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            Killer Quest: The Search for the Cloudkiss Killer’s Bones

         
         
            Hosted by the Human Beasties Podcast
Six days of true crime gory glory

               
                  Event Schedule

                  
                     Day 1

                     
                        	7:00 a.m.–12:00 p.m. Registration*

                        	7:00 a.m.–12:00 p.m. Canteen Open

                        	12:00 p.m.–2:00 p.m. Welcome Lunch*

                        	2:00 p.m. Human Beasties Live Show
                        

                        	6:00–8:00 p.m. Dinner 

                        	8:00 p.m. Happy Hour with Sandra and Kevin

                     

                  
                  
                     Days 2–5

                     
                        	6:00–9:00 a.m. Canteen Open

                        	8:00–9:00 a.m. Forensics & Crime Scene Instructions (Day 2 only)*

                        	6:00–8:00 p.m. Dinner 

                        	8:00 p.m. True Crime Campfire Activities

                     

                  
                  
                     Day 6

                     
                        	6:00–9:00 a.m. Canteen Open

                        	12:00–2:00 p.m. Celebratory Killer Quest Luncheon and Awards

                        	2:00–5:00 p.m. Checkout*/Last chance to purchase Human Beasties and Killer Quest merch
                           
                              	*mandatory

                           

                        

                     

                  
               
            
         
         

   
      
      
      
         
            One
Lucy

         
         
            Day 1

            This is where he jumped. Where he edged out past the wooden barrier, onto the lichen-covered rocks. Where he gripped the trunk
               of a twisted pine and gazed into the depths below.
            

            
            I remember his face was ghostly white against the fog, his dark eyes wide. He looked between the police and the yawning canyon,
               and chose the canyon.
            

            
            He leapt into the mist.

            
            I spent half an hour with the Cloudkiss Killer, but the thing I think about most is the moment of his death.

            
            The space against the sky where he was until he wasn’t.

            
            I stare at it now, the lone white pine clinging to the side of the cliff. The green-brown mountains in the distance, barely
               visible through the fog.
            

            
            He must be dead because no one could survive that fall. Not even a monster like Joseph Kincaid. But the police never found
               his body. They searched the canyon for days and days, and all they found was a shoe.
            

            
            I glance around now to make sure no one is watching, and then I hop the barrier and edge out as far as I can. I go the last few feet on my hands and knees, gripping the rock. I slide on my belly until I can stare straight down to the bottom of the canyon. But there’s nothing to see except fog—thick as smoke, gray and heavy as a funeral dress. 

            
            Maybe Kincaid’s still down there.

            
            Maybe the fog swallowed him whole.

            
            Maybe he is the fog now. The thought sends a shiver down my spine.

            
            “L’appel du vide,” someone murmurs from behind me. 

            
            I startle, coming at least an inch off the ground, which moves me closer to the edge of the cliff, so that half my body dangles
               into space. Panic surges through me, and I clutch hard at the rock, hard enough that my fingernails skitter on the stone and
               one of them splinters. All the breath has left my body, and I’m frozen, not breathing, not moving, staring down into the canyon,
               sure that it is eager to swallow me up too.
            

            
            “Sorry,” the person says. It’s a girl’s voice. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you all right?” She does sound sorry, her
               voice soft with contrition.
            

            
            My breath releases in a cloud of vapor that reminds me it’s cold, it’s autumn, and I am lying on bare stone 1,800 feet in
               the air. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say roughly. I climb backward, away from the edge, until my body meets the post of the wooden
               railing. As I press my back against it, I realize I’m trembling.
            

            
            “I’m Carolina,” the girl says. It’s a name that ought to sound like molasses, but in her voice it’s only melodic. I tip back my head and look up at her, where she sits on top of the barrier a few feet away. 

            
            I don’t think I’ve ever met someone while looking up at them from the ground before. Black leggings and old brown hiking boots,
               the heavy kind. A burgundy raincoat over a lavender sweater. Long red-brown hair under a white beanie. Peaches-and-cream skin,
               a round, dramatically pretty face. A pair of dark brown eyes, staring out at the canyon, a dreamy lost look in them.
            

            
            “Lucy,” I finally say.

            
            Carolina’s eyes flick down to me. “Your name tag says ‘Geraldine.’”

            
            I touch the plastic name tag hanging from my neck. It was waiting for me at registration, along with the rest of my false
               identity. Geraldine is my grandmother’s name. I paid for the contest with her credit card and used all her information to
               register since I’m underage. She never looks at her credit card bills, so she probably won’t even notice before I can pay
               her back. If I’m lucky, my parents will never find out I came here either. They think I’m visiting my cousin at Sewanee.
            

