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Chapter 1


She was a dead woman.


He would kill her. Kill her.


She glanced down at the wand from the pregnancy test kit and saw once again that yes, she was pregnant. Then she looked into the mirror over the sink of the public bathroom at the local Walgreens and stared at her reflection. Wide, scared blue eyes peered back at her beneath a fringe of pale bangs.


You. A mother. At seventeen...well, eighteen by the time the baby gets here.


Her throat grew thick and she blinked back tears. She couldn’t cry, not now. There was plenty of time for that later. She slapped the tears away, sniffed, then stuffed the wand into her purse and stuffed the packaging deep into the trash bin beneath a wad of paper towels. Not that it mattered, she told herself. No one knew her here. She’d driven to Missoula for the test, taken it here in the restroom, and now had to drive home.


What was she going to do?


Oh. Dear. God.


Cheeks flaming, feeling as if everyone in the aisles of the store knew her secret, she hurried to the front door and nearly tripped over a boy stocking shelves with cans of hair spray and sticks of deodorant in an overflowing metal cart.


“Hey!” he said sharply, and she mumbled a hasty, “Sorry,” on her way past the counter, where pharmacists in lab coats were filling prescriptions and two people waited near the register to pick up their meds.


Through the glass doors and into the August sunshine she flew, then found her way to the car, her mother’s ancient Ford Taurus, and hopped into the sweltering interior. She switched on the ignition, threw the car into reverse, and as she hit the gas, she heard a sharp beep and stood on the brakes, just in time before she nearly clipped the fender of a Honda cutting through the lot. The driver, a brunette woman in sunglasses and a baseball cap, flipped up her middle finger as she swept by.


Destiny didn’t care.


Let the girl flip her off.


She had more important issues to deal with.


Pregnant. You’re pregnant.


Oh. No.


A baby? She couldn’t handle a baby. No way, and it’s not as if the father would be any help. Oh, Lord...the father. He would be pissed.


She took three deep breaths, rolled down the window as the for-crap air conditioner wasn’t working, eased out of the parking space more carefully, managed not to scrape a fender or crumple a bumper, and wended the old Taurus out of the crowded lot.


Maybe she wouldn’t tell him. Just have the baby by herself...but how? She couldn’t tell Mom and Dad, and she couldn’t just wish the baby away.


The thought of abortion skated on sharp wheels through her mind, cutting deep. But only for a brief moment and she banished it. No—her cousin had an abortion once and never forgave herself. And then there was Mom. How many times had she admitted that Destiny was not only a happy surprise, but a “miracle baby,” whom she’d christened with her name for that very reason? It had been the only instance Helene Montclaire had ever gotten pregnant in some twenty-odd years of marriage. Despite the fact that she and Destiny’s father, Glenn, had hoped and prayed for a sibling for their only daughter, it had never happened. Helene had even broken down once, tears of anguish filling her eyes with the frustration of not being able to bear another child.


So the thought of terminating this tiny little life was out of the question. There had to be a better option, she decided, as she hit the gas and made it through an amber light, then started south on the highway out of town.


She could give it up for adoption, she thought, squinting against the glare. She fished in the glove box for a pair of sunglasses with one hand while she drove, sliding the Ray-Bans onto her nose. She came up too fast on a hay truck, so she eased off the accelerator.


That’s what she would do, right? Go to a lawyer and set up a...oh, crap, that’s what would happen after she had the baby. What about before? When she was hugely pregnant? She wouldn’t be able to hide it for too many months. She was slim and a baby bump would be noticeable and...


And there was the baby’s father to deal with.


“Damn it.” He would be a problem.


Or...would he? There was a chance...oh, dear Lord, no...She swallowed back a new fear. Wouldn’t let her mind travel down that dark, insidious path.


If only this were a dream. A really bad nightmare.


After turning on the radio, she played with the stations, heard bits of songs she didn’t recognize, then clicked it off, all the while staring through the bug-splattered windshield, wondering what the hell she was going to do.


She glanced at her worried eyes in the rearview, but wasn’t sure. Shouldn’t she keep it? What was it the reverend had always told her in one of their counseling sessions? When she had a problem? To think about it. Yes. And pray. Talk it over with God.


“You’re stronger than you know, Destiny,” he’d said in his smooth voice, then gently touched her hair, letting his fingers slide down to the back of her neck before withdrawing his hand quickly. As if she’d burned him. Or as if he’d had a sudden attack of conscience. Or as if someone was coming up the stairs to this, his private office, located under the sharply pitched roof near the bell tower. And the stairs had squeaked, announcing the arrival of his wife.


As if she’d known.


Destiny took a breath. She would take his advice, talk things over with God and then decide how to handle the problem. No, not a problem. A baby wasn’t a problem. This was just a situation. A “mere stumbling block in the road of life” was how the reverend would put it.


The fifty miles or so to Grizzly Falls went by in a blur of western Montana farmland, fences, grazing cattle and horses. She drove straight down the valley, turned toward the mountains, and didn’t even remember crossing the bridge that spanned the Grizzly River.


She managed to make it home and avoid too many questions from her mother, who was canning peaches in the kitchen, before holing up in her bedroom. The house was hot and smelled of sugar, and Destiny flopped on her bed and tuned in to her private thoughts, talking with God a bit but still coming up with no answer.


She did arrive at a plan of action, however, so after a dinner of cold ham and potato salad, fresh peaches and cream, she told her folks she was going for a walk.


Her mother seemed worried, but didn’t argue, just fanned herself with a leaflet the Jehovah’s Witnesses had dropped by earlier in the week and sat in “her” recliner. Destiny’s father was already tuned in to the television, the footrest of his La-Z-Boy already elevated, his reading glasses on the tip of his nose, newspapers spread on the table next to his chair and spilling onto the sculpted carpet Mom had picked out a year or so after Destiny had been born.


Another typical night at the Montclaire home.


Except that their only daughter was, as near as she could figure, about eight weeks pregnant. She wondered if there was some kind of app on her phone that would tell her precisely when she’d gotten pregnant.


That would help a lot.


By the time she set out, her parents barely looked up. The house was surrounded by the fields of neighboring spreads, and she set out across the Jones’s south pasture. Until a few weeks earlier, the fenced acres had been covered with lush hay, green stalks that had shimmered silver in the breeze, but the crop had been harvested. Now, she trod across the sun-bleached stubble that remained.


At the far side of the field, she slipped through the sagging barbed wire, then headed into the woods. Familiar woods, a place she’d always thought of as a sanctuary. In the shade, the temperature dropped a bit, but the air was still warm. Dry. Smelling of pine and dust.


Out of sight of the windows of her parents’ home, she studied the screen on her cell phone, sent out three texts, and called Donny.


As she waited for him to pick up, she listened to the sounds of the forest, the whisper of pine branches overhead, the flutter of birds amidst the trees, the soft chortles and chirps they emitted a balm to her fevered thoughts.


No answer. She didn’t leave a voice message. Couldn’t.


She glanced at the face of her phone and saw no quick responses to her texts.


Of course he was mad at her.


He was always mad lately.


