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  Chapter 1


“Holt, are you sure?” my baby sister, Juniper, asked. “Brittany knows you love her. You don’t need to prove anything.” 
I ran a hand through my wavy blond hair. Some version of Juniper’s words had played through my head thousands of times in the past few weeks.
They say love will make you do crazy things…But was giving up indoor plumbing really necessary?
I really didn’t want to hike up a mountain with a thirty-pound pack on my back, only to spend my nights sleeping on the ground in a four-person tent—which couldn’t comfortably fit three people.
“Come on, Holt, this is your last chance to back out.”
Juniper’s voice sounded almost normal, yet something in her tone made me take a closer look. My sister has the inhuman ability to always look perfect—with or without makeup. It’s part of the reason she makes her living on social media. But behind the perfect facade, Juniper was biting her lip, and her forehead was wrinkled.
Huh.
Juniper was easily amused by my pain and was unafraid of pushing me into scrapes. She’s orchestrated me sleeping on a plastic mattress protector and graffitied my Christmas stocking. Yet this wasn’t an act. She wasn’t trying to start a fight between me and my girlfriend. No, Juniper was genuinely concerned I wouldn’t survive a few days in the wild.
“Hey, I’ll be fine.” I put all of my big-brother overconfidence into the words—the sunglasses hid my dread.
Juniper wrinkled her nose. “Please, Holt. I remember how whiny you were when we stayed at a cabin that didn’t have running water.” She shuddered dramatically at the memory. “It was like the world was ending because you couldn’t shower. This time, not only are there no showers, but instead of an outhouse, you’ll have to shovel anytime you need to…use the restroom.”
My jaw twitched. Needing a shovel for longer bathroom visits was high on the list of negatives—that and being eaten by bears.
My girlfriend’s twin brother, Paul Asato, walked up, already wearing his backpack. He was taller than Britt but shared her dark hair and brown eyes…and was annoyingly handsome, with the broad shoulders of a commercial fisherman. “Is Juniper talking you out of backpacking?” Paul asked casually, yet I got the impression he couldn’t believe I’d agreed to this.
“No way,” I said, my eyes moving past him to where his girlfriend, Sienna, and Britt were walking to the park bathroom. “I’m all in.”
Before Paul could answer, my phone lit up. 
I groaned. 
Mom was calling.
Oh no.
Due to my parents experiencing a midlife crisis and moving to Australia, Mom calling me in the early morning for Pacific time meant it was the middle of the night for her.
“Hello?” I asked.
“Good, I caught you,” Mom said as a greeting.
What did she want? To check whether I was wearing sunscreen?
“Did you need something?” I asked. My voice was gruff.
“Not exactly. I just wanted you to know, Dad and I are proud of you for trying new things.”
“Umm…” 
What was that supposed to mean? I’d graduated with honors and have a successful engineering career. Was backpacking really the time Mom chose to be proud of me? 
“Thanks, I guess.”
In the distance Dad said, “I’m sure they’re about to start. Tell Holt we love him and hang up.”
Mom asked Dad, “Shouldn’t we check if he’s sure about the trip?”
Since Mom likely thought she’d covered the speaker, I cleared my throat.
“Oh, Holt heard—” Mom began to say when Dad came on the line. “We love you. Be safe. Have fun.”
Sometimes my dad’s ability to smooth over awkward family moments was truly astounding.
“Yeah,” I said. “Love you, too. Bye.”
Juniper was suddenly by my ear, yelling, “I’ll send pictures.”
I hung up before Mom or Dad could answer.
Juniper held out her hand. “Now turn off the phone and give it.”
That was when I hesitated. Not for very long, but Juniper noticed. Part of why my sister was here was to take our valuables and drive the SUV back to the resort she was staying at with her husband. 
I’d always known I’d need to hand over my phone, but in the moment it was harder than I’d imagined. It didn’t matter that my phone would lose reception and die in the mountains. Most of my life was on my phone. What would I do without it?
But this whole trip was for Brittany. Giving up my phone was one of the ways I’d show Britt how much I cared. I could survive without my phone since I’d be with her.
