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      To Bruce

      For understanding me,

      and loving me anyway

   
      
      INITIAL
ATTACK

      
      Soon kindled and soon burnt.
      

      
      WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

      
   
      
      1

      
      Caught in the crosshairs of wind above the Bitterroots, the jump ship fought to find its stream. Fire boiling over the land
         jabbed its fists up through towers of smoke as if trying for a knockout punch.
      

      
      From her seat Rowan Tripp angled to watch a seriously pissed-off Mother Nature’s big show. In minutes she’d be inside it,
         enclosed in the mad world of searing heat, leaping flames, choking smoke. She’d wage war with shovel and saw, grit and guile.
         A war she didn’t intend to lose.
      

      
      Her stomach bounced along with the plane, a sensation she’d taught herself to ignore. She’d flown all of her life, and had
         fought wildfires every season since her eighteenth birthday. For the last half of those eight years she’d jumped fire.
      

      
      She’d studied, trained, bled and burned—outwilled pain and exhaustion to become a Zulie. A Missoula smoke jumper.

      
      She stretched out her long legs as best she could for a moment, rolled her shoulders under her pack to keep them loose.

      
      Beside her, her jump partner watched as she did. His fingers did a fast tap dance on his thighs. “She looks mean.”
      

      
      “We’re meaner.”

      
      He shot her a fast, toothy grin. “Bet your ass.”

      
      Nerves. She could all but feel them riding along his skin.

      
      Near the end of his first season, Rowan thought, and Jim Brayner needed to pump himself up before a jump. Some always would,
         she decided, while others caught short catnaps to bank sleep against the heavy withdrawals to come.
      

      
      She was first jump on this load, and Jim would be right behind her. If he needed a little juice, she’d supply it.

      
      “Kick her ass, more like. It’s the first real bitch we’ve jumped in a week.” She gave him an easy elbow jab. “Weren’t you
         the one who kept saying the season was done?”
      

      
      He tapped those busy fingers on his thighs to some inner rhythm. “Nah, that was Matt,” he insisted, grin still wide as he
         deflected the claim onto his brother.
      

      
      “That’s what you get with a couple Nebraska farm boys. Don’t you have a hot date tomorrow night?”

      
      “My dates are always hot.”

      
      She couldn’t argue, as she’d seen Jim snag women like rainbow trout anytime the unit had pulled a night off to kick it up
         in town. He’d hit on her, she remembered, about two short seconds after he’d arrived on base. Still, he’d been good-natured
         about her shutdown. She’d implemented a firm policy against dating within the unit.
      

      
      Otherwise, she might’ve been tempted. He had that open, innocent face offset by the quick grin, and the gleam in the eye.
         For fun, she thought, for a careless pop of the cork out of the lust bottle. For serious—even if she’d been looking for serious—he’d
         never do the trick. Though they were the same age, he was just too young, too fresh off the farm—and maybe just a little
         too sweet under the thin layer of green that hadn’t burned off quite yet.
      

      
      “Which girl’s going to bed sad and lonely if you’re still dancing with the dragon?” she asked him.
      

      
      “Lucille.”

      
      “That’s the little one—with the giggle.”

      
      His fingers tapped, tapped, tapped on his knee. “She does more than giggle.”

      
      “You’re a dog, Romeo.”

      
      He tipped back his head, let out a series of sharp barks that made her laugh.

      
      “Make sure Dolly doesn’t find out you’re out howling,” she commented. She knew—everyone knew—he’d been banging one of the
         base cooks like a drum all season.
      

      
      “I can handle Dolly.” The tapping picked up pace. “Gonna handle Dolly.”

      
      Okay, Rowan thought, something bent out of shape there, which was why smart people didn’t bang or get banged by people they
         worked with.
      

      
      She gave him a little nudge because those busy fingers concerned her. “Everything okay with you, farm boy?”

      
      His pale blue eyes met hers for an instant, then shifted away while his knees did a bounce under those drumming fingers. “No
         problems here. It’s going to be smooth sailing like always. I just need to get down there.”
      

      
      She put a hand over his to still it. “You need to keep your head in the game, Jim.”

      
      “It’s there. Right there. Look at her, swishing her tail,” he said. “Once us Zulies get down there, she won’t be so sassy.
         We’ll put her down, and I’ll be making time with Lucille tomorrow night.”
      

      
      Unlikely, Rowan thought to herself. Her aerial view of the fire put her gauge at a solid two days of hard, sweaty work.

      
      And that was if things went their way.

      
      Rowan reached for her helmet, nodded toward their spotter. “Getting ready. Stay chilly, farm boy.”

      
      “I’m ice.”
      

      
      Cards—so dubbed as he carried a pack everywhere—wound his way through the load of ten jumpers and equipment to the rear of
         the plane, attached the tail of his harness to the restraining line.
      

      
      Even as Cards shouted out the warning to guard their reserves, Rowan hooked her arm over hers. Cards, a tough-bodied vet,
         pulled the door open to a rush of wind tainted with smoke and fuel. As he reached for the first set of streamers, Rowan set
         her helmet over her short crown of blond hair, strapped it, adjusted her face mask.
      

      
      She watched the streamers doing their colorful dance against the smoke-stained sky. Their long strips kicked in the turbulence,
         spiraled toward the southwest, seemed to roll, to rise, then caught another bounce before whisking into the trees.
      

      
      Cards called, “Right!” into his headset, and the pilot turned the plane.

      
      The second set of streamers snapped out, spun like a kid’s wind-up toy. The strips wrapped together, pulled apart, then dropped
         onto the tree-flanked patch of the jump site.
      

      
      “The wind line’s running across that creek, down to the trees and across the site,” Rowan said to Jim.

      
      Over her, the spotter and pilot made more adjustments, and another set of streamers snapped out into the slipstream.

      
      “It’s got a bite to it.”

      
      “Yeah. I saw.” Jim swiped the back of his hand over his mouth before strapping on his helmet and mask.

      
      “Take her to three thousand,” Cards shouted.

      
      Jump altitude. As first man, first stick, Rowan rose to take position. “About three hundred yards of drift,” she shouted to
         Jim, repeating what she’d heard Cards telling the pilot. “But there’s that bite. Don’t get caught downwind.”
      

      
      “Not my first party.”

      
      She saw his grin behind the bars of his face mask—confident, even eager. But something in his eyes, she thought. Just for
         a flash. She started to speak again, but Cards, already in position to the right of the door, called out, “Are you ready?”
      

      
      “We’re ready,” she called back.

      
      “Hook up.”

      
      Rowan snapped the static line in place.

      
      “Get in the door!”

      
      She dropped to sitting, legs out in the wicked slipstream, body leaning back. Everything roared. Below her extended legs,
         fire ran in vibrant red and gold.
      