She texted Donny next and told him she was heading to “their” spot up near the reservoir. She asked him to meet her or text her, then headed up the hiking trail that led over the hill. The trail was steep, a rigorous climb that took over twenty minutes, and she was sweating by the time she wound up the switchbacks to the ridge. From there, it was a quick climb down. She paused. Caught her breath. Gathered her courage. Noticed how dark the woods had become.


The sun had settled over the western mountains, and long shadows were fingering through the stands of pine, hemlock, and aspen. The birds had quieted, and there were a few bats swooping overhead. The silence was strange and...


Snap!


She turned at the sound of a twig breaking.


The hairs on the back of her nape lifted.


Nothing. It’s nothing!


She squinted, her gaze racing from one thicket to the next, but nothing moved, no animal showed itself. Not even a rabbit or racoon stirred in the thickening umbra, at least none she could see.


Just your imagination.


You’re freaked, that’s it.


And yet suddenly she felt something wasn’t quite right in this all-too-still forest, this place where she’d come for solace.


She bit her lip as she remembered every damned zombie, werewolf, and vampire movie on TV she’d ever watched about a girl alone in the wilderness.


Stop it!


Making one last sweep of the area and seeing nothing out of place, she continued, but goose bumps raised on the back of her arms, and she felt as if hidden eyes were following her every move.


It’s nothing.


She kept telling herself that over and over, but her willing mind went to images of snarling cougars and black bears, maybe wolves, too. Hadn’t they been reintroduced or something? Hadn’t she heard about that in school or something? And what about bobcats and...oh, God, snakes. Rattlers. Hadn’t her father told her they hunted at night? Or was she wrong?


Oh. Shit.


Relax. You know this place. You’ve never encountered anything scarier than a porcupine waddling through the brush, right?


Nerves tight as bowstrings, she kept moving, deeper into the woods, her ears straining, her pulse pounding. She heard nothing more, no footfalls, no rustling through the undergrowth, no heavy breathing, but still she felt those eyes upon her.


As darkness encroached, she chanced the flashlight app on her cell phone to make certain she was sticking to the trail. Of course she was almost out of battery life, and she didn’t want anyone or anything to see her anyway, so she used the light sparingly as she made her way to the canyon floor.


She heard and smelled the creek before she saw it, a dark ribbon slicing through the woods. The path she was following downhill bled into a dusty trail that ran along the banks of the creek, which serpentined through this part of the canyon floor. When she reached the intersection, she turned upstream, walking quickly, hearing the water gurgle and splash over stones before it eddied in deeper pools, imagining the sound of footsteps following behind, though every time she stopped suddenly, she heard nothing.


She let out her breath.


You’re an idiot. An idiot who has psyched herself out. This is all just because you’re nervous, you know. No one is following you. No bloodthirsty creature is hunting you. No zombies are walking stiff-legged over this rough terrain. No, Destiny, the only freak out here tonight is you...pregnant, stupid you.


So much for a mental pep talk, she thought as she continued. Through sparse pine and hemlock thickets, she made her way to the spot he’d agreed to meet her, where the trees gave way to a parking area, rarely used any longer, the gravel that had once covered the lot now choked with dry weeds.


Could she tell him?


Swallowing hard, she gathered her courage.


She wouldn’t just blurt out that she was pregnant. No. She would measure how angry he was first and take it slow. Besides...who could tell what he would do? And then there was her little lie...well, make it a big lie. She licked her lips and almost turned around and ran, abandoning the meeting. Because of his lightning-quick temper...maybe this wasn’t the best plan.


Before she could decide, she heard the rumble of a large engine. Too late. Turning toward the access road, she saw the beams of headlights splashing against the trunks of the surrounding trees. Her heart went into overdrive. No, this was a bad idea. A really bad idea. He would go ballistic.


She should never have contacted him.


She wasn’t ready to confess the truth. Reflexively, one hand went to her flat abdomen.


That was the problem; she often reacted before thinking things through. Wasn’t that what Mom was always telling her?


This was wrong. All wrong. Meeting him up here alone with the coming night. No one knowing where they were. And it wasn’t as if she could text or call as her cell needed charging. Stupid! It would have been smarter to risk a public scene, maybe give him the news at a coffee shop, or a park full of people or somewhere that was public, so he wouldn’t...


Oh, Destiny, what have you done? Do not tell him. Not tonight. Be nice, don’t cause a fight. Remember, you broke up with him. You’ve got the upper hand. And he’s majorly pissed off.


Maybe she could just take off, before he saw her.


The Jeep rolled to a stop and she was caught in the headlights.


She steeled herself and stepped out of the beams.


He let the Jeep idle, headlights illuminating a conical area in front of the rig as he stepped out. She saw him in the thin glow cast by the interior light, an alarm dinging to remind him that he hadn’t turned out the headlights. No doubt about it. He was a big man. Muscular. Strong. A college athlete.


But he wouldn’t be carrying a weapon, would he? He wouldn’t bring a gun or a knife or...


Every muscle in her body tightened as he slammed the door.


“Des?” he called, his voice a harsh whisper.


“Right here.”


He saw her then and approached, dwarfing her. “What did you want?”


She couldn’t do it; she couldn’t tell him. Not about the baby. Not here. Not tonight. “I, um, thought we should talk.”


“About what?” He was still angry, his words clipped.


“You know.”


“About you breaking up with me in a text? About that?” he guessed and yeah, he was pissed.


She shrank inwardly as he went on. “You know what? When it happened? When I got the text? I thought it was a joke, that someone had gotten your phone and fuckin’ pranked me. Like it was real funny. Ha-ha-ha.”


“I know.”


“It was a chicken-shit thing to do, Des,” he charged, his voice a little higher as his anger increased. “By fucking text? Really? Fuck me!”


“I should have talked to you.”


“Hell, yeah, you should have. But you didn’t. Just fired off a chicken-shit text and ended it.” He spat in the ground. “So what’s this about, Des? Tonight? Why did you want to meet up here?”


She heard the derision in his voice, felt his fury radiating from him.


“Are you...are you like trying to get back with me or something? Because no way. No damn way. It’s over! Hear me?” He took a step toward her and she stood her ground, even though she was shrinking inside. She wasn’t going to let him see that he frightened her.


“I just want to know why,” she lied, knowing now she couldn’t, wouldn’t, dare tell him about the baby. Not here. Not alone. “Why you cheated, huh? With that girl at college, Veronica bitch or whatever?”


“I told you she meant nothing to me.” But he was a little shocked at the turn in the conversation.


“Yeah, well, I heard you were staying over at her apartment, like, all the time.” Her turn to be angry. “That you practically lived at her place.”


“You want to go there, Des? Really? About seeing other people?” He was close now, looming over her.


Looking up, she could see his eyes for the first time, burning bright in his sockets, catching the light from the Jeep’s headlights. “Because we both know that you’ve been slutting around.”


“What? No! Who told you that?”


“I have friends down here,” he snarled. “Don’t you think they keep me informed, let me know what’s what?” His jaw was tight, his teeth flashing white as he spoke.


She remembered seeing him so mad once he’d kicked a dent into the side of Emmett Tufts’s Honda. Another time, he’d physically beat the crap out of Bryant Tophman for hitting on her at a party.


“Your friends lie.”