I carefully shut down my phone before handing it over.
“And your wallet,” she said.
“No,” I replied instinctively.
My sister scrunched her nose. “You agreed…”
Sure I had. 
I know I had. 
But in the past Juniper’s gone through my wallet and borrowed cash. 
Beside me, Paul handed over his phone, wallet, and a massive ring of keys. “Thank you,” she said with a pointed look in my direction. 
I gave Juniper my wallet right as a two-door sports car came roaring into the parking lot, its tires squealing as it parked. Three guys emerged. They were post-college. One of them was maybe a year or two older, but they all had strong bro-energy. 
If I heard correctly—and they were talking loudly enough that half the mountain must’ve heard—they were debating protein powders.
“Stop staring,” Juniper whispered, but she also couldn’t look away. They were just too obnoxious.
The bros removed backpacks from the sports car’s tiny trunk. The oldest one was ready to head for the trail when one of his buddies called, “Wait. We have a gift in honor of your upcoming sentence—I mean wedding.” The guy laughed way too hard at his own joke.
The third guy tossed a bro-tank. When the oldest unfolded it, he revealed the text across its front: doomed 4 ∞.
I rolled my eyes. Anyone who chose the infinity symbol over writing the word infinity must be flexing a pseudo-fancy education.
If there’d been any question of this group being a bachelor party, the o’s in doomed were two wedding rings.
“Doomed for infinity?” Paul groaned. “They’re going to Infinity Falls.”
“Huh?”
“The waterfall we’re hiking to makes the shape of a sideways infinity symbol.”
A sideways infinity symbol? 
“Isn’t that a number eight?”
Juniper snorted. “Way to take the romance out of it.”
I gave my sister an unimpressed glare. We were in the Idaho wilderness, where the amenities included no running water—hard to be romantic when you stink.
If the bro-tank wasn’t enough, one of them shouted, “Final days of freedom!” as they headed for the trail. 
Paul cracked his neck, and his eyes were flaming. He checked the public bathroom Sienna had gone into before brushing a hand against the side pocket of his shorts.
Wait.
Paul was annoyed by a dumb comment some preppy post-college bro had made? 
What had the guy said? Something about marriage being the pits. Then Paul had looked for his girlfriend and checked his pants pocket. Was he planning a proposal? And was he carrying the ring in an outside pocket of a pair of hiking shorts?
“Is something wrong?” Paul asked.
I shook my head. “Nope, I’m good.” I tried to do the math. Paul had been in jail for a crime he hadn’t committed for around two years. He’d been released for one year. I couldn’t remember how long they’d been dating before his wrongful arrest. However long, he must be getting ready to propose.
“You’re right.” Paul’s voice was quiet. “That’s why we’re here. Now, be cool.”
I wasn’t surprised that Paul was planning on marriage. But hiking? Who wanted to get engaged while covered in grime?
“What happened?” Brittany asked. Who knows what my face was doing, but my girlfriend had appeared and was worried about me.
“Nothing,” I said.
Britt cupped my jaw, which was rough from not shaving this morning. 
Frequently, I’ll rock sexy-scruff on vacation. And on a trip where I was limited to only one change of underwear, I didn’t bother with a razor.
Britt frowned, outlining a tiny scar by her eyebrow. “You’re sure nothing’s wrong?”
Did she know about Paul’s plan to propose? 
Before I could find a subtle way to ask, Sienna arrived. With Sienna present, the upcoming proposal couldn’t be referenced. 
Thankfully, my sister was keeping quiet, though her eyes were bright with excitement. It’s a wonder Juniper hadn’t sniffed out the diamond ring earlier. Not that anything Paul picked would compare to the massive rock that weighed down her hand.
“We ready?” Sienna asked.
“Yeah,” Paul said. He bent down and picked up his girlfriend’s backpack and held it for her, like he was an old-timey gentleman helping a lady with her coat.
Sienna was short. Her dreadlocks piled on top of her head added a good three inches, but she still barely reached Paul’s chin. Once the pack was situated, Paul whispered in her ear, and Sienna brushed her hand against Paul’s chest, over his heart.