      
      There was nothing but the moment, nothing but the wind and fire and the twist of exhilaration and fear that always, always
         surprised her.
      

      
      “Did you see the streamers?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “You see the spot?”

      
      She nodded, bringing both into her head, following those colorful strips to the target.

      
      Cards repeated what she’d told Jim, almost word for word. She only nodded again, eyes on the horizon, letting her breath come
         easy, visualizing herself flying, falling, navigating the sky down to the heart of the jump spot.
      

      
      She went through her four-point check as the plane completed its circle and leveled out.

      
      Cards pulled his head back in. “Get ready.”

      
      Ready-steady, her father said in her head. She grabbed both sides of the door, sucked in a breath.
      

      
      And when the spotter’s hand slapped her shoulder, she launched herself into the sky.

      
      Nothing she knew topped that one instant of insanity, hurling herself into the void. She counted off in her mind, a task as
         automatic as breathing, and rolled in that charged sky to watch the plane fly past. She caught sight of Jim, hurtling after
         her.
      

      
      Again, she turned her body, fighting the drag of wind until her feet were down. With a yank and jerk, her canopy burst open. She scouted out Jim again, felt a tiny pop of relief when she saw
         his chute spread against the empty sky. In that pocket of eerie silence, beyond the roar of the plane, above the voice of
         the fire, she gripped her steering toggles.
      

      
      The wind wanted to drag her north, and was pretty insistent about it. Rowan was just as insistent on staying on the course
         she’d mapped out in her head. She watched the ground as she steered against the frisky crosscurrent that pinched its fingers
         on her canopy, doing its best to circle her into the tailwind.
      

      
      The turbulence that had caught the streamers struck her in gusty slaps while the heat pumped up from the burning ground. If
         the wind had its way, she’d overshoot the jump spot, fly into the verge of trees, risk a hang-up. Or worse, it could shove
         her west, and into the flames.
      

      
      She dragged hard on her toggle, glanced over in time to see Jim catch the downwind and go into a spin.

      
      “Pull right! Pull right!”

      
      “I got it! I got it.”

      
      But to her horror, he pulled left.

      
      “Right, goddamn it!”

      
      She had to turn for her final, and the pleasure of a near seamless slide into the glide path drowned in sheer panic. Jim soared
         west, helplessly towed by a horizontal canopy.
      

      
      Rowan hit the jump site, rolled. She gained her feet, slapped her release. And heard it as she stood in the center of the
         blaze.
      

      
      She heard her jump partner’s scream.

      
      THE SCREAM followed her as she shot up in bed, echoed in her head as she sat huddled in the dark.
      

      
      Stop, stop, stop! she ordered herself. And dropped her head on her updrawn knees until she got her breath back.
      

      
      No point in it, she thought. No point in reliving it, in going over all the details, all the moments, or asking herself, again, if she could’ve done just one thing differently.
      

      
      Asking herself why Jim hadn’t followed her drop into the jump spot. Why he’d pulled the wrong toggle. Because, goddamn it , he’d pulled the wrong toggle.
      

      
      And had flown straight into the towers and lethal branches of those burning trees.

      
      Months ago now, she reminded herself. She’d had the long winter to get past it. And thought she had.

      
      Being back on base triggered it, she admitted, and rubbed her hands over her face, back over the hair she’d had cut into a
         short, maintenance-free cap only days before.
      

      
      Fire season was nearly on them. Refresher training started in a couple short hours. Memories, regrets, grief—they were bound
         to pay a return visit. But she needed sleep, another hour before she got up, geared up for the punishing three-mile run.
      

      
      She was damn good at willing herself to sleep, anyplace, anytime. Coyote-ing in a safe zone during a fire, on a shuddering
         jump plane. She knew how to eat and sleep when the need and opportunity opened.
      

      
      But when she closed her eyes again, she saw herself back on the plane, turning toward Jim’s grin.

      
      Knowing she had to shake it off, she shoved out of bed. She’d grab a shower, some caffeine, stuff in some carbs, then do a
         light workout to warm up for the physical training test.
      

      
      It continued to baffle her fellow jumpers that she never drank coffee unless it was her only choice. She liked the cold and
         sweet. After she’d dressed, Rowan hit her stash of Cokes, grabbed an energy bar. She took both outside where the sky was still
         shy of first light and the air stayed chill in the early spring of western Montana.
      

      
      In the vast sky stars blinked out, little candles snuffed. She pulled the dark and quiet around her, found some comfort in
         it. In an hour, give or take, the base would wake, and testosterone would flood the air.
      

      
      Since she generally preferred the company of men, for conversation, for companionship, she didn’t mind being outnumbered by
         them. But she prized her quiet time, those little pieces of alone that became rare and precious during the season. Next best
         thing to sleep before a day filled with pressure and stress, she thought.
      

      
      She could tell herself not to worry about the run, remind herself she’d been vigilant about her PT all winter, was in the
         best shape of her life—and it didn’t mean a damn.
      

      
      Anything could happen. A turned ankle, a mental lapse, a sudden, debilitating cramp. Or she could just have a bad run. Others
         had. Sometimes they came back from it, sometimes they didn’t.
      

      
      And a negative attitude wasn’t going to help. She chowed down on the energy bar, gulped caffeine into her system and watched
         the day eke its first shimmer over the rugged, snow-tipped western peaks.
      

      
      When she ducked into the gym minutes later, she noted her alone time was over.

      
      “Hey, Trigger.” She nodded to the man doing crunches on a mat. “What do you know?”

      
      “I know we’re all crazy. What the hell am I doing here, Ro? I’m forty-fucking-three years old.”

      
      She unrolled a mat, started her stretches. “If you weren’t crazy, weren’t here, you’d still be forty-fucking-three.”

      
      At six-five, barely making the height restrictions, Trigger Gulch was a lean, mean machine with a west Texas twang and an
         affection for cowboy boots.
      

      
      He huffed through a quick series of pulsing crunches. “I could be lying on a beach in Waikiki.”

      
      “You could be selling real estate in Amarillo.”

      
      “I could do that.” He mopped his face, pointed at her. “Nine-to-five the next fifteen years, then retire to that beach in
         Waikiki.”
      

      
      “Waikiki’s full of people, I hear.”

      
      “Yeah, that’s the damn trouble.” He sat up, a good-looking man with gray liberally salted through his brown hair, and a scar
         snaked on his left knee from a meniscus repair. He smiled at her as she lay on her back, pulled her right leg up and toward
         her nose. “Looking good, Ro. How was your fat season?”
      

      
      “Busy.” She repeated the stretch on her left leg. “I’ve been looking forward to coming back, getting me some rest.”

      
      He laughed at that. “How’s your dad?”

      
      “Good as gold.” Rowan sat up, then folded her long, curvy body in two. “Gets a little wistful this time of year.” She closed
         ice-blue eyes and pulled her flexed feet back toward the crown of her head. “He misses the start-up, everybody coming back,
         but the business doesn’t give him time to brood.”
      