“Not about this!” He pointed an accusing finger at her, wagged it toward himself and back at her. “Not about us! You want to know why?” Before she could answer, he said, “Because, you know what, Des? It was important to me.” A muscle worked in his jaw. “A helluva lot more important to me than it was to you.” He leaned down, his face a little closer to hers, and she smelled the beer on his breath, the sweat on his skin. “Now that it’s all out in the open, you lying little bitch, it’s over for good. Now you don’t have to sneak around anymore. You can fuck anyone you want to—”


Smack!


She reacted. Just hauled off and slapped him so hard across the jaw that she felt the bristles of his beard shadow.


Oh, crap. Why had she—?


He froze. His eyes blinked, disbelieving. Then his fists balled and she didn’t wait. Spinning, she took off the way she’d come, back down the path that ran by the creek, her feet flying in the dust.


He was a foot taller than she was, his stride immense and fast as lightning, but she was quick and agile and knew these woods like the back of her hand. She sprinted, adrenaline firing her blood, sending her feet pounding on the trail.


Run, run, run!


She heard him behind her, yelling at her, chasing her down.


“I’ll fucking kill you!” he roared and she believed him. With every breath in her, she believed that if he caught her when he was this furious, he’d murder her with his bare hands, the very hands that had touched her and caressed her and turned her inside out with wanting.


Don’t even go there! Just freakin’ run!


Ducking branches, she cut around a tree, a few seconds later heard a thud, then a cry of pain. Probably a limb smacking him in the face, maybe the eyes. If only! That’s what she needed, pine needles piercing his eyes, half-blinding him and stopping him.


She sped on, thought she might have lost him at the juncture where the trail split, one spur heading uphill. But she was wrong.


Footsteps pounded, shaking the earth and sounding as if he were right behind her.


Noooo!


She turned up the hill, took two steps, and felt a huge hand on her shoulder, fingers tight.


Stumbling, she tried to scramble away, to get her footing, but it was too late. He had her. He spun her around and in the darkness, she tried to see his face, to plead with him, to tell him she was sorry, but she couldn’t see him at all.


Hands closed over her throat as she tried to scream.


All that came out were gurgling, sputtering sounds and she couldn’t breathe. He was squeezing so hard. She fought, tearing at the hands on her throat, trying to dislodge the steely fingers that cut off her air, realizing belatedly that he was wearing gloves. That he’d planned this!


Her lungs felt as if they’d explode. She needed air!


Oh, God, please, stop! Please don’t....


Frantically she kicked and flailed, unable to land any solid blows, wishing she could thrust a foot or knee into his groin.


The bastard was really going to kill her. Strangle her!


Her lungs were on fire, the pain excruciating, the night-dark trees swimming in her vision.


Panicked, she clawed at his gloved hands. If she could bite him, kick him, scratch the hell out of him...All she could think about was drawing in a breath, just one. But there was nothing.


She was desperate for air, her lungs screaming, her brain pulsing against the skull.


Dear God, please, please help me. Save me. Save my baby.


Her eyes felt as if they would pop out of her head and her arms became useless, swinging without any force as the blackness began to swallow her. She struggled, but it was useless, she could do nothing, her arms and legs still, the pain receding as she began to lose consciousness.


No...No...My baby...My precious...


Then she was gone.










Chapter 2


This was a stupid idea.


Make that a really stupid idea.


Bianca Pescoli ran through the darkened forest with only a weak shaft of moonlight as her guide. She’d been a fool to agree to come here, in the middle of the night, lying to her parents, for what? Some sick kind of game in the woods? Frowning, she slapped away a mosquito as the heat of the summer simmered through the Bitterroots and the sound of crickets was a low hum. Faintly, from a distance, she thought she heard the sound of voices, but then there was silence. Just the crickets. She decided to stick as closely to the trail as possible, that way she wouldn’t get lost.


At least she hoped not.


Up, up, up, she loped, the path dusty, rocks poking through the dry soil, a canopy of pine branches nearly destroying what there was of the moonlight. Why had she agreed to this? she wondered for about the millionth time as her legs began to ache.


The idea had been Maddie’s. Make that Madison Leona Averill, Bianca’s heretofore best friend. Well, after tonight, maybe she’d change all that. Maddie’s status was about to go down. Big time.


A branch slapped her in the face and she let out a yelp, then bit back any more noise as she didn’t want to be heard. That was the whole point of the game, an idiotic teenage version of hide-and-seek, up here at Reservoir Point. Again, it was dumb. She rubbed her cheek where the pine limb had hit her and swore under her breath. Her calves ached and her lungs had started to burn with her run up the hill.


She should never have come, she knew that now, but it was too late to back out. A group of kids from school had come up with the brainstorm of meeting at midnight at the lower parking lot of the wilderness that abutted the Long property, where Bianca’s stepfather worked as a manager. That was another problem. If Nate Santana ever got wind of the fact that Bianca was one of the kids who trespassed across the Long property to get to this spot, he would have a fit and probably ground her for life or something—that was, if her mother didn’t kill her first.


She was reaching the highest point on the trail, where the path jogged around several massive trees, and she slowed a bit, catching her breath, glancing over her shoulder to the darkness below. For a second, she was certain someone was following her, chasing her up this ridge, and her nerves pulled tight. Even though that was the whole point, that a random boy would “catch” her, it was scary. She didn’t know who was behind her. Or what. Her pursuer could be a moron of a teenager or it could be a deer or an elk. Maybe a mountain lion, even a bear. Right now, an innocent rabbit hopping through the underbrush was enough to scare her to death. Anything larger would give her a heart attack.


Get over yourself.


She swallowed hard and slowed, taking in deep breaths, feeling the forest close in on her. Cautiously, she looked over her shoulder, her gaze piercing the blackness. Was that a pair of eyes staring at her from beneath a nearby tree, or just her imagination?


Her insides went cold. She stopped breathing.


Don’t panic. Remember: this is just a game. You grew up in these woods.


The eyes disappeared as if swallowed in the malevolent darkness.


Oh. God.


A twig snapped in the summer night.


What?


A musky smell wafted toward her. She peered into the gloom, squinted at the shadows and heard a low warning growl that caused the hairs on her nape to rise.


What the hell is that?


She didn’t take the time to find out.


Bianca bolted.


Fear propelled her. Up the hillside, the sensation that she was being followed by something malevolent driving her upward. Her feet slipped a little and she pitched forward, caught her balance, and kept moving. Ahead, the trail would crest on the ridge, then wind its way down the backside of the mountain. She’d end up in Desperation Flats, which wasn’t a lot better.


Did she hear footsteps? Heavy breathing? More growling. In the distance, she heard the howl of a coyote and her blood froze in her veins.


Run! Faster!


She sprinted wildly, crazily, one foot in front of the other, panic gripping her, her breath coming in short gasps, her legs cramping, her damned lungs burning.


Go! Go! Go! Don’t stop.


Upward she raced, driving forward until her lungs felt as if they might explode, and she came to a narrow spot where the trail twisted between two huge boulders. She flung herself against one. Gasped for air. Was certain a bloodthirsty demon, the kind she’d been reading about in her latest horror novel, was on her tail and ready to leap out at her to rip her face off.


She looked back over her shoulder, ready to square off with the otherworldly creature or lunatic or creep of a teenager, only to find nothing but the engulfing black night, the forest of towering pines and scrub brush, the heat of August settling like a shroud.


