She loved Tyler, she did. She didn’t just flirt and hook up with him to get back at that horrid, snooty, rich bitch Jo-Beth. 


Or did she? 


No! No way! 


Still, it sure would have been better if Jo-Beth had been the girl who’d gone missing instead of that waiflike weirdo Elle. Better yet if Jo-Beth would just keel over and die. What a snobby bitch. All be­cause she’d been born with money, the same as Tyler. It just wasn’t fair. 


And why the hell did she need a knife tonight? For the meeting? It didn’t make sense, and it worried Monica. Jo-Beth just wasn’t that stable. What was it they said about the super-smart ones? The geniuses? That they were just a few degrees off of being crazy. Well, that made sense. In Monica’s estimation Jo-Beth was as close to a psychopath as she’d ever want to meet. 


Don’t think about her now. Just get there! 


Monica pushed herself, taking a more circuitous path to avoid anyone else, as all the female counselors except for Nell, as she was too young, were supposed to meet. She couldn’t chance another en­counter. She paused once to get her bearings, thought she heard someone on the trail behind her and, more on edge than ever, looked over her shoulder, but saw nothing. Just her damned nerves again. As she crested a hill she noticed the trees gave way to open headland. Here, the path split, one fork doubling back a bit to angle down the hillside to the sea and the cavern where the others, Jo-Beth and her “bestie” Reva and the rest of them, were waiting. Run­ning, Monica considered them all: Bernadette and her wimp of a sister, Annette, along with doe-eyed, know-it-all Sosi, as well as Jayla, a girl from Portland whom she didn’t really know other than that Jayla was originally from Southern California, now lived in Portland somewhere, and was heading to some Christian college on a scholar­ship . . . and might be a kleptomaniac, if rumors could be believed. But she was friends with the others, so Monica didn’t trust her. 


Jo-Beth, of course, was the worst of the sorry lot, a girl Monica would never have chosen as a friend, but now, now . . . 


Her mouth went dry and her stomach twisted at the thought that she and the others were not just a group of teens who’d been tossed together as camp counselors anymore. Now they were so much more, inextricably bound together, and she was with these bitches, all of whom had so much more in life than she did. Because of what they had done, what they all had done, the lie they’d spun. 


You’re as guilty as the others. 


Elle is missing and it’s your fault. 


And, admit it, deep in your heart, you know she’s dead. 


For all of a nanosecond she thought about the girl, Elle, waifish and ethereal in life and now . . . possibly, no, probably no longer liv­ing, a spirit . . . 


Stop it! You can’t bring her back now, can you? Can’t undo what you so willingly did. 


“Oh, shut up!” she hissed, her voice drowned by the surf as she noticed the fog rolling steadily inland, wispy fingers crawling along the underbrush. 


Monica bit her lip, didn’t want to think of the horrid deed that en­sured for the rest of her life she was inextricably chained to the girls she despised. Their secrets and lies would bind them until the end of time. 


“Shit,” she whispered, and continued along the ridge of a wind-sculpted dune to an area where the trail wound slightly downward in a ragged loop toward the camp. “Shit, shit, shit!” One foot slipped a little and she caught herself, then forced herself to jog more carefully as her eyes scoured the gloom. Around a wide curve in the path she spied a boulder protruding from the ground, its massive form mark­ing a spur in the trail, where another pathway, now overgrown, once used and now nearly forgotten, had wound toward the ridge. 


She turned and followed the path as it turned inland. 


Here, the beach grass grew heavy between the twisted trunks while native salal rose in towering clumps, encroaching on the trail. Brambles and berry vines clutched at her bare legs, scratching and scraping the skin, while, as she ran, small, dry pinecones crunched beneath the soles of her running shoes. To ensure that she was on the right path, she pulled a small flashlight from her pocket, risked shining the beam on the uneven ground, then snapped it off and tucked it away. 


Inside her mind a clock was ticking away. She would be late. The others—the bitches—were probably even now wondering if she was going to show, if something had happened to her, or if she was just standing them up. 