      
      “Even people who aren’t us like to jump out of planes.”

      
      “Pay good money for it, too. Had a good one last week.” She spread her legs in a wide vee, grabbed her toes and again bent
         forward. “Couple celebrated their fiftieth anniversary with a jump. Gave me a bottle of French champagne as a tip.”
      

      
      Trigger sat where he was, watching as she pushed to her feet to begin the first sun salutation. “Are you still teaching that
         hippie class?”
      

      
      Rowan flowed from Up Dog to Down Dog, turned her head to shoot Trigger a pitying look. “It’s yoga, old man, and yeah, I’m
         still doing some personal trainer work off-season. Helps keep the lard out of my ass. How about you?”
      

      
      “I pile the lard on. It gives me more to burn off when the real work starts.”

      
      “If this season’s as slow as last, we’ll all be sitting on fat asses. Have you seen Cards? He doesn’t appear to have turned
         down any second helpings this winter.”
      

      
      “Got a new woman.”

      
      “No shit.” Looser, she picked up the pace, added lunges.

      
      “He met her in the frozen food section of the grocery store in October, and moved in with her for New Year’s. She’s got a
         couple kids. Schoolteacher.”
      

      
      “Schoolteacher, kids? Cards?” Rowan shook her head. “Must be love.”

      
      “Must be something. He said the woman and the kids are coming out maybe late July, maybe spend the rest of the summer.”

      
      “That sounds serious.” She shifted to a twist, eyeing Trigger as she held the position. “She must be something. Still, he’d
         better see how she handles a season. It’s one thing to hook up with a smoke jumper in the winter, and another to stick through
         the summer. Families crack like eggs,” she added, then wished she hadn’t as Matt Brayner stepped in.
      

      
      She hadn’t seen him since Jim’s funeral, and though she’d spoken with his mother a few times, hadn’t been sure he’d come back.

      
      He looked older, she thought, more worn around the eyes and mouth. And heartbreakingly like his brother with the floppy mop
         of bleached wheat hair, the pale blue eyes. His gaze tracked from Trigger, met hers. She wondered what the smile cost him.
      

      
      “How’s it going?”

      
      “Pretty good.” She straightened, wiped her palms on the thighs of her workout pants. “Just sweating off some nerves before
         the PT test.”
      

      
      “I thought I’d do the same. Or just screw it and go into town and order a double stack of pancakes.”

      
      “We’ll get ’em after the run.” Trigger walked over, held out a hand. “Good to see you, Hayseed.”

      
      “You too.”

      
      “I’m going for coffee. They’ll be loading us up before too long.”

      
      As Trigger went out, Matt walked over, picked up a twenty-pound weight. Put it down again. “I guess it’s going to be weird,
         for a while anyway. Seeing me makes everybody … think.”
      

      
      “Nobody’s going to forget. I’m glad you’re back.”

      
      “I don’t know if I am, but I couldn’t seem to do anything else. Anyway. I wanted to say thanks for keeping in touch with my ma the way you have. It means a lot to her.”
      

      
      “I wish … Well, if wishes were horses I’d have a rodeo. I’m glad you’re back. See you at the van.”

      
      SHE UNDERSTOOD Matt’s sentiment, couldn’t seem to do anything else. It would sum up the core feelings of the men, and four women including
         herself, who piled into vans for the ride out to the start of the run for their jobs. She settled in, letting the ragging
         and bragging flow over her.
      

      
      A lot of insults about winter weight, and the ever-popular lard-ass remarks. She closed her eyes, tried to let herself drift
         as the nerves riding under the good-natured bullshit winging around the van wanted to reach inside and shake hands with her
         own.
      

      
      Janis Petrie, one of the four females in the unit, dropped down beside her. Her small, compact build had earned her the nickname
         Elf, and she looked like a perky head cheerleader.
      

      
      This morning, her nails sported bright pink polish and her shiny brown hair bounced in a tail tied with a circle of butterflies.

      
      She was pretty as a gumdrop, tended to giggle, and could—and did—work a saw line for fourteen hours straight.

      
      “Ready to rock, Swede?”

      
      “And roll. Why would you put on makeup before this bitch of a test?” Janis fluttered her long, lush lashes. “So these poor
         guys’ll have something pretty to look at when they stumble over the finish line. Seeing as I’ll be there first.”
      

      
      “You are pretty damn fast.”

      
      “Small but mighty. Did you check out the rookies?”

      
      “Not yet.”

      
      “Six of our kind in there. Maybe we’ll add enough women for a nice little sewing circle. Or a book club.”

      
      Rowan laughed. “And after, we’ll have a bake sale.”
      

      
      “Cupcakes. Cupcakes are my weakness. It’s such pretty country.” Janis leaned forward a little to get a clearer view out the
         window. “I always miss it when I’m gone, always wonder what I’m doing living in the city doing physical therapy on country
         club types with tennis elbow.”
      

      
      She blew out a breath. “Then by July I’ll be wondering what I’m doing out here, strung out on no sleep, hurting everywhere,
         when I could be taking my lunch break at the pool.”
      

      
      “It’s a long way from Missoula to San Diego.”

      
      “Damn right. You don’t have that pull-tug. You live here. For most of us, this is coming home. Until we finish the season
         and go home, then that feels like home. It can cross up the circuits.”
      

      
      She rolled her warm brown eyes toward Rowan as the van stopped. “Here we go again.”

      
      Rowan climbed out of the van, drew in the air. It smelled good, fresh and new. Spring, the kind with green and wildflowers
         and balmy breezes, wouldn’t be far off now. She scouted the flags marking the course as the base manager, Michael Little Bear,
         laid out requirements.
      

      
      His long black braid streamed down his bright red jacket. Rowan knew there’d be a roll of Life Savers in the pocket, a substitute
         for the Marlboros he’d quit over the winter.
      

      
      L.B. and his family lived a stone’s throw from the base, and his wife worked for Rowan’s father.

      
      Everyone knew the rules. Run the course, and get it done in under 22:30, or walk away. Try it again in a week. Fail that?
         Find a new summer job.
      

      
      Rowan stretched out—hamstrings, quads, calves.

      
      “I hate this shit.”

      
      “You’ll make it.” She gave him an elbow in the belly. “Think of a meat-lover’s pizza waiting for you on the other side of
         the line.”
      

      
      “Kiss my ass.”

      
      “The size it is now? That’d take me a while.”

      
      He snorted out a laugh as they lined up.
      

      
      She calmed herself. Got in her head, got in her body, as L.B. walked back to the van. When the van took off, so did the line.
         Rowan hit the timer button on her watch, merged with the pack. She knew every one of them—had worked with them, sweated with
         them, risked her life with them. And she wished them—every one—good luck and a good run.
      