No footsteps pounded up the path, no labored breathing echoed through the night, no guttural sounds of a beast’s warning reached her ears.


She saw and heard nothing. No bat wings. No frantic footsteps of kids in the forest. No breath of wind moving the branches. Even the coyote had stopped its lonely cry.


Which was weird. Less than an hour ago, there had been at least fifteen kids when they started the stupid game, maybe closer to twenty. Who counted? All she knew was that she was with a group of teenagers who had collected in the scrubby area that had once been a parking area for some of the Long family’s lumber business. Cars and trucks had been parked haphazardly over the sparsely strewn, weed-choked gravel, music pulsing from the speakers of Austin Reece’s car, a BMW, the only one in the mix of beaters, pickups, and ancient SUVs. Kids had been hanging out in clusters, some drinking, more smoking, some toking it up, she guessed from the skunk-like odor of weed mingling with the more acrid scent of cigarettes. A low murmur of conversation, punctuated by laughter, had rumbled across the open area while silhouettes moved across the smoky beams of headlights from some of the vehicles. Red tips of cigarettes and the glow of cell phone screens indicated where others had been gathering.


Bianca knew some of the girls. Red-haired Simone Delaney had been in her English class and Seneca Martinez, who had been on the track team, lived just down the road from the little cottage in the woods where Bianca had grown up. They’d ridden the bus together all through grade school. But they weren’t close now. And Lindsay Cronin? She was okay but always followed along with the crowd. You just didn’t know where you stood with her. One minute she was your best friend, the next your enemy. So weird.


Maddie had come to one of these parties before, and her reason was simple: she hoped to hook up with Teej O’Hara. As if she had a chance.


Come on, Maddie. Get real. Everyone knows that Teej is half in love with Lara Haas. And even he has to stand in line.


Lara was definitely the “it” girl of Bianca’s class. And Teej, with his quick, killer smile, athletic body, and sharp wit, was out of Maddie’s league, at least in his inflated opinion of himself. Bianca suspected Maddie knew she was being used, but didn’t care, or thought it was a way to make TJ fall in love with her.


Oh, sure.


While they’d hung out before the game had started, Maddie had barely shown interest in what Bianca had been saying, and it wasn’t just because even then Bianca had second-guessed the idea of the party.


“I really should get back,” she’d said. “This doesn’t look good.”


“Stop being such a wuss.” Maddie’s fingers had still clutched her phone, her head moving slightly, her eyes squinting as she surveyed the group that had gathered.


“He’s over there. By Reece,” Bianca whispered back, hitching her chin to a clutch of boys passing around what appeared to be a bottle on the far side of Reece’s Beemer. With its parking lights giving off an unearthly golden light, a throbbing beat coming from its speakers, the silver car was the hub of the party. “He’s with Castillo and Devlin,” Bianca added. “Big surprise.” Those two were always hanging around Teej, hoping some of his popularity would rub off on them.


Finally, Maddie caught sight of Teej, and the faintest of smiles had slid across her jaw.


“You know the idea is to run from him, right?” Bianca reminded.


“Run, but not too fast.” Arching a brow, Maddie slid Bianca a knowing glance, and from that point on, Bianca had realized she was on her own. The minute the girls took off into the woods at Reece’s “Go!” she’d lost sight of Maddie. It was as if her friend, who’d begged her to sneak out and join the others, had planned to ditch Bianca from the get-go.


Even now, Maddie was probably trying to hook up with Teej—that was, if she wasn’t with him already.


But that didn’t explain why there were no others nearby. In the parking lot, the “rules” of the game had been explained by Kywin Bell, a nineteen-year-old with a near-shaved head of blond hair and intense blue eyes. A couple of important inches shy of six feet, Kywin had one claim to fame. As a senior this past football season, he’d scored the winning touchdown in the big game against their archrivals by intercepting a pass and snaking his way to the end zone with two opposing players clinging to him but unable to bring him down.


That had been nearly a year ago. Kywin had since graduated, and now worked in a local feed store and still hung out with the younger kids. He kept saying he was going to college like his older, larger, and more athletic brother, but was waiting for the “right” offer to play ball, which was all BS, as most of the colleges Bianca knew about had already started practicing for the coming season. It was the end of August, for God’s sake.


Obviously Kywin was either a liar or self-deluded or both. Somehow he’d placed himself and Austin Reece in charge of the phones so that everyone was “cool” with the cells and keys being confiscated. Then, while the burning tip of a cigarette had bobbed from the corner of his mouth, Kywin had told everyone that the girls were supposed to go “hide” and the boys would “seek.” That produced a snort of laughter from Austin. The object, Austin had interjected, was for the girls to elude their hunters by running or hiding or using any trick they could. The two boys, tall, broad-shouldered Austin and all-bunched-muscle Kywin, had shared a knowing look that should have sent alarm bells ringing through Bianca’s brain. Reece had explained that the last girl who didn’t get caught was the big winner, though Bianca didn’t know exactly what that girl might win. Kywin, the bohunk, hadn’t explained. Nor had any of the other idiot boys, most of whom she’d known since preschool, including Teej, who had, she hated to admit, turned out to be a real hottie with a hard soccer body.


Big deal. He was also one of the biggest egomaniacs in the school and his two sidekicks, Rod Devlin and Joaquin Castillo, weren’t much better.


A minute or so after the girls had taken to the woods, the boys were let loose. She’d heard the boys hollering, big feet thundering as they gave chase. It had been unnerving and energizing and scary as hell. For the first time in her life, she’d felt like prey being stalked. Adrenaline had fueled her as she’d picked her way through a copse of saplings. All she’d known was that she didn’t want to get caught. As careful and silent as she’d moved, it had worked. For a while. Then she’d cautiously stepped around a clump of brush.


A meaty hand, slick with sweat, had reached out of the umbra and clamped over her shoulder. She’d shrieked and jumped before she’d recognized Kywin Bell, the jerk-wad.


“Got you, you little cop-kid-bitch! Now, you’re gonna git it!” There had been an evil, almost sexual, tone to his deep voice, and she, quick as a cat, had managed to slip out of his thick-fingered grasp.


Heart drumming, she’d yanked back her arm and spun away from him, then taken off, cutting up the north-face path that she’d hiked as a kid with her father.


“Hey! Wait. I got you!”


She’d ignored his outrage.


She was fast and sly and had quickly eluded him, but if that jackass caught up with her and tried to scare her again, she planned to nail him good by kicking him hard, right in the nuts. She only wished she had a pair of steel-toed boots to make it worth her while instead of her pink Nike running shoes. Shoes with a reflective strip near the soles. Shoes that would give her away if anyone shined the tiniest bit of light in her direction.


Gulping in lungfuls of air, she forced her heart rate to slow as she listened for any sounds from the others. No voices. No excited screeches of a girl being found. No laughter. No running footsteps. Not one damned sound other than her own breathing.


Weird.


And wrong. Very wrong.


Aside from the hoot of an owl or the occasional riffle of air as a bat passed, the woods were silent. And dark.


What the hell was going on?


She considered the fact that this whole “game” might have been a setup. That she was being pranked, or hazed or whatever, that while she was running and trying to elude the boys, everyone had let her go off in the woods alone and now were partying somewhere else.