Too bad. She had something she had to do, something important. Something . . . life-changing. She just had to— 


Her foot caught on a root and she tumbled forward. Her arms flew out as she hit the ground, half catching herself but twisting an ankle and going down on all fours, scraping her knees. “Nooo,” she cried. “Oh, ow! Damn it!” She sucked in her breath through her teeth with the pain. 


Rolling onto her back, she held her knees to her chest and winced as she tested her ankle, rotating it gingerly and feeling as if God, or the Fates, or whatever the hell supreme being was supposed to be watching, had just turned His, Her, or Its back on her. 


You’re on your own, Monica, but then you always have been. You can’t rely on anyone. Not your parents, with your wacko mother and drunk of a father who can’t hold a job. Certainly not Tyler, and certainly not God. 


Pain throbbed, but she rolled onto her rear, dug out the flashlight, and shined its tiny beam over her lower legs. Tiny droplets of blood showed on her knees where raspberries bloomed, but she’d live. 


Wincing, she tried moving her ankle again, decided it wasn’t bro­ken or severely sprained, just tweaked, so she gingerly climbed to her feet and turned off the flashlight. She didn’t have time for any distractions or delays. Starting out again, she was more careful, still half jogging, half limping, but cognizant of the rocks and roots that could trip her. 


Tyler. 


Would he be waiting? 


She let out her breath in a heavy sigh. She’d fallen for him. So hard. So fast. With such wild abandon that she’d been mad with lust for him and hadn’t cared about the fact that he wasn’t exactly avail­able. 


Oh, fuck it. That was all in the past. 


Right? 


After the last time they’d met, when she’d given him the news and he’d been stunned, she now half expected that he wouldn’t show. Absently she rubbed her flat abdomen and thought about what lay within, beneath the layers of skin and muscle. Tears threatened her eyes, but she steadfastly pushed them back as the grass tickled her calves and she nearly tripped again, this time over a fallen log, but somehow managed to leap across it and land softly on the far side. 


She’d been a fool. A silly, lovesick fool. For a heartbeat she thought again of a new deception, of not telling him the truth, of hoping to con­tinue seeing him and getting pregnant all over again. So what if the baby just happened to be born a few months later than originally planned? By that time, Ty wouldn’t care and . . . Or better yet, she wouldn’t admit it. She could elope with Ty, and later, once they were married, lose the baby. She cringed inwardly at the thought, but she certainly wouldn’t be the first one to trick a guy into marriage. And then . . . and then . . . he would fall so far into love with her that he’d never want to leave her. This marriage to Ty was her ticket to a better life, one like all the other bitches took for granted. They didn’t under­stand or couldn’t. And she hadn’t told them, never admitted that her mother was a waitress trying to make ends meet while her father, a hard-drinking Irishman, was as busy chasing skirts as he was con­struction jobs. No, she’d never say as much. And she’d thought she wouldn’t have to because of the baby. For a few short weeks she’d dreamed that she’d transform from poor-as-dirt Monica O’Neal to become Mrs. Tyler Quade and— 


Oh, who was she kidding? 


It was too late. The camp was closing for the summer, the closure sped up by the disappearance of pain-in-the-ass Elle. 


Setting her jaw, she kept forging ahead. She rounded a final cor­ner and spied a clearing, or what once had been a clearing. Now, the grassy area was choked with weeds and brush, branches and drying leaves visible in the moonlight. Beyond the clearing, where once there had been a flagpole, was the sole building, a dilapidated struc­ture that had once been a chapel, but now . . . now had become their trysting spot, the place where she’d meet Tyler. 


Trysting spot? Seriously? Are you that deluded? You mean fucking place, don’t you? Because that’s what it is, a nearly decrepit build­ing that’s rotting away, a hideout where you can screw Tyler’s brains out, all behind his bitch of a fiancée’s back. You came to this place with the intent of fucking him, and possibly or maybe even probably you figured you might get pregnant, even secretly hoped that it would be so. Right? In the back of your mind, you knew this might happen. Trysting spot? Oh, my God. Get a grip, Monica. Quit romanticizing it. What’s wrong with you? Call it what it is, for cry­ing out loud! 