      
      But for the next twenty-two and thirty, it was every man—and woman—for himself.

      
      She dug in, kicked up her pace and ran for, what was in a very large sense, her life. She made her way through the pack and,
         as others did, called out encouragement or jibes, whatever worked best to kick asses into gear. She knew there would be knees
         aching, chests hammering, stomachs churning. Spring training would have toned some, added insult to injuries on others.
      

      
      She couldn’t think about it. She focused on mile one, and when she passed the marker, noted her time at 4:12.

      
      Mile two, she ordered herself, and kept her stride smooth, her pace steady—even when Janis passed her with a grim smile. The
         burn rose up from her toes to her ankles, flowed up her calves. Sweat ran hot down her back, down her chest, over her galloping
         heart.
      

      
      She could slow her pace—her time was good—but the stress of imagined stumbles, turned ankles, a lightning strike from beyond,
         pushed her.
      

      
      Don’t let up.

      
      When she passed mile two she’d moved beyond the burn, the sweat, into the mindless. One more mile. She passed some, was passed
         by others, while her pulse pounded in her ears. As before a jump, she kept her eyes on the horizon—land and sky. Her love
         of both whipped her through the final mile.
      

      
      She blew past the last marker, heard L.B. call out her name and time. Tripp, fifteen-twenty. And ran another twenty yards before she could convince her legs it was okay to stop.
      

      
      Bending from the waist, she caught her breath, squeezed her eyes tightly shut. As always after the PT test she wanted to weep.
         Not from the effort. She—all of them—faced worse, harder, tougher. But the stress clawing at her mind finally retracted.
      

      
      She could continue to be what she wanted to be.

      
      She walked off the run, tuning in now as other names and times were called out. She high-fived with Trigger as he crossed
         three miles.
      

      
      Everyone who passed stayed on the line. A unit again, all but willing the rest to make it, make that time. She checked her
         watch, saw the deadline coming up, and four had yet to cross.
      

      
      Cards, Matt, Yangtree, who’d celebrated—or mourned—his fifty-fourth birthday the month before, and Gibbons, whose bad knee
         had him nearly hobbling those last yards.
      

      
      Cards wheezed in with three seconds to spare, with Yangtree right behind him. Gibbons’s face was a sweat-drenched study in
         pain and grit, but Matt? It seemed to Rowan he barely pushed.
      

      
      His eyes met hers. She pumped her fist, imagined herself dragging him and Gibbons over the last few feet while the seconds
         counted down. She swore she could see the light come on, could see Matt reaching in, digging down.
      

      
      He hit at 22:28, with Gibbons stumbling over a half second behind.

      
      The cheer rose then, the triumph of one more season.

      
      “Guess you two wanted to add a little suspense.” L.B. lowered his clipboard. “Welcome back. Take a minute to bask, then let’s
         get loaded.”
      

      
      “Hey, Ro!” She glanced over at Cards’s shout, in time to see him turn, bend over and drop his pants. “Pucker up!”

      
      And we’re back, she thought.

   
      
      2

      
      Gulliver Curry rolled out of his sleeping bag and took stock. Everything hurt, he decided. But that made a workable balance.
         He smelled snow, and a look out of his tent showed him, yes, indeed, a couple fresh inches had fallen overnight. His breath
         streamed out in clouds as he pulled on pants. The blisters on his blisters made dressing for the day an … experience.
      

      
      Then again, he valued experience.

      
      The day before, he, along with twenty-five other recruits, had dug fire line for fourteen hours, then topped off that little
         task with a three-mile hike, carrying an eighty-five-pound pack.
      

      
      They’d felled trees with crosscut saws, hiked, dug, sharpened tools, dug, hiked, scaled the towering pines, then dug some
         more.
      

      
      Summer camp for the masochist, he thought. Otherwise known as rookie training for smoke jumpers. Four recruits had already
         washed out—two of them hadn’t gotten past the initial PT test. His seven years’ fire experience, the last four on a hotshot
         crew, gave Gull some advantage.
      

      
      But that didn’t mean he felt fresh as a rosebud.
      

      
      He rubbed a hand over his face, scratching his palm over bristles from nearly a week without a razor. God, he wanted a hot
         shower, a shave and an ice-cold beer. Tonight, after a fun-filled hike through the Bitterroots, this time hauling a hundred-and-ten-pound
         pack, he’d get all three.
      

      
      And tomorrow, he’d start the next phase. Tomorrow he’d start learning how to fly.

      
      Hotshots trained like maniacs, worked like dogs, primarily on highpriority wilderness fires. But they didn’t jump out of
         planes. That, he thought, added a whole new experience. He shoved a hand through his thick mass of dark hair, then crawled
         out of the tent into the crystal snowscape of predawn.
      

      
      His eyes, feline green, tracked up to check the sky, and he stood for a moment in the still, tall and tough in his rough brown
         pants and bright yellow shirt. He had what he wanted here—or pieces of it—the knowledge that he could do what he’d come to
         do.
      

      
      He measured the height of the ponderosa pine to his left. Ninety feet, give or take. He’d walked up that bastard the day before,
         biting his gaffs into bark. And from that height, hooked with spikes and harness, he’d gazed out over the forest.
      

      
      An experience.

      
      Through the scent of snow and pine, he headed toward the cook tent as the camp began to stir. And despite the aches, the blisters—maybe
         because of them—he looked forward to what the day would bring.
      

      
      Shortly after noon, Gull watched the lodgepole pine topple. He shoved his hard hat back enough to wipe sweat off his forehead
         and nodded to his partner on the crosscut saw.
      

      
      “Another one bites the dust.”

      
      Dobie Karstain barely made the height requirement at five six. His beard and stream of dung brown hair gave him the look of
         a pint-sized mountain man, while the safety goggles seemed to emphasize the wild, wide eyes.
      

      
      Dobie hefted a chain saw. “Let’s cut her into bite-sized pieces.”
      

      
      They worked rhythmically. Gull had figured Dobie for a washout, but the native Kentuckian was stronger, and sturdier, than
         he looked. He liked Dobie well enough—despite the man’s distinctly red neck—and was working on reaching a level of trust.
      

      
      If Dobie made it through, odds were they’d be sawing and digging together again. Not on a bright, clear spring afternoon,
         but in the center of fire where trust and teamwork were as essential as a sharp Pulaski, the two-headed tool with ax and grub
         hoe.
      

      
      “Wouldn’t mind tapping that before she folds.”

      
      Gull glanced over at one of the female recruits. “What makes you think she’ll fold?”

      
      “Women ain’t built for this work, son.”

      
      Gull drew the blade of the saw through the pine. “Just for baby-making, are they?”

      
      Dobie grinned through his beard. “I didn’t design the model. I just like riding ’em.”