Great.


Despite the heat rising from the forest floor, a chill slid down her spine.


Don’t let your own paranoia get the better of you. Maddie would never set you up like this. Right? And you’re a nobody, not anyone that the others would target. More likely, aside from Maddie, they don’t even know you’re out here.


Truth to tell, she wasn’t sure what to believe.


A darker voice inside her mind reminded her that she could be a target, that as a cop’s daughter she was looked upon with suspicion. Hadn’t her mother arrested Kywin’s old man just a few months ago for some kind of domestic violence?


It would be just like that jerk-wad to turn this on her. Hadn’t he called her a “cop-kid-bitch”? Damn. And Reece, he was just bad news, the only son of a rich lawyer. Smart, surly, and smug all rolled into one Princeton-bound golden boy. Ugh.


Of course there were others, too. Donald Justison, the son of the town’s mayor, back from college. He was a douche bag if there ever was one. And Bryant Tophman? The preacher’s son who was all innocent and godly to his family? What a two-face! Far from the angel he portrayed himself to be, he might be the worst of the lot, what her mother called “a devil in disguise.” Tophman wasn’t the ring leader—that honor was reserved for Austin Reece—but Toph was an instigator.


Once again, she decided, she should never have come. Why had she listened to Maddie?


Because you’re an idiot!


Even though she was sweating from her exertion and the heat, Bianca shivered, rubbed her arms, and considered heading back down the hill. What was she afraid of? They were just boys, after all. Boys she knew. So she didn’t like them. Big deal. She’d almost convinced herself to turn back when she heard it. A rustling sound, like dry leaves turning in the wind, or a snake slithering through summer-bleached grass.


Her heart jerked.


Everything went quiet.


Eerily so.


Goose bumps rose on her flesh.


She eyed the undergrowth, the surrounding trees knifing upward into the dark sky.


Nothing.


Not even a breath of wind.


So what had the noise been?


She heard it again.


Closer.


And not a rustle, but more of a shuddering of branches.


A muffled sound. Steady.


Footsteps? Someone or something heading her way through the brush?


Well, that would make sense, considering the game. Right?


A twig snapping?


Again, that would be a normal sound.


And yet...


From the corner of her eye, she caught movement, a shadow darting. Then the rustle of dry leaves, sounding like the warning from a coiled rattler ready to strike.


Her skin prickled.


The wind?


Not on this still, hot night.


Without another thought, she took off, willing herself up the final point of the hill, hearing the big, snorting beast following after.


What the hell was it?


She wasn’t going to slow down to find out. As she crested the ridge, the trees parted and moonlight filtered from the sky. Breathing hard, she hazarded a quick glance over her shoulder and saw the immense creature, whatever it was, still running, lumbering on hind legs, one eye catching the weak light and seeming to glow. Man? Beast? God, the hairy thing had to be seven feet tall! A low growl emanated from the brute. Oh, no!


She let out a terrified scream and kept running.


It’s a prank. It has to be.


But she wasn’t listening to the rational side of her mind, not when her heart was pounding double-time! All her instincts screamed at her to run, get away, put as much distance as she could between her and the...the monster. Downward she sprinted, trying to be careful, not twist an ankle, as branches and cobwebs clawed at her. She slipped and slid on the trail, running blind but trying to see the path. Behind her, the...the thing crashed through the underbrush. No longer was it being stealthy, content to surprise her. No. Now it raced in full, noisy pursuit.


Again she heard its growl. A thunderous peal.


Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God!


Down, down, down!


Faster, faster...oh, Jesus. She stumbled. The toe of her sneaker caught beneath an exposed root. She pitched forward into the darkness. Her foot caught, her leg twisting painfully.


“Aaaooow.” Her arms flew out. Her knee wrenched as her foot became untangled and she hit the ground. Hard. Bam! Her chin bounced on the unforgiving ground, and she felt the skin split.


“Oof!” All the wind in her lungs came out in a rush.


Get up, get up! No time for this. Get onto your feet, Bianca.


Hot pain pulsed in her shoulder. Too bad. She couldn’t stop moving. She had to get away.


Move!


The forest seemed to shrink around her.


More loudly, the earth trembling beneath it, the monster rushed at her.


“Damn it,” she muttered, forcing herself to her feet, to find traction. Her ankle throbbed. Oh, crap, it hurt, but she gritted her teeth and moved more slowly, not by design, but because the pain prevented her from running all out. Limping slightly, she hurried along the path. Batting away branches, listening hard, she slipped and slid ever downward.


Get off the trail. It’s too easy to track you if you stick to the worn path.


She eyed the surrounding trees, the shadowy hillside, the unknown. Could she risk it? Biting her lip, she strained to hear. Was the thing closer? Had it given up? Was it even now waiting farther down the hill, ready to ambush her?


If only she had her damned phone! She could call or text, use her GPS to find out where she was or get hold of someone to help her, even if she had to call her older brother and listen to him read her the riot act. It didn’t matter.


Damn it, why had she listened to stupid Maddie and come up here?


Frustrated and sucking in her breath, she stuck to the path. She figured she was more than halfway down the hillside, and it was easier to slide down than climb up. Besides, the last time she’d seen the creature, it had been higher up. Once she reached the bottom, she would follow the creek, knowing that it would lead back to the Long property. From there, given enough moonlight, she could make her way home and hopefully sneak back into the house.


And tell no one? You’re scraped and bruised and probably have a sprained ankle or worse. Mom will find out. And what about that thing, the massive creature that chased you? Are you just going to forget about that, too? Get real, Bianca.


Battling tears, she kept on.


Another growl.


So close!


She jumped, scrambling faster, losing her footing on the gravel again.


“Shit!”


Down she went, her feet sliding out from under her as she began to roll down the hillside, the world dark and spinning. Scrabbling to grab hold of anything solid, she tumbled over rocks and twigs and pine cones that scraped and cut her bare arms and legs. She couldn’t help the cry that escaped her as she wildly grasped for grass or roots or shrubbery, something that would slow her plummet to the bottom of the ravine. Her heart was thudding, her mind spinning, her fingers bleeding, nails splitting as she clawed into the dry earth.


Oh, God, please help me!


Clunk! Her wrist banged into a scraggly sapling. “Yeeooow!” she cried, barreling downward, bouncing and spinning until suddenly she stopped, her body landing at the bottom of the chasm, dust and pine cones flying as she skidded over a bank and into a shallow creek. Cool water slid beneath her.


“Oooh.” The sound came from her own parched throat. She tried to lift her head, to get her bearings, but the world was spinning, starlit sky moving wildly, her vision swimming, her balance off.


Don’t stop! Get up. It’s still out there.


Dizzy, she attempted to focus. Her hair was wet, curls moving with the slow current. Pain wracked her body, and she coughed and snorted dust.


On your feet, Bianca!


Her mind was screaming at her, but she was woozy, her entire body aching. Bruises, she felt, were forming as she gazed upward to the stars far, far away, winking in the heavens. A thin veil of clouds scudded across the moon. The vision of the heavens was surreal, a balm over her pain.


For the love of God, you can’t just lie here!


Move!


It’s coming!