She turned away from the nagging voice and stepped around the clearing to what had once been a wide porch but now listed, the floorboards rotting, the gutters falling away. 


Would he be inside? 


Waiting? 


Thump! 


She jumped at the sound and whipped her head around. 


What the hell was that? 


Her heart started jackhammering. 


Was someone out here? Something? Some kind of wild animal? What? Deer? Elk? Cougar? Maybe just a skunk or rabbit or . . . 


Ears straining over her drumming heart, she held her breath but heard nothing more over the rush of the wind and the dull roaring of the surf. She stared into the surrounding forest, where wind-twisted trunks and spreading branches ringed the clearing in front of the abandoned chapel. Half a century ago, before the newer structure had been built closer to the other buildings of the campground, this had been the designated place of worship, the chapel in the woods. 


She saw no one. 


No dark figure moving stealthily in the shadows. 


No wild creature prowling through the trees. 


Not one thing. 


Whatever had made the noise was either gone, skulking off into the woods, or . . . silently watching and waiting. 


Waiting for what? You’re letting your paranoia and your guilt get to you. 


It’s nothing. Just your ridiculous imagination. Now, get on with it. 


Despite her rationalization, Monica’s skin was still prickling as she skirted the open area, keeping close to the edge of the woods as if unseen eyes were tracking her. Then, telling herself she was an idiot, she sprinted across a stretch of silvery dry dune grass and onto the sagging porch. 


Her shoes scraped against the sandy boards as she reached the double doors and tried one of the handles. The door fell open, squeaking as if in protest, but luring her into the even darker interior. 


“Tyler?” she whispered, crossing the threshold and hearing the whistle of the wind through the rotting roof. The interior smelled of moist earth, rot, and mold, the floor soft. “Ty?” 


No response. 


She yanked the door shut behind her. 


Swallowed hard. 


As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she focused on the wall be­hind the altar, where a tall stained-glass window rose to the ceiling. The curved top of the panes were tucked high under the rafters, but the window itself stretched nearly to the floor. A few of the panes were missing or cracked, but for the most part, the window was intact. Tonight moonlight slanted through the colored panes of a weeping Mother Mary. 


Monica couldn’t make out the Madonna’s features in the gloom, but she remembered them from the lazy afternoons or early twilight hours when she and Tyler had sneaked to this quiet, nearly forgotten church. 


“Ty?” she called again, moving slowly through the broken pews, toward the crumbling altar. “Are you here?” 


What a stupid question. Obviously, if he were here, he would an­swer. 


Nothing but the whistle of the wind. 


He’d stood her up? Or had he been the noise in the woods? Was he playing with her? Hiding in the shadows? Ready to leap out at her and scare the living hell out of her? 


“If this is a game, it isn’t funny,” she said. She listened hard and felt as if she wasn’t alone. She couldn’t see anyone, didn’t smell or hear anything that would suggest someone was nearby, but she sensed a presence. “Ty?” she whispered, his name sounding tremulous. She licked her lips. Nerves tight as bowstrings, she rotated slightly, peer­ing into the umbra. From the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of a shadow, a fleeting darkness skittering across the colored panes of the window. 


Oh, Jesus. 


Her heart nearly stopped. “Ty?” she whispered again, and licked her lips. She was suddenly sweating, and she could barely breathe as she made her way up the aisle between the pews. Like a damned bride on the way to the altar, ready to pledge her life, her love to her groom. For a split second she envisioned it all, a real wedding, com­plete with Tyler standing at the altar near the preacher. Wearing a tux and his trademark cocky grin, he would watch her entrance and tears of joy would fill his eyes. 