Huh. Should I be cuter? In the past my sister has accused me of not being romantic.
I picked up Britt’s backpack and tried to be chivalrous, but backpacking-backpacks are an odd size and squishy in unexpected places. It ended up being more work for Brittany to wriggle it on with my help than if she’d done it by herself.
Before I could attempt to whisper anything romantic in her ear, Britt had her hand in mine. “You’ll do great,” she said. “I’m so proud of you.”
Luckily, my sunglasses hid the eye roll. 
What was with people being proud of me? Did I want to give up my twenty-first-century quality of life to rough it in the woods? No. Absolutely not. But I wanted Brittany to know that I loved her. If that meant my grand romantic gesture involved not showering for days, so be it.
We could have left a full five minutes earlier than we did. The problem was, once our packs were on, Juniper made us wait so she could take an appropriate number of group shots. Right after Juniper had given us permission to leave, she threw her arms around me in an impulsive hug.
“Last chance to back out,” she whispered.
“Not happening,” I said.
“Hm.” Juniper squeezed a little tighter. She still couldn’t believe I was willingly backpacking. But she let go, then stood by the SUV and watched as the four of us began walking up the trail and gradually disappeared through the trees.
Though I’d put on a brave face, this trip left me feeling doomed for infinity.






  
  Chapter 2


The day went how you’d expect. 
There were trees. There was a path. The four of us walked on the path between the trees. There was no avoiding the dirt and bugs, even when we stopped for breaks.
I don’t understand what the big deal is about nature. It’s all so…rugged.
For instance, at lunch we stopped at a lovely little trailside clearing. The online reviews didn’t do it justice. This charming eatery boasted a rock, large enough to seat all of us, where we dined extravagantly on energy bars and lukewarm water before resuming our trek. With such excellent service, I would’ve left a large tip, but my sister had my wallet.
I don’t know. It’s not like the day was awful. But every step forward took me farther away from civilization. The stillness became more pronounced, and the trees crowded closer together. 
Britt grew more relaxed as we went, but I grew more on edge. Beyond wild animals, who knew how many bandits and killers were hiding in the mountains.
Once, we met a pair of hikers walking down the trail. They were lucky enough to be returning to flushing toilets. Otherwise, we were completely swallowed by the trees.
There was still plenty of daylight when we got to our campsite. In the center was blackened earth encircled by a ring of rocks—presumably the firepit—with a couple of logs resting around it. 
The surrounding area was clear enough for tents to be set up without being too close to their neighbors. Through the trees branched a network of trails. Some were little more than footpaths, while others seemed to get a lot of use.
The three bros from the parking lot had already set up their tent. They may have been annoying, but there was an easy camaraderie among them. Based on their behavior, I’d guess two of them were brothers and the third was a close friend.
Paul and I began pounding in tent stakes when Younger Brother joked, “Last chance to disappear before you’re shackled to the missus.” 
Paul’s head snapped up and his hands flexed, but he didn’t say anything.
I took a deep breath. How had I managed to get my nose in the middle of my girlfriend’s brother’s proposal? I’m thirty-one years old. Will there ever be an age when I’ll be free from drama?
“Ignore them,” I said. “They’re idiots.”
Paul’s eyes twinkled. “Well put.”
My attention shifted back to the bros instead of the job of tent building.
“Holt!” Paul’s warning came a second too late. My thumb radiated with pain as I accidentally hit my thumb instead of the stake. I grunted from the shock. But it was sore, not broken.
“That must hurt,” Paul said. “Why not have Sienna sub in? She’s great at pitching tents.” Without waiting for me to agree, Paul called, “Sienna.”
She came right over. She had a swing in her step even after hours of hiking.
“You’re subbing in. Holt smashed his thumb.”
Sienna nodded but surprised me by grabbing my hand and moving my thumb around. “You should be fine once the smarting stops.”