      
      “You’re an asshole, Dobie.”

      
      “Some say,” Dobie agreed in the same good-natured tone.

      
      Gull studied the woman again. Perky blond, maybe an inch or two shy of Dobie’s height. And from his point of view, she’d held
         up as well as any of them. Ski instructor out of Colorado, he recalled. Libby. He’d seen her retaping her blisters that morning.
      

      
      “I got twenty says she makes it all the way.”

      
      Dobie chuckled as another log rolled. “I’ll take your twenty, son.”

      
      When they finished their assignment, Gull retaped some of his own blisters. Then, as the instructors were busy, taped Dobie’s
         fresh ones.
      

      
      They moved through the camp to their waiting packs. Three miles to go, Gull thought, then he’d end this fine day with that
         shave, shower and cold beer.
      

      
      He sat, strapped on the pack, then pulled out a pack of gum. He offered a stick to Dobie.

      
      “Don’t mind if I do.”
      

      
      Together they rolled over to their hands and knees, then pushed to standing.

      
      “Just imagine you’re carrying a pretty little woman,” Dobie advised, with a wiggle of eyebrows in Libby’s direction.

      
      “A buck-ten’s pretty scrawny for my taste.”

      
      “She’ll feel like more by the time we’re done.”

      
      No question about it, Gull mused, and the instructor didn’t set what you’d call a meandering pace along the rocky, quad-burning
         trail.
      

      
      They pushed one another, that’s how it was done. Ragged one another, encouraged one another, insulted one another, to get
         the group another step, another yard. The spurring fact was, in a few weeks it would be real. And on the fire line everyone’s
         life depended on the other.
      

      
      “What do you do back in Kentucky?” Gull asked Dobie while a hawk screamed overhead and the smell of group sweat competed with
         pine.
      

      
      “Some of this, some of that. Last three seasons I doused fires

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
   
 

Enjoyed reading this Nora Roberts story? Check out the gripping standalone thriller, Shelter in Place, available now. Read on for a sneak peek . . .


PART ONE

INNOCENCE LOST

No acquisitions of guilt can compensate the loss of that solid inward comfort of mind, which is the sure companion of innocence and virtue; nor can in the least balance the evil of that horror and anxiety which, in their room, guilt introduces into our bosoms.

— HENRY FIELDING


Chapter One

ON FRIDAY, JULY 22, 2005, SIMONE KNOX ORDERED A large Fanta—orange—to go with her popcorn and Swedish Fish. The choice, her standard night- at- the- movies fare, changed her life, and very likely saved it. Still, she’d never drink Fanta again.

But at that moment she only wanted to settle down in the theater with her two best friends forEVER and lose herself in the dark.

Because her life—currently and absolutely for the rest of the summer, and maybe for all time—sucked beyond infinity.

The boy she loved, the boy she’d dated exclusively for seven months, two weeks, and four days, the boy  she’d imagined cruising through her upcoming senior year with—hand in hand, heart to heart—had dumped her.

In a text.


done wasting time cuz i got 2 b with somebody ready to b all the way with me and thats not u so we r done c u



Certain he couldn’t have meant it, she’d tried to call him—but he didn’t answer. She’d texted three times, humiliating herself.

Then she’d gone to his MySpace page. Humiliation was too weak a word for what she suffered.


Traded in the old DEFECTIVE model for a hot new one.
Simone out!
Tiffany in!
Shook off a LOSER and I’ll be rolling through the summer and into se­nior year with the hottest girl in the class of 2006.



His post—with pictures—had already generated comments. She might’ve been smart enough to know he’d ordered his friends to say mean, ugly things about her, but that didn’t lessen the sting or the embarrassment.

She grieved for days. She wallowed in the comfort and righteous anger of her two closest friends. She raged at her younger sister’s taunts, dragged herself to her summer job and the weekly tennis lessons at the club that her mother insisted on.

A text from her grandmother made her sniffle. CiCi might be meditating with the Dalai Lama in Tibet, rocking it out with the Stones in London, or painting in her studio on Tranquility Island, but she had a way of finding out anything and everything.


It hurts now, and the pain’s real, so hugs, my treasure. But give it a few weeks, and you’ll realize he’s just another asshole. Kick butt and namaste.



Simone  didn’t think Trent was an asshole (though both Tish and Mi agreed with CiCi). Maybe he’d tossed her aside—and in a  really mean way—just  because she wouldn’t do it with him. She just wasn’t ready to do it. Besides, Tish had done it with her ex-boyfriend  after the junior prom—and twice more—and he’d dumped her anyway.

The worst was, she still loved Trent and, in her desperate sixteen- year- old heart, knew she’d never love anyone else, ever again. Even though  she’d torn out the pages of her journal where  she’d written her  future names—Mrs. Trent Woolworth, Simone Knox- Woolworth, S. K. Woolworth—ripped them to shreds, then burned them, along with  every photo she had of him, in the patio firepit during a girl- power ceremony with her friends, she still loved him.

But, as Mi pointed out, she had to live, even though part of her just wanted to die, so she let her friends drag her to the movies.

Anyway, she was tired of sulking in her room, and she  really didn’t want to slump around the mall with her  mother and little  sister, so the movies won. Mi won, too, as it was her turn to pick, so Simone was stuck with some science- fiction deal called The Island Mi was crazy to see.

Tish  didn’t mind the pick. As a  future actress, she felt that experiencing movies and plays was both a duty and pre-career training. Plus Ewan McGregor ranked in Tish’s top five movie boyfriends.

“Let’s get seats. I want good ones.” Mi, small, compact, with dark, dramatic eyes and a thick wedge of black hair, gathered her popcorn—no fake butter—her drink, and the peanut M&M’s she favored.

Mi had turned seventeen in May, dated sporadically, as she currently preferred science to boys, and skimmed just above the nerd line only because of her prowess as a gymnast and solid slot on the cheerleading squad.

A squad unfortunately captained by one Tiffany Bryce, boyfriend stealer and slut.

“I need the ladies’.” Tish—double- fake- butter popcorn, a Coke, and Junior Mints—pushed her snacks at her friends. “I’ll find you.”

“Don’t fool around with your face and hair,” Mi warned her. “Nobody can see them anyway, once the movie starts.”

And she was already perfect, Simone thought as she juggled Tish’s popcorn on the way to one of the three theaters in the DownEast Mall Cineplex.

Tish had long, smooth, silky chestnut- brown hair—with professional golden highlights because her mother wasn’t stuck in nineteen-fifty-whatever. Her face—Simone loved studying faces—a classic oval, added flirty charm with dimples; and the dimples flirted often, as Tish always found something to smile about. Simone figured she’d smile a lot, too, if she’d turned out tall and curvy, with bright blue eyes and dimples.