But now, in this moldering chapel, her fantasy withered and died just as had the fragile little life she’d so recently carried. Her throat grew thick with tears, but she shrugged off the case of the blues over what might have been. 


“I’m not kidding,” she said to the still air. “If you’re here, Ty, we really need to talk. I have to tell you that—” 


The toe of her running shoe hit something hard that protruded into the walkway. She nearly stumbled, only catching herself by grab­bing the back of a rotting pew. “What the—?” The rest of the aisle had been clear, but . . . She peered down at her feet but couldn’t make out the obstruction, then found her flashlight again and flicked it on, shining the beam on the floor. 


She was looking at a bare foot. A scream erupted from her throat as she quickly shone the light up the tanned, bare leg past the man’s limp dick and upward across a naked torso and neck to Ty’s face, his eyes fixed as if staring at the rotting ceiling over the Madonna. 


“Noooo!” she shrieked, dropping the flashlight, her stomach lurch­ing. “No, no . . . Oh, God, no!” Hyperventilating, her gaze fastened to the still form, she backed up, her rubbery legs threatening to buckle. 


Get ahold of yourself. He may not be dead. You have to check! Don’t be a coward. 


But he was gone, she knew it, her fears confirmed by the dark red stain spreading beneath him. Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God! 


Shaking, she forced herself forward, inching toward his beautiful body. “Ty,” she whispered. “Ty . . .” She fell to the uneven floorboards and eased between the pews where his body was wedged. His flesh was still warm. 


This wasn’t happening! No way! Not to Ty. It had to be a dream— a fucking nightmare. That was it. Shaking, she touched his chest, springy hair beneath her fingertips. “Oh, God, Ty, please, please . . . don’t be . . . don’t let this . . .” Her voice broke and she pushed her head closer to his, resting her ear to next to his nose, silently praying for any indication of breath. Was there just a whisper of air coming through his nostrils? She squeezed her eyes shut, her scraped knee wet with his blood. 


Surely there was just the hint of a rasp, just a bit of air flowing? 


Please, God . . . please! 


“Ty,” she said next to his lips, but there was no response. Nothing. And the air she’d thought she’d heard escaping from his lungs ceased to exist. “Come on. Come on.” The blood was flowing slowly, so surely his heart was still pumping. Right? Wasn’t that what she’d been taught at that first-aid course? Or was it running because of gravity? Sliding on the listing floor. “Ty, it’s me, Monica!” She placed her fingers at his neck, searching for any sign of pulse, but he lay still. Unmoving. And she couldn’t find a damned pulse. 


No! No, no, no! 


He was gone . . . Dead. Never knowing that he wasn’t going to be a father. 


The knife. Jo-Beth. Oh. God. No. 


Fear coiled within her. She thought she might throw up. Ty! Oh, Ty! She had to go, to get help, maybe an ambulance, though she knew deep in her heart it was too late. 


“I’m so, so sorry,” she murmured, and tears welled in her eyes. 


How had this happened? Why? 


You know why. Jo-Beth found out. She came here with the damned knife and killed him. Oh, dear Christ . . . 


Should she roll him over? Try to staunch the blood, or just leave and tell someone that— 


Scraaaape! 


Her head whipped up. 


What the hell was that? 


The noise sounded close. Inside. 


Her heart flew to her throat. 


Fear spurted through her blood. 


Friend or foe? 


Hands on the back of the pew, she pulled herself to her feet. “Who’s there?” she demanded anxiously, ready to sprint out of this place. 


“Monica,” a voice whispered from the shadows, from somewhere at the back of the chapel. Her skin crawled. Was there a smile, a sound of satisfaction in the low rumble? “I knew you’d come.” 




CHAPTER 4 


Cape Horseshoe


Now


Lucas 


Caleb Carter didn’t believe in rules. In fact, he considered anyone who followed a damned rule to be a gutless pansy-ass. And that went double for laws about huntin’ and fishin’ and livin’ off the damned land. The Federal government? Bunch of city-slicker, bureau­cratic know-nothings in Washington, D.C., most of whom had never set foot in the goddamned wild, never lifted a .22 to a shoulder, never hoisted a crab pot over the side of a bridge, and damned well had never taken down a bull elk, much less dressed it and hauled it out of the woods. 