“Um, thanks,” I said—it’s not like I’d even asked to stop working on the tent. Sure, under normal circumstances, I would assume he got Sienna to replace me because he wanted to spend time with his girlfriend. But this seemed like Paul was making the most of the opportunity to work with a more experienced tent builder.
Why were my tent-making skills being called into question?
“Holt, why don’t you fill up the pot with water from the creek and…uh…get firewood?” Paul kept his focus on the tent as he said it.
We both knew finding firewood was an official demotion. As important as it is for building fires, that’s the job traditionally given to children so they stay out of the way.
My jaw twitched, but I accepted my new assignment without an argument. 
It’s not like I think I’m too good to scrounge around foliage for abandoned branches…but the way Paul hastily maneuvered to get Sienna to help was offensive.
I can set up a tent. They’re designed to be put together at night during a rainstorm. I’m an engineer. I can figure it out.
But based on Paul’s reaction, I’d been messing up the process. I’m not sure how. It’s not like I turned the thing inside out.
What I wanted was a real cup of coffee. What I got was a pot of questionable water, followed by marching through underbrush searching for branches. The campsite was popular enough that I wandered a decent way from camp before I was able to find suitable firewood.
As I worked, I kept getting closer to the creek that was near the trail. 
I began creating a pile to bring back to camp when the snapping of a twig had me instinctively hiding behind a tree—it was probably a bear.
Voices drifted through the air.
Not a bear…unless the forest had talking bears like in animated movies.
“I just need a little more time.” It was a man’s voice, but unusually high and pretty desperate. 
Peeking around the tree, I could see the friend was talking to Younger Brother. They were farther away than I expected. Their voices really carried in the silence.
“Do you think I like this?” Younger Brother asked. “Do you think I’m glad my brother’s best man is a loser who couldn’t keep a penny to save his life?”
“You want your money now? Fine. Whatever, Kyle. I’ll pay an installment. Oh, but then I won’t be able to pay rent and I’ll get evicted. Will your brother let me borrow his tent once the trip is over? That way I’ll have something to live in.”
Younger Brother’s voice was emotionless when he answered. “Your little act has grown predictable. What did you say two months ago? You’d have to move into an abandoned dumpster? Comparatively, living in a tent is pretty nice.”
“Whatever, Kyle!” And Broke Friend stormed off.
“You’ll be fine,” Younger Brother called as he followed at a much slower speed. “You conned me. I’m sure you’ll find a new mark.”
I stood frozen in place after their footsteps had faded away. After what I’d overheard, I would do absolutely anything to avoid them. There was no way I was getting involved in their squabble.
I waited an appropriately long amount of time before I resumed getting branches. As I worked, I replayed their conversation.
My assumption was correct that the group consisted of two brothers, and the older one was getting married. But the friend owing Younger Brother a large sum of money was new. And strange.
Why did Younger Brother pick a desolate spot to argue about money? Was that a conscious choice or something that happened accidentally?
“Holt, where are you?” Brittany’s voice brought me back to the present.
“Over here,” I called.
It didn’t take long for Britt to find me.
“You look handsome,” she said, reaching up to kiss me.
My eyebrows shot up. Somehow, I doubted the clothes stained with dried sweat and hair that was flopping into my eyes were attractive.
“Aren’t you glad we came?” Britt’s face was relaxed, and she seemed truly at peace.
But being at peace made no sense given all the wildlife lurking in the forest. Plus, in any sort of medical emergency, it would take hours for help to arrive, and you’d need to find space in your budget for a helicopter ride.
Brittany took my extended silence as an answer on my thoughts about the wilderness. “I see.” A bit of the brightness left her eyes. I guess we were both sad we couldn’t equally share this experience.
I winked. “Yay, nature.”
“That’s the spirit,” Britt said. Her attention shifted past me to my collection of firewood. “Wow, you’ve been busy.” She giggled. “We’re not planning a bonfire.”
“Right,” I said, running a hand through my hair—something I instantly regretted when I remembered how grimy my hand was. “It’s been a while since I’ve sung campfire songs. I wasn’t sure what we needed.”
“This should last.”