            
            “I go by my middle name . . . for obvious reasons,” I say.

            
            Carolina smiles, but I can’t read the expression behind it. “I don’t know. I like Geraldine. It sounds vintage.”

            
            “Are you here for the Human Beasties contest too?” I ask. The park is closed to regular visitors for the week, so she must be another contestant. But she’s not
               wearing a name tag and isn’t at all what I imagined a true crime nut would look like. She holds a lead pencil and a sketchbook,
               open to a drawing I can’t quite make out from my place on the ground.
            

            
            She sees me looking at the sketchbook and closes it quickly. “Just sketching the landscape,” she explains. “And, yeah, I’m here for Killer Quest. You know, I’ve never been camping before. Have you?” 

            
            Not in two years. Not since the Cloudkiss Killer found me. Not since I watched him leap off this cliff. I’ve barely even been
               on a hike.
            

            
            “Yeah, my family went camping all the time,” I say, trying to sound casual. “What did you say to me earlier? It sounded French.”
               I took one semester of French, but I was awful at it. I couldn’t get my stubborn Tennessee accent to swallow all those unpronounced
               letters.
            

            
            “L’appel du vide,” Carolina says. “It means ‘the call of the void.’ It’s that urge you get to leap off high places for no
               reason. Haven’t you ever had it?”
            

            
            “No,” I say.

            
            “Hmm,” Carolina says before lapsing back into silence. I feel like I gave her the wrong answer and she thinks less of me for
               it, as silly as that sounds.
            

            
            Not that it matters what one of these true crime buffs thinks of me. Even if she is painfully beautiful. I’m only here to
               find Joseph Kincaid’s bones and get rid of the hold he has on me. To lay what happened to me two years ago to rest and go
               back to who I was before.
            

            
            That way, I won’t have to think about him while I lace my shoes, while I drive to school, while I walk alone down a hallway.
               That way, I can get on with my life.
            

            
            Cloudkiss Canyon is oppressive and terrifying, and the thought of a whole week here with a bunch of true crime fans is deeply unnerving, but the thought of living with Kincaid in my head for the rest of my life is way scarier. 

            
            “Did you come by yourself?” Carolina asks.

            
            I nod.

            
            “Me too. Where are you from?”

            
            I pretend to be checking my jacket pocket for something while I take a moment to think. Has she already figured out who I
               am? Or are these just innocent questions? The media never released my name and age, but of course those details leaked out,
               the way they always do. People love a survival story. A few reporters even managed to snap my photo. I was never remarkable-looking
               to begin with, and now that I’ve cut off most of my hair and grown several inches, there’s no reason for anyone to recognize
               me. At least that’s what I’m telling myself. But that doesn’t mean I have to say I’m from Nashville.
            

            
            “I’m from the Outer Banks in North Carolina,” I finally say, remembering our last family vacation. Ocean and wild horses.
               “You?”
            

            
            “Honey Valley, just a few towns over from Racksen,” she says.

            
            Racksen is the nearest town to here. It’s a dismal place full of convenience stores and auto repair shops. “What’s Honey Valley
               like?” I ask, conjuring green fields humming with bees.
            

            
            Carolina shrugs. “There’s nothing interesting about it. God and guns like every other little Georgia town.” But she doesn’t
               sound like a Georgia girl—her accent’s as neutral as a newscaster’s. I’d think she were lying if it weren’t for the bitterness
               in her voice.
            

            
            “Did you join the contest group chat? There are people from all over,” Carolina says, as if eager to change the subject. “One guy’s even flying in from Alaska. Can you believe that? I wonder who all we’ll meet. Should be a lot of interesting people.” 

            
            I don’t reply. Meeting new people isn’t really my thing. Plus, I did look into the group chat, and it was exactly what I expected.
               A bunch of people with safe, boring lives getting vicarious thrills from true crime. There were fifty spots, but only forty-seven
               have been taken. Apparently, most true crime enthusiasts prefer their gore from the safety of their cars while they commute
               home to the suburbs. Few are willing to take a trip to north Georgia, to climb through rough terrain, to camp outdoors in
               all weather, to touch a corpse. The ones who are willing to come are the die-hard Beastie Babes, as fans of the Human Beasties podcast like to call themselves. I’m pretty sure I’ll hate every single one of them.
            

            
            My silence must make Carolina uneasy because she glances over her shoulder. “Looks like more people are arriving. I’m going
               to go check them out. See you later, Geraldine. Oh, and watch out for the fog—there’s no telling what might come out of it.”
               I think she’s joking, but she doesn’t smile. She throws her legs over the barrier, sliding clumsily to the ground.
            