Her mind was screaming at her, yelling at her to get her battered body moving again. Water splashed against her legs and torso. With what she considered a monumental effort, she lifted her head, pain searing through her brain. Oh, God, was she seriously hurt? And where was the beast, that horrid monster with its bad breath, gold eye, and hairy arms? She squinted into the surrounding scrub brush and trees as she moved her arms and legs.


She saw nothing. No huge, towering Neanderthal. Heard not a whisper over the gurgle of the creek, water sliding over stones.


Thank God.


But he’s out there. Get up! Get out of here! Follow the creek back to the old Long logging camp. From there, you can get home.


But the others? Maddie...


Forget them. Forget her. Get the hell out. NOW!


She listened again, her ears straining, all her senses on alert. She noticed a weird, rotting smell. A skunk spray? The creature’s breath. Oh, dear God—


Something slimy slid over her leg.


Move, Bianca!


Struggling, she rolled over, found a rock or limb or whatever to push herself upright when she felt that branch give a little. She gripped harder and realized that she wasn’t holding on to a limb at all. It was too soft. Almost mushy with a hard core. And...oh, God, as her mind cleared, she realized the stink was something awful, not a skunk smell at all, more like the odor of something dead.


She recoiled. Backed up. Scrambling and sliding away from whatever it was, the trickle of water cold on her buttocks, she stared at the form—was it human?—lying across the creek bed.


She barely breathed.


No...no...but...


What the hell?


The thin wisps of clouds moved, moonlight shining along the silvery stream. Bianca’s head cleared and she realized she was staring at a corpse. Decomposing, flesh rotting, bones exposed to the scant moonlight, the dead woman—a young one—lay face up in the ravine. Pale hair floated around a decomposing head in the slowly moving water. Teeth were exposed, with no lips to hide them, and black holes were drilled deep into her skull where once her eyes had been.


Oh. Jesus. No!


Bianca threw herself to her feet. Running, stumbling along the creek, she let out a scream loud enough to wake the dead in all of Pinewood County.










Chapter 3


Regan Pescoli’s eyes flew open at the buzzing sound. The room was dark. Santana was snoring softly in the bed beside her, the digital clock blinking a blue 2:32, her cell phone vibrating and skittering on the nightstand.


Great, she thought sarcastically. This was the problem with being a detective with the Pinewood County Sheriff’s Department. There was always the chance of what Deputy Pete Watershed called “Sleepus-Interruptus.” Watershed was a dick, of course, but even dicks could be funny once in a while.


With one hand, she reached for her cell, missing it and knocking it onto the floor. Stupid. With an effort, she slid to the edge of the bed. Leaning over the edge, she swiped the damned phone from the floor before pressing it to her ear.


“Pescoli,” she answered around a yawn and blinked as she pushed herself to a sitting position. The last thing she wanted to do in her current state was climb out of bed, squeeze into her usual work clothes, and head down to a crime scene. Pushing her hair from her face with her free hand, she tried to shake away the remnants of a nightmare that had been chasing through her brain.


“It’s Rule,” a male voice said. Kayan Rule was a deputy with the department, an African-American who looked like he would be more at home as a power forward on a basketball court than he did in a Pinewood County Sheriff’s Department uniform. He was a good cop and a hunk with a killer smile. “I think you might want to come up to the old lumber camp owned by the Long family.”


“You think wrong,” she said, then, regretting her tone, added, “What’s up?”


Beside her, Santana stirred, his near black hair visible on the pillow in the darkened room. With a groan, her husband roused and levered himself up on an elbow to stare at her.


She ignored him.


“I’ve got your daughter here with me,” Kayan said.


“My daughter?” she repeated, suddenly wide awake, her heart clutching. “Bianca?” As if she had another.


“Yes.”


“What’s she doing there? What’s she done?” Pescoli asked, images of Bianca being caught with a boy, or alcohol, or weed, or all three, running through her tired mind. Perfect. Now that Jeremy, her eldest, was finally starting to get his act together and had become a semi-valuable member of society, his younger sister was taking up the Pescoli Torch of Rebellion. Just what she needed.


“She stumbled on a dead body. At least that’s the way she’s told it.”


“What? Bianca came across a corpse?” This wasn’t computing. Bianca was supposed to be spending the night with a friend.


And this surprises you, that your daughter lied about what her plans were? Come on, Regan, you remember what it was like to be seventeen.


“Bianca’s at Reservoir Point with a dead body,” Pescoli said.


“Right.”


Pescoli tried to wrap her mind around what she was being told, to think more like a cop, less like a mother. “Who’s the victim?”


“Unconfirmed. Female. Teen from the looks of her. Maybe fifteen, or sixteen, around there. No ID. But, there was a girl who was reported missing about a week ago. Friday of last week, to be exact. Destiny Rose Montclaire. We’re checking it out.”


A teen. Little more than a child, a girl. Pescoli’s heart nosedived. “Does Bianca know her?”


“She says she knows of her, but they weren’t friends. That’s the general consensus of the kids up here, but we’re still checking it out.”


“Who’s up there with Bianca?”


“Quite a few teenagers. A party. They claim they were playing some kind of game. War or tag or hide-and-seek, something. Boys chasing girls.”


Pescoli’s heart dropped like a stone. This was getting worse by the second.


“Your daughter was being chased when she stumbled upon the body. We’re sorting it all out, but it’ll take a little time. Like I said, you probably want to come up here.”


“I do. But first I need to talk to Bianca.”


“Right here.”


Why was Bianca up there? Whom was she with? Why had she lied? Dozens of questions echoed through her brain.


“Mom?” Bianca’s voice was weak, almost trembling. Scared. Not like her usually bullheaded, opinionated daughter.


Pescoli’s anger seeped away. “Yeah, honey, I’m here,” she said. She was already rolling out of bed, her ungainly body making it difficult. She nearly tripped on her slippers and kicked them out of the way. Cisco, her mottled terrier mix, was on his feet and chasing after her, acting more a puppy than a dog well into his teens.


Bianca whispered, “Come get me.”


“I will.” Avoiding the exuberant dog, Pescoli made her way into the adjoining bath and asked, “What happened? What’re you doing up at the reservoir? I thought you were spending the night with Maddie.”


“I am. I mean, I was. Crap, I—I don’t know. A bunch of kids came up here to play a stupid game. Look...I’ll...I’ll explain when you get here.” Her voice had risen an octave, and she was defensive, sounding more like the girl Pescoli had raised. Good.


“The body you discovered? You recognized her?”


“Not at first. It was dark and...” She cleared her throat, obviously attempting to pull herself together. “Then they ran a flashlight beam over her face and I think...I think it’s a girl from school. I don’t know her, but she was in my English class when we were sophomores. Destiny Something. Didn’t he just tell you that? Geez, Mom! I don’t want to talk about it.”


“You’ll have to—”


“I know, but please, please just get up here!”


“Okay, okay. Stay with the deputy. He’s a good guy. I’ll be there in...as soon as I can.”


“Hurry!”


“Okay.”