On top of every­thing, Tish’s parents totally supported her ambition to pursue acting.  She’d hit the jackpot in Simone’s mind. Looks, personality, brains, and parents who actually had a clue.

But Simone loved Tish anyway.

The three of them already had plans—secret ones for now because Simone’s parents completely did not have a clue—to spend the summer after graduation in New York.

Maybe  they’d even move there—it had to be more exciting than Rockpoint, Maine.

Simone figured a sand dune in the Sahara had to be more exciting than Rockpoint, Maine.

But New York? Bright lights, hordes of  people.

Freedom!

Mi could study to be a doctor at Columbia, Tish could study acting and go on auditions. And she . . . could study something.

Something that  wasn’t law, as her own clueless parents wanted. Not surprising, and so lame and clichéd because her father was a big-shot lawyer.

Ward Knox would be disappointed, but that’s how it had to be.

Maybe she’d study art and become a famous artist like CiCi. That would freak her parents out awesomely. And, like CiCi,  she’d take and discard lovers at her whim. (When she was ready to do it).

That would show Trent Woolworth.

“Come out,” Mi ordered, giving her an elbow bump.

“What? I’m right here.”

“No, you’re in the Simone Brood Zone. Come out, join the world.”

Maybe she liked it in the SBZ, but . . . “I have to open the door with the power of my mind  because my hands are full. Okay, done. I’m back.”

“The mind of Simone Knox is an awesome  thing to behold.”

“I must use it for good, and not use it to melt Tiffany into a puddle of slut goo.”

“You  don’t have to anyway. Her brain’s already a puddle of slut goo.”

Friends, Simone thought, always knew the right  thing to say. She would rejoin the world with Mi—and Tish, whenever Tish stopped playing with her already- perfect face and hair and came out—and leave the SBZ  behind.

A Friday night opening meant she walked into a theater already half- full. Mi grabbed three seats dead center, took the third one in from the aisle so Simone—still heart tender—could take the one between her and Tish, whose longer legs earned the aisle seat.

Mi shifted in her seat.  She’d already calculated they had six minutes until the lights dimmed.

“You’ve got to go to Allie’s party tomorrow night.”

The SBZ beckoned. “I’m not ready for a party, and you know Trent’s going to be  there with that slut- goo- brain Tiffany.”

“That’s the point, Sim. If you don’t go, everybody’s going to think you’re, like, hiding out, that you’re not over him.”

“I am, and I’m not.”

“The point,” Mi insisted. “You  don’t give him the satisfaction. You go with us—Tish is going with Scott, but he’s cool—and you wear something amazing, let Tish do your makeup because she’s got the skills. And you act like: Who, what, him? You know,  you’re so over that. You make a statement.”

Simone felt the SBZ pulling her. “I  don’t think I can face it. Tish is the actress, not me.”

“You played Rizzo in Grease for the spring musical. Tish was awesome as Sandy, but you  were an equally awesome Rizzo.”

“Because I’ve had dance lessons and can sing a little.”

“You sing  great—and you did  great. Be Rizzo at Allie’s party, you know, all confident and sexy and up yours.”

“I don’t know, Mi.” But she could, sort of, imagine it. And how Trent, seeing her all confident and sexy and up yours, would want her again.

Then Tish rushed in, dropped down, gripped Simone’s hand. “You’re not  going to freak.”

“Why would I . . . Oh no. Please!”

“The slut’s putting on fresh lip gloss, and the creep’s hanging outside the ladies’ like a good dog.”

“Crap.” Mi curled her fingers around Simone’s arm. “Maybe they’re  going to one of the other movies.”

“No, they’re coming here, because that’s what my life is.” Mi tightened her grip. “Don’t even think about leaving. He’d see you and you’d look and feel like a loser.  You’re not a loser. This is your dress rehearsal for Allie’s party.”

“She’s going?” Tish’s dimples flashed and flickered. “You talked her into it?”

“We’re working on it. Just sit.” Mi angled herself just enough. “You’re right, they’re coming in. Just stay,” she hissed as Simone’s arm trembled  under her hand. “You  don’t even notice them.  We’re right  here.”

“Right  here, now and forever,” Tish echoed, giving Simone’s hand a squeeze. “We’re a . . . a wall of disdain. Got it?”

They walked by, the blonde with the tumble of curls and snugly cropped jeans, and the golden boy—tall, so handsome, quarterback of the championship Wildcats.

Trent gave Simone the slow smile that had once melted her heart, and deliberately ran a hand down Tiffany’s back, letting it slide to her butt and linger  there.

Tiffany turned her head as Trent whispered in her ear and looked over her shoulder. Smirked with her perfect, freshly glossed lips.

Brokenhearted, her life a Trent- less void, Simone still had too much of her grandmother in her to take that kind of insult.

She smirked right back and shot up her  middle finger.

Mi let out a snorting giggle. “Way to go, Rizzo.”

Though Simone’s broken heart thudded, she made herself watch as Trent and Tiffany sat three rows ahead, and immediately began to make out.

“All men want sex,” Tish said wisely. “I mean, why wouldn’t they? But when that’s all they want,  they’re not worth it.”

“We’re better than she is.” Mi passed Tish her Junior Mints and Coke. “Because that’s all she’s got.”

“You’re right.” Maybe her eyes stung a little, but there was a burning inside her heart, and the burn felt like healing. She handed Tish her popcorn. “I’m going to Allie’s party.”

Tish let out a laugh—deliberately mocking and loud. Enough to make Tiffany jerk. Tish shot Simone a grin. “We’ll rule that party.”

Simone clamped her popcorn between her thighs so she could link hands with her friends. “I love you guys.”

By the time the previews ended Simone had stopped watching the silhouettes three rows down. Mostly. She’d expected to brood through the movie—actually planned on it—but found herself caught up. Ewan McGregor was dreamy, and she liked how strong and brave Scarlett Johansson came across.

But fifteen minutes in, she realized she should’ve gone to the bathroom with Tish—though that would’ve been a disaster with lip-gloss Tiffany in  there—or she should’ve taken it a lot easier on the Fanta.

Twenty minutes in, she gave up. “I’ve gotta pee,” she whispered.

“Come on!” Mi whispered back.

“I’ll be fast.”

“You want me to go with you?”

She shook her head at Tish, gave her what was left of the popcorn and Fanta to hold.

She shuffled by, strode quickly up the aisle.  After making the turn to the right, she hurried to the ladies’, shoved the door open.

Empty, no waiting. Relieved, she grabbed a stall, and contemplated as she emptied her bladder.

She’d handled the situation. Maybe CiCi had been right. Maybe she was close to realizing Trent was an asshole.

But he was so, so cute, and he had that smile, and—

“Doesn’t matter,” she muttered. “Assholes can be cute.”

Still, she thought about it as she washed her hands, as she studied herself in the mirror over the sink.