Pansy-asses. 


Damned politicians knew nothin’. Not about his life. Not about livin’ off the grid. Not about the West, for Christ’s sake. Pissed him off. And the fact that the little town he’d grown up in, Averille, had grown to the point that it had a goddamned McDonald’s, as well as the damned sheriff ’s department, really chapped his hide. Of course there had always been the law, being the county seat and all, but hell, the department, as well as the town, had grown over the course of his lifetime too much. Too damned much. How many real-estate of­fices, insurance companies, and goddamned coffee shops did one town need? Fuckin’ yuppies with their fancy flavored lattes and the like? Sheeit, it burned his butt. He never figured the town for a boom, it bein’ inland from the ocean about five miles, but when all the sawmills and logging operations took off again, not only the millers and the loggers returned, guys who pulled green chains and set chokers, but their fancy-ass counterparts, engineers and lawyers and accountants and such, came right along with ’em, growing the damned town and the county. 


Worse yet, folks were markin’ their property and fencin’ it off, so as no one could hunt or fish on it. Who the hell did they think they were? God made this earth filled with plenty to be harvested, and Caleb got down on his knees every night, his rifle on the bed, as he prayed and thanked the Good Lord for all of the bounty. 


Despite those who would want to take it from him. 


Wasn’t the U. S. of A. supposed to be for the men who were citi­zens? Isn’t that what all the great forefathers had planned for? Sure it was, and no one was gonna take away Caleb’s way of life, not with any stupid sign bought at the local lumber yard and posted on a damned tree trunk. 


No siree. 


Angrily, he spat on the ground, sent a great spurt of tobacco juice into the nettles and berry vines that lined the path down to the cove, a secret spot where he harvested clams, in season or out of season, paying no attention to taking a “limit.” Sheeit, no. 


Along with his shovel and backpack, he carried his .30-06, com­plete with scope, just in case he saw a blacktail on his way through the forest to the beach and the sandy strip leading to the cove. This time in the morning, no tellin’ what you might find. So, yeah, you weren’t allowed to kill a doe and it wasn’t quite elk season yet, but who would be the wiser? And dates and seasons, made by some ass-hole in the wildlife department in Salem, meant nothing to him. And some law about not being able to hunt between the coast highway and the sea—was that even a thing? Who cared? 


Along the sandy path, hearing the echoing roar of the sea, he hiked downward and saw no game, nothing that would fill the freezer for the winter as the forest gave way to a tangle of driftwood lying fifteen feet thick at the base of the hill. He crossed it quickly, glanced out at the ocean on this, a foggy October morning just before dawn. He felt the spray of the sea, smelled the salt in the water, and felt energized. This here was God’s country. No doubt about it. And it was pretty much his own private hunting grounds, what with all the ridiculous legal restrictions and the rumors that the area was haunted by some gal who took a dive off of Suicide Ledge twenty years ago and died. Some people claimed her ghost still walked on this stretch of beach, never leaving footprints, mind you. She was, after all, a ghost. 


Bunch of hooey. Same with that damned story about a prisoner who got loose a couple of decades ago, a murderer no less, and was said to have been spotted in the woods. Around here. Sometimes carrying a bloody butcher knife, other times a machete—there was even a variation where he was hauling a severed and bloody head. 


Caleb snorted at the thought. 


Damned teenagers, drunk or high, makin’ shit up. But the scary stories worked. 


Saved the hunting grounds for him. 


Caleb figured he was just lucky to have been born around here, coming into the world in a tiny hospital thirty miles to the north. Or unlucky, whichever way you saw it. Caleb preferred to think that it was a blessing to have grown up in an area where game and freedom were for those who took it, but the downside had always been his father, a binge drinker who, when sober, was a fine, upstanding Christian man, but when drunk let his fists do his talking. Caleb had learned “respect” the hard way. 