Pescoli clicked off her cell and hit the bathroom light. Wincing against the brightness, she caught her image in the mirror mounted over the sink. Oh. Dear. God. Not that she could worry about it now, but she looked immense. At thirty-five weeks pregnant, she appeared more than at term, her stomach protruding as she stripped away her pajamas and stepped into her maternity jeans, top, and jacket. It wasn’t the pregnancy bump that was the problem, it was her bloated face, her lackluster hair, and the dark circles under her eyes that caused her to cringe. She was tall and athletic—well, usually—but she’d never been a woman who “glowed” during the months of carrying a child, not when she was pregnant with Jeremy when she was around twenty and certainly not now when she was nearly twice that age. Her hair was a reddish blond, loosely curled, and right now, a tangle.


But it didn’t matter, she thought, as she returned to the bedroom and sat on a bench at the end of their bed. Cisco, whining, had returned to his bed, where Sturgis, her recently inherited black lab, lay curled next to Nikita, Santana’s husky. Sturgis’s long nose rested on the pillowed edge of his dog bed, while his dark eyes followed every move Pescoli made as she walked through the room. Pescoli’s heart twisted a little as she considered his previous owner, Sheriff Dan Grayson. She missed him. Grayson had run the department with a firm hand and a cool head. Unlike Cooper Blackwater, the current gung-ho yahoo who commanded the offices of the Pinewood County Sheriff’s Department as if it were a military base in enemy territory.


Santana asked, “What’s up?”


“Bianca.” Pescoli managed to slip on a shoe. “She’s up at the reservoir with a bunch of other kids and there’s a dead girl, one she doesn’t know. I don’t have the details yet.” Forcing her foot into the second shoe, she grimaced. How could a person gain weight in her damned feet? She walked back to the closet, then unlocked the safe where she kept her sidearm. “So I might not be back for a while.”


“You sure you’re okay with this?” he asked, now wide awake.


“I’m never ‘okay’ with anything like this. What kind of question is that? A girl is dead,” she said testily as she made sure the weapon was loaded, then slid it into her shoulder holster. “Besides, my kid found her.”


“Even if she didn’t, if Bianca wasn’t up there, you’d go.”


“It’s my job,” she reminded him.


“Yeah, I know.” He swung his bare legs over the side of the bed. Santana made a habit of sleeping in the nude. Which she usually liked. Now, she didn’t need the distraction. “You should be on maternity leave.”


“Yes, Mom,” she said and noticed him raise a dark eyebrow at her snarky tone. “I’ll remember that.”


“Do.” His lips twisted into that cocky smile that had always won her over. He reached up behind him, snagged one of the pillows, and threw it at her backside as she hurried out of their master bedroom.


“You missed by a mile!”


“Meant to,” came the lazy response that trailed her down the stairs.


“Just warning you: I’m armed,” she yelled back at him, though she really wasn’t in the mood for any horseplay. Usually she got a kick out of the mischief that Santana sometimes exhibited, but not when her daughter was involved in...in what? She didn’t know. But it scared the liver out of her.


“I’m coming with you!” Santana shouted.


She heard his feet land on the floor.


“Nope. Official police business.”


“Involving my pregnant wife’s daughter.”


“I’ve got this!” Why were they even having this conversation? Santana knew how she felt about her job. She headed across the kitchen and located her keys and purse on a table near the garage door, just as she heard his boot heels hit the floorboards overhead. Well, fine, he could damned well come if he wanted, just not with her.


She went through the door to the garage and slapped the button for the garage door opener, engaging the interior and exterior lights. Seconds later, she was reversing into the driveway and then turning around. As she pressed the remote to close the garage door, she spied Santana’s silhouette in the connecting doorway. From the corner of her eye, she saw him make his way to his truck. She didn’t wait, just threw the Jeep into drive and gunned it down the long drive leading to the county road.


Their house was fairly new, built on a piece of land Santana had inherited from Brady Long, his boss. Santana had worked as a horse trainer and ranch manager for the wealthy Long family for years, though now that Brady Long was gone, he worked for himself. Originally into mining, the Longs had branched out into lumber, ranching, and you name it. They even owned the property up near the reservoir, where even now Bianca was waiting.


Pescoli hit the gas.


 


Bianca noticed that her mom was the first to arrive. Less than fifteen minutes from the time the black dude had called her, Regan Pescoli’s Jeep roared into view. Never in her life had Bianca been so glad to see her mother, even though it was really embarrassing, not just that her mom was a cop but that she was pregnant. Nearly forty and going to have a baby; damned near ancient in Bianca’s opinion. None of her friends’ mothers was having a baby and none of them was a cop—homicide detective. These were Bianca’s personal crosses to bear.


Still, Bianca almost crumbled when she spied her mom climbing out of the Jeep and striding over to her.


“Hey. How’re you doin’?” Her mother’s arms surrounded her, and something inside Bianca broke.


“Horrible.” Bianca’s tears started to flow. She knew she should rein in her emotions, that she was probably going to sound like the drama queen her brother, Jeremy, continually accused her of being, but she didn’t care. She was scared. And mad. And beyond freaked out by what she’d seen: the dead girl, the monster, that awful Kywin Bell.


“You’ll be fine.”


Bianca shook her head. She would never be “fine” or “okay” or even “kinda sorta fine.” Not after what she’d seen, what she’d felt.


“Tell me what happened,” her mother said softly, glancing up at the deputy. “Give us a minute. Okay? We’ll be in my Jeep.”


At that second, another vehicle rolled up and a deputy stopped the pickup. Bianca’s heart sank. Santana’s truck. Great. Her mother’s new husband had arrived. Stepdaddy. Ugh. He wasn’t a bad guy really, but who needed him?


Not Bianca.


Not right now.


He must’ve figured that out because he didn’t come busting over to the car with a dozen questions. Well, he wouldn’t. It wasn’t his style, and Mom probably told him to wait until she’d talked to Bianca. Regan Pescoli—ever the cop.


The whole situation was already surreal with police cars parked everywhere, their light bars flashing blue and red, strobing the parking lot where they’d trapped everyone who’d come to party. When she’d seen the dead body and screamed, disentangling herself and splashing out of the creek, racing along the bank, she’d nearly run into Rod Devlin, Teej’s friend. Tall and lanky, he’d emerged from a copse of pines and put on the brakes, skidding to a stop to avoid running into her.


“What was that scream about?” he’d asked.


“She’s dead!” Bianca had shouted at him.


“What? Who?”


“I don’t know!”


He’d looked over her shoulder then, and his gaze had landed on the grotesque corpse lying in the creek. “Holy shit! Is that what I think it is? A body?” He’d turned the color of death himself, his eyes rounding. “A fuckin’ body? Is that what it is?”


“That’s what it is.” She’d been shaking as he backed away. Wet and shivering, Bianca had tried to grab hold of his arm. “And there’s something out there—I don’t know what, but it’s really huge. And hairy! And it chased me all the way here! It’s...it’s a monster!”


Still backpedaling, his eyes searched the darkness as other voices began to ring closer. “You’re fuckin’ nuts, Bianca!” he’d declared, but he’d looked ready to bolt.


“I’m not kidding! It was chasing me and it was like...Big Foot. Smelled rotten! Oh, God.” By that time, she’d nearly been hyperventilating. “We have to get help!”


He’d shot one more horrified glance at the creek, backing up, nearly tripping over her own feet. “Too late.”


“I know, but we have to call someone. You...you have a phone, right?” she’d begged desperately “Right, Rod? You’ve got your cell on you. Call nine-one-one!”