She  didn’t have Tiffany’s long blond curls or bold blue eyes or killer bod. She was, as far as she could tell, just average.

Average brown hair her  mother wouldn’t let her have high-lighted. Just wait until she hit eighteen and could do whatever she wanted with her own hair. She wished she  hadn’t worn it in a ponytail tonight, because it suddenly made her feel juvenile. Maybe she’d cut it. Spike and punk it up. Maybe.

Her mouth was too wide, even if Tish said it was sexy, like Julia Roberts.

Brown eyes, but not deep and dramatic like Mi’s. Just brown, like her stupid hair. Of course Tish, being Tish, said they were amber.

But that was just a fancy word for brown.

That  didn’t  matter,  either. Maybe she was average, but she wasn’t fake. Like Tiffany, whose hair was brown, too, under the bleach.

“I’m not a fake,” she said to the mirror. “And Trent Woolworth’s an asshole. Tiffany Bryce is a slut- bitch. They can both go to hell.”

With a decisive nod, she held her head high and walked out of the bathroom.

She thought the loud pops—firecrackers?—and the screams were from the movie. Cursing herself for stalling and missing an important scene, she quickened her pace.

As she neared the theater door, it burst open. The man, eyes wild, took one stumbling step before he fell forward.

Blood—was that blood? His hands clawed at the green carpet—the carpet where red spread—then stilled.

Flashes, she saw flashes through the door that was wedged open a few inches by the man’s legs. Blasts and blasts, screams. And  people, shadows and silhouettes, falling,  running, falling.

And the figure, dark in the dark, walking methodically up the rows.

She watched, frozen, as that figure turned and shot a woman in the back who was running.

She couldn’t breathe. If she’d been capable of drawing a breath, it would’ve expelled in a scream.

Part of her brain rejected what  she’d seen. It couldn’t be real. It had to be like the movie. Just pretend. But instinct kicked in, had her running back to the bathroom, crouching behind the door.

Her hands  didn’t want to work, fumbled on her purse, fumbled on her phone.

Her  father had insisted on nine-one-one as her first memory code on the phone.

Her vision wavered, and her breath came now, came in ragged pants.

“Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

“He’s killing them. He’s killing them. Help! My friends. Oh God, oh God. He’s shooting people.”

 

REED QUARTERMAINE HATED WORKING weekends. He wasn’t crazy about working in the mall,  either, but he wanted to go back to college in the fall. And college included this  little detail they called tuition. Add in books, housing, food, and you had to work weekends at the mall.

His parents covered most of the freight, but they  couldn’t manage it all. Not with his  sister heading off in another year, and his  brother already three years in at American University in D.C.

He sure as hell didn’t want to wait tables for the rest of his life, so college. And maybe before he donned another cap and gown he would figure out just what the hell he did want to do for the rest of his life.

But summers, he waited  tables, and tried to look on the bright side. The restaurant’s mall location worked okay, and the tips didn’t suck. Maybe waiting tables at Mangia five nights a week with a double shift on Saturdays killed his social life, but he ate well.

Bowls of pasta, loaded pizzas, hunks of Mangia’s renowned tiramisu  hadn’t put much meat on his long, bony frame, but it  wasn’t for lack of trying.

His  father once had hope his middle child would follow in his football- star cleat- prints, as his oldest son had—resoundingly. But Reed’s complete lack of skill on the field and skinny frame dashed those hopes. Still, standing on a yard of leg by the time he’d hit sixteen, with a willingness to run all damn day, had made him a minor sort of star on varsity track, so that balanced it out some.

Then his  sister took the heat off with her fierce talent on the soccer field.

He served a table of four their starters—insalata mista for the mother, gnocchi for the dad, mozzarella sticks for the boy, and fried ravioli for the girl. He flirted harmlessly with the girl, who gave him long, shy smiles. Harmless because he figured she was maybe fourteen and off the radar for a college man heading into his sophomore year.

Reed knew how to flirt harmlessly with young girls, older women, and pretty much all in between. Tips mattered, and he’d honed the charm for customers after four summers of waiting  tables.

He covered his section—families, some old  couples, a scatter of date- night thirty- whatevers. Probably dinner and a movie, which made him think he’d see if Chaz—assistant manager at GameStop—wanted to catch the late showing of The Island  after their shifts.

He ran credit cards—chatting up  table three had bagged him a solid twenty percent—turned  tables, swung in and out of the insane kitchen, and finally hit break time.

“Dory, taking my ten.”

The head waitress gave his section a quick scan, gave him the nod.

He stepped out of the double glass doors and into the Friday night mayhem. He had considered texting Chaz and taking his ten in the kitchen, but he wanted out. Plus he knew Angie worked the Fun In The Sun kiosk on Friday nights, and he could take four or five of his ten for some not- so- harmless flirting.

She had an off- and- on boyfriend, but the last word he heard said off. He could try his luck  there and maybe score a date with somebody whose miserable schedule matched his own.

He moved fast on long legs through shoppers, through cliques of teenage girls and the teenage boys who scouted them, around moms pushing strollers or herding toddlers, through the incessant brain- numbing  music he no longer heard.

He had a mop of black hair—his  mother’s Italian half. Dory didn’t bug him about getting a trim, and his dad had finally given up. His eyes, deep set, pale green against olive- toned skin, brightened when he saw Angie at the kiosk. He slowed his pace, slipped his hands into his trouser pockets—casual—and sauntered over.

“Hey. How’s it going?”

She flashed him a smile, rolled her pretty brown eyes. “Busy. Everybody’s going to the beach but me.”

“And me.” He leaned on the  counter with its display of sunglasses, hoping he looked smooth in his uniform of white shirt, black vest and pants. “I’m thinking of catching The Island, it’s got a ten- forty- five last show. It’s almost like a trip to the beach, am I right? Want in?”

“Oh . . . I  don’t know.” She fussed with her hair, a beachy blond that went with the golden tan he suspected she got from the self-tanner in another display. “I do kind of want to see it.” Hope sprang, and Chaz was bumped off his list.

“Gotta make some fun, right?”

“Yeah, but . . . I sort of told Misty we’d hang  after closing.”

Chaz jumped back on the list. “That’s cool. I was heading down to see if Chaz wanted to catch it. We could all go.”

“Maybe.” She flashed that smile again. “Yeah, maybe. I’ll ask her.”

“Great. I’m heading down to see Chaz.” He shifted to give more room to the  woman waiting patiently while her kid—another who hit about fourteen—tried on half a zillion pairs of sunglasses. “You can text me either way.”

“If I could have two pairs,” the girl began, checking herself out in a pair with metallic blue lenses, “I’d have a spare.”

“One, Natalie. This is your spare.”

“I’ll text you,” Angie murmured, then shifted to work mode. “Those look awesome on you.”

“Really?”