But he didn’t think about his daddy now. The old man had died of liver cancer over a decade earlier, gone home to see if Saint Peter would let him through the pearly gates or if, as Caleb believed, Satan had received the son of a bitch in hell. Either way, it didn’t matter. 


Dawn was just beginning to erupt over the steep hillside, the sky lightening, small wisps of fog drifting in from the ocean to crawl across the sandy stretch of secluded beach leading to the cove. His were the first footprints breaking the smooth sand, maybe the only footsteps all day. 


He made his way to the water’s edge, spied a clam hole, slung his rifle over his back, and began to dig, quickly, the blade edge of his shovel honed sharp. Around the hole he worked furiously, then dropped to his knees just as the tide raced inland and an icy inch of water splashed around him. 


He felt the clam’s shell, pinched it with his fingers, and dragged the bivalve out of the sand. The foot was still digging, a white protru­sion moving in and out of the golden shell. “Gotcha,” he said, and, still clamping the clam with both fingers, washed it in the receding tide, then tossed it into his pack. He climbed to his feet and spied an­other hole, dropped to his knees again, and repeated the process. This area, known only to a few—hell, maybe only to him—on private land was his own personal clam bed, and he could almost taste the fried razor clams as he pulled one long-necked bivalve after another from the sand, the sucking noise of the vacuum left by the clam as he yanked it from the shore music to his ears. 


By the time the sun chased away the fog as it crested over the ridge, he’d harvested fifteen of the buggers and had inched his way to the cavern at the far end of the cove. Here the sea raced inward, rushing and roaring through this deep niche that time and the surf had carved into the rock. He saw another clam hole beneath the ledge protruding over this protected space, and he grabbed his shovel one last time, forcing the blade into the sand, digging a ring, and then falling to his knees just as the surf returned. Inside the cavern the noise was deafening as he reached his hand and arm deep into the hole he’d created, felt the edge of the shell, and grabbed hold. He pulled and nothing happened, then tried harder, gritting his teeth and wondering just how big the damned thing was. He yanked hard as the frigid water swirled around him, pulled with all his strength until with a great whoosh the shell wrenched free. He nearly fell back on his ass as he hauled the thing to the surface and surveyed his prize, only to drop it as if it had burned him. 


He’d found no clam beneath the surface. 


No siree. 


And he felt his heart stutter as he bent over to look at it more closely. 


Sure enough, what he’d dragged from its hiding place was a jaw­bone, bleached white, free of flesh. And not of some marine crea­ture, no way, he decided, examining the teeth and spying a silver filling visible in a back molar. 


No doubt about it: This bone was part of a human skull. 


A skitter of fear crawled up the back of his neck on spidery legs. He’d heard stories, of course, of dead men and ghosts that had in­habited this area of the cape, but he’d discounted them as the stuff of boyhood tales meant to scare the piss out of friends, but now, as the sea roared around him, echoing through the cave, he stared at the jawbone of a very dead human and wondered. He backed up, dropped the bone, and made fast tracks up along the hillside. 


“Goddamn . . .” 


Hell, he’d probably have to tell someone, but first he’d climb up to the ridge and have himself a smoke. Didn’t want to appear a pantywaist. Not even to that dick Lucas Dalton, well, especially not to him, but he was the law around these parts and they’d known each other for years. 


“Shit,” he said as he made his way up to the ridge and found a fallen log to drop onto. He’d have to stash the clams, of course. Maybe take them back to his house first. His fingers shook as he pulled a Winston from a crumpled pack and lit up. Taking a huge lungful of smoke deep into his lungs, he felt a little better, calmer as the nicotine began to make its way into his bloodstream. 


No reason to hurry. Not now. Not with the tide turning soon. The cove would soon be underwater again, the damned jawbone hauled out to sea. He could keep his mouth shut and no one would be the wiser. 