“What?” He’d shaken his head, his brown hair flying around his face. “No way! I mean—a body? Big Foot? Are you serious? No. No way! I’m not callin’ no cops!”


“Just call the emergency line. For an ambulance.”


“She’s way past needing EMTs.”


She’d caught a glimpse of his phone in his hand. “Just do it, Rod!”


“Forget it!” His eyes had been wild, and she’d realized he might be on something. “We’re in enough trouble as it is. Holy shit! We—I—gotta get outta here!”


“Oh, for the love of God!” She’d jumped up then and taken a swipe at his outstretched hand, ripping the phone from his fingers. Before he could sputter another word, she’d punched 911 into his phone.


“Hey! Stop!” He’d snatched at his phone, but she’d feinted and ducked under some low branches, scaring some bird. Within seconds the dispatcher had answered.


“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”


With Rod going ape-shit in the background, Bianca had given her name and location, reporting the body as rapidly as possible. “Send someone quick,” she’d cried. “An ambulance!”


“I told you, it’s too late for that!” Rod had screamed at her. “An ambulance? What good is that gonna do? That girl, whoever she is...she’s...dead! Already rotting. No fuckin’ EMT in the world is gonna revive her. Come on! We have to leave. Now! End the call. You...you can tell your mom when you get home.”


“And call Detective Pescoli....I’m her daughter!” Bianca had yelled into the phone, trying to ignore Rod as he scrambled for his phone.


“You’re fuckin’ crazy!” he’d spat, getting his hands on the cell and ripping it away from her. “What the hell’s wrong with you? Now the cops have my number! We’re all gonna be in trouble. You’re an idiot, Pescoli. A fuckin’ hysterical idiot!”


“A girl is dead!”


But he had already been gone, running along the trail into the general area of the parking area. She’d heard him start yelling at the top of his lungs, warning the others. “Cops! The cops are coming!”


“What?” a girl had shouted from a ridge above. “No!”


“Wait!” another voice had cried over the sudden thunder of running footsteps as kids ran pell-mell crashing through the forest. No one trying to be stealthy any longer. Nope. They were all running to save their own skins.


“Hey! What’s going on?” Maddie’s voice had suddenly added to the din.


“Are you sure, dude?” another boy had demanded, his voice carrying down the canyon. “Oh, shit!”


“Help me get Maddie out of here!” another one had hollered. “She’s drunk.”


Someone else had started crying. “Ow! Watch out!” Heavy breathing, snapping branches, dust rising.


In the distance, sirens had begun to wail.


There had been screaming, cursing, and general pandemonium as everyone tried to make it to their cars or flee on foot into the dark woods. The sirens had wailed more loudly. Flashlights and lights from cell phones had dotted the dark hills.


But few had escaped.


By the time Bianca had arrived at the parking area, limping and breathing hard, cop cars had sealed off the gravel lane. The night had been illuminated by the red and blue flashes from the vehicles from the sheriff’s department. Two deputies with flashlights and weapons drawn had begun running along the path Bianca had indicated, the dusty trail that wound along the banks of the creek to where the body lay partially submerged.


Bianca crumpled against the front of an old pickup that belonged to Joaquin Castillo, then realized the bumper was covered in dirt and dead insects. She jerked herself upright as some of the other kids trickled out of the woods to be confronted by the cops. Those who were still hiding, the idiots who thought they could escape on foot, would certainly be identified through the vehicles that had been abandoned and the statements of their friends, assuming everyone came clean.


Had it really been Destiny? The quiet girl who had sat in the back of the English class she’d shared with Bianca? A girl who had barely spoken? A girl with big eyes and a shy smile? A girl no one had really noticed?


Now the events of the night caught up to her and she thought she might be sick, right here, in the front seat of her mom’s car. She fought the urge to puke and instead told her detective mother what had happened. Bianca didn’t hold back. Usually she kept a lot of secrets from her mother. She had to. Not only did Mom think she should run Bianca’s life, but there was just a lot of stuff that was private, things she’d rather not let her mom know about. It was her life after all, not her cop mom’s. But tonight, after being scared as hell, she spilled everything. She’d already pointed out the way to the body, but then she’d led Deputy Rule along the trail herself. She knew, deep in her heart, not to hold back, and she’d made herself watch as they’d shined lights on the girl in the creek. They’d asked if she recognized her. Could the body be that of Destiny Rose Montclaire? The near-white hair was right. But the rest?


She thought so and had simply nodded.


Now, considering it, she shivered again.


“I’m sorry,” she said to her mother, but for once Regan Pescoli didn’t go ballistic, nor read her the riot act, nor even mention that Bianca had been a Cretin to be a part of the party. She didn’t point out that Bianca had lied to her, or that there was a curfew or anything. She didn’t even ask if Bianca had smoked any weed or drunk as much as a swallow of beer. No. All Regan had been concerned with was that Bianca was okay. Which she wasn’t.


Bianca still shuddered at the thought of that pallid body, eye sockets empty and dark, water causing her pale hair to float around what was left of her face.


“It...it was horrible,” she said now, and looked out the open window of the Jeep. No more music now, no rumbling engines, just the sound of cops asking questions, low voices and boots or shoes or flip-flops on the bare, sparse gravel. She wondered if she could ever get the image of the dead girl out of her mind. She doubted it.


“But you recognized her?”


“I don’t know, Mom. Maybe she’s Destiny. Her hair was right, I think...she could be.” She shuddered, again trying to eradicate the horrid, deeply etched image from her brain.


“We’ll figure that out. How’s your ankle?”


“Awful.” That wasn’t a lie—it was throbbing like crazy.


“Let’s have the EMTs look at it.”


“No! I just want to go home.” Never had her new bedroom sounded so good.


“That’s not happening,” her mother said, and Bianca noticed she shifted uncomfortably behind the wheel. “Santana will take you to the hospital. For X-rays. I’ve got to stay here for a while.”


“Mom, no!”


“It’ll be okay. If you want, I’ll have your father meet you there.” For once, her mother’s lips didn’t tighten at the mention of her ex, Bianca’s dad, Luke Pescoli. Everyone called him “Lucky” and everyone liked him. Everyone, that was, but Regan Pescoli. While all of Bianca’s friends thought Lucky was fun and kind of cool, even sexy for an old guy, her mom seemed to hate him, or at least be irritated by him all of the time. Worse yet, Mom didn’t like his wife, Michelle, even though Bianca thought her stepmother was pretty cool. Yeah, Michelle was only a few years older than Jeremy, but she was fun. Mom wasn’t. Bianca guessed her mother hated Michelle because she was thin, blond, and fashion conscious, always wore high heels, and looked great in a bikini. Bianca had heard her mother called Michelle a “Barbie doll,” so it stood to reason she was jealous.


Whatever. It didn’t really matter. At least not tonight.


“Dad doesn’t need to come,” she said, then hesitated, wavering, thinking about her run down that mountain.


Regan Pescoli’s parent radar went up. Or maybe her detective radar. “There’s something else.” It wasn’t a question.


Bianca nodded. Swallowed hard.


“What?” Her mother’s voice was soft. Not demanding.


“It sounds stupid.”


“Nothing’s stupid.”


Bianca blew out a long breath of air. “Well, this is. I mean...I told you about being chased through the woods.”
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