            
            “Bye,” I say weakly, unsettled by her words. I go back to staring at the canyon, where over and over again I imagine Joseph
               Kincaid’s ghost-white face looking back at me, his eyes wide and dark behind his wire-rimmed glasses. The moment he leapt
               and disappeared.
            

            
            What does a serial killer think about as he plummets to the earth?

            
            Did he think of me, the girl he broke, the girl he ruined, without ever touching my skin?

            
            I shake my head. I can’t sit around like this, thinking of Kincaid, or I’ll never make it through the week. I get up off the
               ground and brush the dirt from my hiking pants, stretch the cold stiffness from my limbs.
            

            
            I turn my back resolutely to the canyon and wander into the woods instead, along a trail lined with pine needles. Once the
               trees close around me, blocking out the sky, I realize how alone I am. This is exactly the thing I’ve avoided for the last
               two years. I always surround myself with people—my family, my softball team, my classmates—even though a part of me longs
               to be alone.
            

            
            Well, for the first time in two years, I am. Alone in the place that made me afraid to ever be alone again. My pulse ratchets
               back up, and I feel once more like I’m hanging halfway into the canyon, annihilation only a hairbreadth away.
            

            
            The trees lean toward me, and the fog rises up around me, alive in a way that doesn’t feel quite right. There should be birds
               flitting and chirping in the trees—tufted titmice and cardinals and blue jays—but there’s only the steady sound of the wind
               blowing through the branches. I’m alone in the fog of Cloudkiss Canyon.
            

            
            A branch snaps behind me, and I spin, my heart in my throat.

            
            There’s no one there. I let out a painful breath.

            
            “Lucy,” a man says, somewhere to my right, his form hidden in the fog. I recognize that voice. But it can’t be him. He’s dead. Is it someone else—someone playing a trick on me? 

            
            “Who’s there?” I call, squeezing my fists so tight it feels like my fingers will break. I peer into the gloom, though I can’t
               make out so much as a silhouette. But I can feel someone there, just beyond my sight, waiting and watching. Chill bumps erupt
               across my arms.
            

            
            My heart is lodged in my throat, blocking my voice, my air. The trees lean in closer, a wooden cage.

            
            A heavy breeze blows through the trees, and the fog thins, revealing empty woods. No one’s here. I’m alone. It wasn’t a prank.
               It wasn’t anything at all.
            

            
            It wasn’t real.

            
            I lean against a towering longleaf pine and close my eyes, try to steady my breathing.

            
            “I’m safe,” I gasp to the trees, to the fog, to my own heart still pulsing painfully in my throat. “That wasn’t real.” Kincaid
               is dead. He’s been dead a long time. It was only because of what Carolina said, about watching out for the fog. Only because
               I was alone and frightened and already thinking of Kincaid. My imagination got away from me.
            

            
            I run through the grounding techniques the counselor from church taught me: feel the sticky sap against my palm, the tree’s
               rough bark, the firm ground beneath my feet, the cool air on my face. I open my eyes and stare again at the place the man’s
               voice came from, to assure myself no one is there.
            

            
            He never was there. A hallucination, I remind myself. A product of my anxious mind.

            
            As my heart rate slows, I listen to the beat of blood in my veins, a steady rhythm that says I’m alive, I’m alive, I’m alive.

            
            I’m alive and Kincaid isn’t.

            
            And now I’m going to find his bones and prove it.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two
Lucy

         
         By the time I regain the use of my legs and head back toward the campsite, most of the Killer Quest contestants have arrived.
            Many have already begun to pitch their tents—and badly. I survey the crowd, unsurprised by what I see. Mostly white people,
            a mix of genders, nearly all of them sporting expensive outdoorsy clothes and gear. They laugh and joke, exchange conspiracy
            theories about various unsolved murders, lay out their newly acquired camping gear, confer over large maps.
         

         
         Someone bumps into me from behind, and then several people, as if I’m not only small but also invisible. I startle but quickly
            realize there’s no threat. It’s a group of five or six women, all with various hues of blond hair and artificially tanned
            skin. One of them has a pageant-style banner across her torso that says BRIDE in pink cursive letters. They are all cackling at some joke, their heads thrown back. It’s a bachelorette party, I realize.
            This is how a bride-to-be chose to party with her friends before getting married. By searching for the corpse of a serial
            murderer.
         