Another long drag and as he expelled a geyser of smoke toward the heavens, he thought of his mama, the damned church organist who never missed a Sunday service or a Wednesday Bible study meeting. She was dead now, of course, but he could still hear her shrill, tinny voice, just as loudly as if she were still standing at the kitchen stove, her back to him as she turned the fish in the pan, the hot oil sizzling in the tiny room, amping up the already soaring tem­perature another five or ten degrees. She’d been a tall woman. Rangy. With angular features and hair, until the cancer treatments, a deep red color in stark contrast to her knowing blue eyes. 


“God sees all, Caleb,” she’d said, forking the trout in the frying pan. Oil bubbled noisily and the fish’s scales glittered as the flesh seared. “And he forgives most, the little things, y’know? He don’t care when your pa bags a deer out of season or takes down an elk to feed the family. No siree. That’s not the good Lord’s concern. But when you lie, or you cheat, or you break one of the command­ments?” She would turn her head just a bit, to glance over her shoul­der, the short curls that had escaped the pins holding her hair onto her head wet with sweat. “Then He gets interested. Real interested.” 


He could see her lift her fork and shake it. “And He don’t forget. So mind yerself. Do what’s right in yer heart and you’ll be okay.” As the fish fried, she would pick up the cigarette that had been burning in the ashtray on the counter and suck hard on her Pall Mall 100. “He’s watchin’, Caleb. He’s always watchin’, so you do what’s right. Y’hear?” 


And he had. Okay, so he’d bent a few rules here and there, and maybe hadn’t been on the straight and narrow with all of the com­mandments all of the time, but today, he figured, he’d better not mess around. Do the right thing. 


Even though he hated Lucas fuckin’ Dalton. 


Twelve hours? 


The son of a bitch had waited twelve hours before reporting that he’d found the remains of a human at the cove? If that’s what Caleb had actually stumbled across. Who knew? 


Lucas Dalton’s fingers curled around the steering wheel of his Jeep Renegade in a death grip, his knuckles showing white, his mind spinning faster than the blur of landscape flying by as he trod on the accelerator. There was more at stake here than what met the eye. If Caleb wasn’t lying, if he’d actually found human remains down at the cove, then life for Lucas was about to take a sharp turn and veer off his carefully planned path. 


Was it possible? Had that damned poacher actually discovered a well-hidden secret, one the sea had kept to itself for twenty years? He glanced at his reflection in the rearview mirror of his county-owned vehicle. 


Accusing hazel eyes glared back at him. 


You knew this day was coming, Dalton, didn’t you? The day of reckoning? The intricate fabrication that you planned and created about to be destroyed? But you just didn’t expect it would come in the form of some bad cell phone connection from a moron like Carter, right? You should have been prepared, should have realized that God is known to have a wicked sense of humor. 


His jaw tightened and he turned his attention to the strip of as­phalt that was the county road, then eased up on the accelerator as he realized how fast he was traveling, how quickly the faded and bro­ken center line was blurring past, the wet leaves and standing water flying from beneath his tires. No reason to panic. 


At least not yet. 


Not until he knew exactly what Carter had found, if he’d found anything. More times than he could count he’d walked into the local jailhouse and found Carter sleeping it off in the drunk tank with re­ports from the officer on duty that the man had tied a fierce one on, so much so that he’d been talking nonsense. Ranting and raving and completely out of it. 


Maybe . . . but nah, the phone call from Caleb had been indistinct and broken, but from what Dalton could tell, he’d sounded sober. And scared. 


“Hell,” Dalton muttered, slowing the Renegade, his gaze focused on the familiar terrain as he discovered the barely visible lane that cut from the county road to the campground situated near the cape. A real-estate sign marked the entrance, a reminder that his father was selling the place, which was odd, Lucas reflected. He remembered how once, a long time ago, when Jeremiah had first married Naomi, how excited he’d been. Finally, the reverend had told his son, he would be able to rebuild this old camp into a new, vibrant source of worship for the Lord, a refuge for the lost, a school for those who wanted to be educated in the ways of Jesus, a place where Jeremiah and Naomi could nestle in with their blended family and be a beacon for those in need. 