“Totally,” Reed heard Angie say as he headed off. He quickened his pace—he had to make up time.

GameStop buzzed with its usual crowd of geeks and nerds and, for the younger geeks and nerds, the glazed- eyed parents trying to move them along.

Monitors previewed a variety of games—the PG variety on the wall screens. The less friendly ones  were on individual laptops—for use with over- eighteen ID or with parental supervision.

He spotted Chaz—king of the nerds—explaining some game to a confused- looking woman.

“If he’s into military- style game play, strategy and arc building, he’d go for it.” Chaz shoved his coke- bottle glasses up on his nose. “It’s only been out a  couple weeks.”

“It seems so . . . violent. Is it appropriate?”

“Sixteenth birthday, you said.” He gave Reed a quick nod. “And he’s into the Splinter Cell series. If he’s good with  those, he’d be good with this.”

She sighed. “I guess boys are always going to play war. I’ll take it, thanks.”

“They’ll ring you up at the register. Thanks for shopping at GameStop.  Can’t hang, man,” he told Reed as the customer walked away. “Slammed.”

“Thirty seconds. Late show, The Island.”

“I’m all about it. Clones, baby.”

“Solid. I’ve got Angie on the hook for it, but she wants to bring Misty on.”

“Oh, well, I—”

“Don’t let me down, man. It’s the closest I’ve got to a date out of her.”

“Yeah, but Misty’s a little scary. And . . . Do I have to pay for her?”

“It’s not a date. I’m working on turning it into a date. For me, not for you.  You’re my wingman, and Misty’s Angie’s. Clones,” he reminded Chaz.

“Okay. I guess. Jeez. I  wasn’t figuring on—”

“Great,” Reed said before Chaz changed his mind. “Gotta book. Meet you there.”

He rushed out. It was happening! Group nondate could clear the way for a one- on- one let’s- hang- out and that opened the door to the possibility of a  little touch.

He could use a  little touch. But right now he had three minutes to make it back to Mangia or Dory would scorch his ass.

He started to lope when he heard what sounded like firecrackers or a series of backfires. It made him think of GameStop’s shooting games. More puzzled than alarmed, he glanced back.

Then the screaming started. And the thunder.

Not from  behind, he realized, from up ahead. The thunder was dozens of people running. He jumped out of the way as a  woman careened toward him racing behind a stroller where the kid inside wailed.

Was that blood on her face?

“What—”

She kept  running, her mouth wide in a  silent scream.

An avalanche rolled behind her. People stampeding, stomping on discarded shopping bags, tripping over them, and as some fell, over each other.

A man skidded over the floor, his glasses bouncing off to be crushed  under someone’s foot. Reed grabbed his arm.

“What’s happening?”

“He’s got a gun. He shot—he shot—”

The man shoved to his feet, ran on in a limping sprint. A couple of teenage girls ran weeping and screaming into a store at his left.

And he realized the noise—gunfire—came not only from in front of him, but also from behind him. He thought of Chaz, a thirty- second sprint behind him, and his restaurant family, double that ahead.

“Hide, man,” he muttered to Chaz. “Find somewhere to hide.”

And he ran  toward the restaurant.

The cracking, popping sounds went on and on, seeming to come from everywhere now. Glass shattered and crashed, a  woman with a bloodied leg huddled under a bench and moaned. He heard more screams—and, worse, the way they cut off, like a sliced tape.

Then he saw the  little boy in red shorts and an Elmo T-shirt staggering like a drunk past Abercrombie & Fitch.

The display window exploded.  People scattered, dived for cover, and the kid fell down, crying for his mother.

Across the mall, he saw a gunman—boy?—laughing as he fired, fired, fired. On the ground, a man’s body jerked as the bullets tore into him.

Reed scooped up the kid in the Elmo T- shirt on the run, hooking him  under one arm like the football he’d never been able to  handle.

The gunfire—and he would never, never forget the sound of it—came closer. Front and back. Everywhere.

He’d never make it to Mangia, not with the kid. He veered off,  running on instinct, did a kind of sliding dive into the kiosk.

Angie, the girl he’d flirted with five minutes before, a lifetime before, lay sprawled in a pool of blood. Her pretty brown eyes stared at him while the kid hooked  under his arm wailed.

“Oh God, oh Jesus. Oh Jesus, oh God.”

The shooting wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop.

“Okay, okay,  you’re okay. What’s your name? I’m Reed, what’s your name?”

“Brady. I want Mommy!”

“Okay, Brady, we’re  going to find her in just a minute, but now we have to be  really quiet. Brady! How old are you?”

“This many.” He held up four fingers as fat tears splashed on his cheeks.

“That’s a big guy, right? We have to be quiet.  There are bad guys. You know about bad guys?”

With tears and snot running down his face, eyes huge with shock, Brady nodded.

“We’re  going to be quiet so the bad guys  don’t find us. And I’m  going to call for the good guys. For the police.” He did his best to block the boy’s view of Angie, did his best to block his own mind from the idea of her, of her and death.

He yanked open one of the sliding doors for storage, shoved out stock. “Climb in there, okay? Like Hide and Seek. I’m right here, but you get in  there while I call the good guys.”

He nudged the kid in, got out his phone, and that’s when he saw how badly his hands shook.

“Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

“DownEast Mall,” he began.

“Police are responding. Are you in the mall?”

“Yeah. I’ve got a kid with me. I put him in the stock cabinet in the Fun In The Sun kiosk. Angie—the girl who worked it. She’s dead. She’s dead. God. There are at least two of them shooting  people.”

“Can you tell me your name?”

“Reed Quartermaine.”

“Okay, Reed, do you feel you’re safe where you are?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Sorry. You’re in a kiosk so you have some cover. I’m going to advise you to stay where you are, to shelter in place. You have a child with you?”

“He said his name’s Brady, and he’s four. He got separated from his  mother. I  don’t know if she’s . . . ” He looked around, saw Brady had curled up, eyes glazed over, as he sucked his thumb. “He’s probably, you know, in shock or whatever.”

“Try to stay calm, Reed, and quiet. The police are on scene.”

“They’re still shooting. They just keep shooting. Laughing. I heard him laughing.”

“Who was laughing, Reed?”

“He was shooting, the glass exploded, the guy on the ground, he kept shooting him and laughing. Jesus God.”

He heard shouting—not the screams, but like war cries. Something tribal and triumphant. And more shots, then . . .

“It stopped. The shooting stopped.”

“Stay where you are, Reed. Help is coming to you. Stay where you are.”

He looked down at the boy again. The glassy eyes met his. He said, “Mommy.”

“We’re going to find her in a minute. The good guys are coming. They’re coming.”

That was the worst part, he’d think later. The waiting . . . with the smell of gunfire burning the air, the calls for help, the moans and sobbing. And seeing the blood on his own shoes of the girl he would never take to the movies.
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