Together, we shuttled the branches back to the campsite. Older Brother was there doing some form of outdoor supper preparation, but Younger Brother and Broke Friend were missing.
My neck tingled like something bad was about to happen. But whether it was intuition or an overactive imagination, I couldn’t tell.
Paul got the fire going and set up a strange sort of tripod, which he hung my pot of water over. Once the water boiled, he poured it into waiting bags of freeze-dried spaghetti and sealed the bags shut. After waiting a few minutes, Paul declared the food was cooked.
When I took my first bite, I fought the urge to gag. Somehow the spaghetti was soupy and crunchy while being too hot.
The food wasn’t great, but I was stranded in the mountains with the choice of gross spaghetti or skipping dinner. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have eaten, yet this was day one of backpacking, and I needed all the calories I could get.
Another group of four hikers joined our site midway through supper. It was probably a family. A middle-aged man with three young adults. At some point, Younger Brother and Broke Friend returned, having calmed down. Each group kept to itself, except when they needed to use the fire. Not a big deal, but you’d think they could bother to find some firewood…though Britt was right. I had found more than enough firewood to last the night.
I’m not sure what the social protocols are regarding campfires in nature, but our group had earned the right to sit around the fire, while the other campers stayed closer to their tents. 
Everyone seemed relaxed and in good spirits. The sun set, and the woods darkened until the main light came from our campfire.
While sitting on an ancient log full of carved initials would never be my first choice, I’d begun to relax. Britt was sitting right beside me, and she was so content I couldn’t help but be glad I’d come along.
“Are you ready, Brittany?” Paul asked.
“Ready?” Britt shook her head. “Don’t tell me you’ve planned another scary story?”
Paul winked at his twin. “Come on, sis. We’ve gotta honor tradition.” He was sitting on the ground, resting against a big rock, with Sienna leaning against him. Paul began. “It was on a dark moonless night—”
“Like this one?” I couldn’t help asking.
“Precisely,” he said, unbothered by my interruption.
Great.
I moved closer to Britt and wrapped my arm around her. In general, I’m not a big fan of scary stories. Why Paul felt the need to tell one in the wilderness was beyond me.
Paul continued speaking, his face flickering from the light of the fire. “Ezekiel Bull was a logger whose hands were so tough his calluses had calluses.”
“What happened to the moonless night?” I whispered to Britt.
Britt just shook her head.
“Ezekiel Bull’s friends called him loyal, but his enemies called him mean and…” As Paul continued, the other campers stopped their conversations and moved closer to hear Paul’s story.
“But Ezekiel wasn’t as honorable as his friends would have liked. This big, mean man with calluses on calluses would cheat at cards. To the casual player, it seemed his luck during bunkhouse games would never run out. But in the mountains, at a logging camp, far from civilization, not all the poker players were so trusting.” 
Paul’s eyes searched beyond the fire as though the past were playing out before him. “Higgins was new to the camp. No one knew much about him. He never told anyone he used to be a hangman, but he could always spot a crook. One night he exposed Ezekiel Bull’s treachery to the whole camp. Everyone was outraged and pistols were drawn, but Ezekiel had disappeared in the confusion. He left the site riding a horse with nothing but the clothes on his back. The other men chased him, but riding horseback through the woods in the dark became too dangerous. All of them gave up. All but one.” 
Paul paused dramatically.
“Higgins the hangman,” someone murmured in the silence. 
“Yes,” Paul said. “Hangman Higgins wouldn’t give up. Day or night, neither man slept, and they rested their horses only when necessary. Higgins was always close behind, but he could never quite catch Ezekiel Bull.”
I whispered to Britt, “Wasn’t this supposed to be spooky?”
“Paul’s getting there,” Britt said.
She’d heard this story? Were Ezekiel Bull and Hangman Higgins part of Asato pop culture? Did Sienna already know what happened?
“Three nights later Ezekiel was leading his horse through an extra-treacherous stretch of mountain. Actually”—Paul paused and twisted toward one of the trails that spiderwebbed out of the campsite—“it must’ve happened near here.”
I 100 percent blame my
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