And now, years later, after an ugly divorce, the place was up for sale. 


Lucas turned into the old lane and pushed aside thoughts of the past to concentrate on the here and now and Caleb Carter’s story. Even sober, Carter wasn’t exactly reliable. Lucas had known the man since the second grade when Caleb, who’d had ten pounds and five inches on Lucas, had clocked Lucas with a hardball at recess. Knocked him out. Laughed at Lucas’s stunned expression as he’d come to on the hardpan of the school’s baseball field, which at that time had been little more than a dusty, diamond-shaped track cut out of the dry, weed-choked grass. Lucas hadn’t liked him at seven, and over the past thirty years that feeling hadn’t altered much. 


Still, he had to check it out. 


For a lot of reasons. Some of them very personal. 


Shifting down, he nosed his Jeep down the twin ruts of this long-forgotten roadway that cut through stands of old-growth timber. 


Shafts of weak sunlight pierced the canopy of fir boughs to dapple the forest floor and a curious doe, neck stretched around the bole of a tree, ears flickering, stared at him with wide eyes. 


How many times had he walked or run along this twisted lane? As a child and into his teenage years, he’d spent most of his summers on these acres strung along the sea. A familiar sign still nailed to the rough bark of an ancient Douglas fir tree greeted him. Once gleam­ing white, the background was now gray and the bright blue letters had faded, though he could still read: 


 


WELCOME


TO CAMP HORSESHOE ESTABLISHED 1947 


And then tacked on many years later, when his father had begun his own, ill-fated religious camp: 


J. B. DALTON, TH.D., PASTOR 


Jeremiah Bernard Dalton. No, wait. Dr. Jeremiah Bernard Dalton. His old man. Dedicated man of God and a colossal dick. At least in Lucas’s opinion. Even though he and the Good Lord were at odds often enough, this time Lucas figured God just might agree. 


And yet another sign, newer and nailed beneath the first, was a warning in bold orange letters cast upon a black background: 


NO TRESPASSING


TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED 


Prosecuted? Oh, sure. By whom? And what about prospective buy­ers and their real-estate agents? He snorted. 


Ignoring the warning, he drove another three hundred yards through the woods to a wide clearing rimmed by several log build­ings where a dented pickup was taking up space. He glanced at Co­lumbia Hall, the largest of the structures, its windows boarded, the long porch surrounding it covered with sand and fir needles. 


Here, in this building, the campers and counselors had gathered for meals, or crafts or games, the loft above used for private counsel­ing and classes. He remembered his father preaching so fervently, tears running from his eyes as he clasped the Bible in his large hands. He also recalled how easily his old man had lied, with the elegance and shamelessness of a silver-tongued orator. A captivating speaker, Jeremiah Dalton could enthrall as he stood at the pulpit, his tie loos­ened, sweat beading in his jet-black hair, his body lean and athletic, his eyes turned heavenward. Through his devotion to Jesus, the love and power of the Lord seemed to course through his veins, and he could make everyone in the congregation believe it, everyone but his son. 


Because Lucas knew the truth about his old man. 


What was the verse? From 1 John 2:4? “Whoever says ‘I know him,’ but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in that person.” Yeah, something like that. Close enough. 


Jeremiah Dalton sermonized about the Good Lord as if he truly believed, yet lied with the silver tongue of a snake oil salesman. 


In his mind’s eye Lucas could see Jeremiah standing in Columbia Hall, the campers gathered around him on the floor or the built-in benches of the large, recessed area that had been a cross between a college lecture hall and a conversation pit. His father reigned in the center, a striking man, his voice grim, his gaze touching each and every camper in turn. Naomi had been at his side, her makeup per­fect, her red hair caught behind her nape with a clip, her eyes, too, searching those of the campers and staff and lingering just a second too long on Lucas. 
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