         
         I have a sudden urge to grab them by the backs of their puffy North Face coats. To scream at them. To demand to know what the hell is wrong with them. But I don’t. Of course I don’t. Instead, I go back to my tent and sit in the mouth of it, shivering and watching these strangers become ever more strange. 

         
         I see Carolina several times. She seems to move easily between various groups, laughing and joking, making new friends. I
            bet all these people know what she means about the call of the void. Isn’t that all this contest is for them: the lure of
            an unknowable darkness? What else is a serial killer but that?
         

         
         By lunchtime, all the fog has dissipated, leaving the canyon clear all the way to the bottom. The oppressive feeling of the
            morning has disappeared with the mist, clearing my head as well. The canyon is just a canyon now, its sinister gaze gone.
            It’s more like I remember it from two years ago, just a beautiful place to hike. A beautiful place that’s free of Joseph Kincaid.
            He’s only in my head now, and the only paths he can haunt are the ones I allow him on.
         

         
         The contestants are growing rowdy, excited by the coming festivities. But Killer Quest won’t officially begin until the Human Beasties podcast’s hosts, Kevin Wright and Sandra Delaney, arrive. So for now we eat our welcome lunch in the lodge and everyone half
            listens to the instructions of a disgruntled-looking forest ranger about the campground and hiking trails.
         

         
         After the ranger finishes, I notice Carolina at a table with the bachelorette party, laughing so loudly I can hear it all the way across the room. The sight of her enjoying herself makes me feel strangely lonely. I put my head down and eat fast, doing my best to ignore the three forensics-obsessed geeks at my table who are deep into a conversation about blood spatter. 

         
         By two o’clock, an event staff member with a clipboard and a Human Beasties sweatshirt has assembled us in a small outdoor amphitheater that’s really just logs circling a small stone stage, a place
            for nature guides to give their talks. All the seats are taken, and some people lounge in the grass. I notice Carolina has
            ditched the bachelorettes and is wedged between two guys who look like college students—their name tags say Brandon and Noah.
            She’s flirting outrageously with Brandon, an athletic-looking guy with curly blond hair and a huge grin on his face.
         

         
         Finally, the long-awaited hosts stroll onstage. You wouldn’t think two people who are famous for their voices would be immediately
            recognizable, but Kevin and Sandra stand out dramatically. A collective cheer goes up once they’re spotted, the crowd leaning
            toward the pair like metal filaments straining to reach a powerful magnet.
         

         
         Kevin looks like he was birthed in an NPR station—pasty white skin, carefully coifed red hair, a terrible pencil mustache,
            and clothes that look thrifted but probably cost more than my Subaru. Sandra is as pale as milk, raven-haired, red-lipped,
            and dressed head to toe in black, including her 1970s-style cat-eye glasses. She looks like a Goth librarian.
         

         
         “Hey, everybody! Welcome to Killer Quest!” Sandra yells. “I’m Sandra Delaney, and this is Kevin Wright. We are the hosts of
            Human Beasties.” The two do pageant waves, and Kevin throws kisses into the crowd. “We are so excited to be here at Cloudkiss Canyon with all of you die-hard Beasties, just a stone’s throw away from where the notorious Cloudkiss Killer’s ghastly career came to its strange and mysterious end.” 

         
         The crowd cheers, as if she’s mentioned their favorite football team defeating its rival.

         
         Kevin smiles a perfectly white and even smile. “We decided the best way to start this week off is with a review of the facts
            of the case.” He presses a finger to his phone’s screen, and the podcast’s theme song plays, eerie yet vaguely reminiscent
            of electronic dance music. Everyone cheers again.
         

         
         When the music ends, Sandra starts speaking. “In the months leading up to Killer Quest, Kevin and I have done a ton of research
            into the history of Cloudkiss Canyon, our home for the next six days. Some of you may have already heard whispers about the
            place, perhaps been warned off at gas stations and diners along the way. To outsiders, Cloudkiss Canyon is a beautiful place
            to hike and camp, three thousand acres of woodland and wildlife, with waterfalls and hidden pools, sandstone caves and stellar
            views from the cliffs. It truly is a place that’s ‘cloud-kissed,’ where land and sky seem nearer, and where people come to
            feel closer to something bigger than themselves.
         

         
         “But the tourism website doesn’t tell you about Cloudkiss’s dark history. See, locals know a different Cloudkiss. For nearly as long as Europeans have lived in the area, it has been a dumping ground. Racksen locals and those from neighboring towns came to its edge to dispose of unwanted and shameful things. Into its mists they tossed ill-gotten goods, murder weapons, bodies, and anything else they couldn’t carry into the light. 

         
         “We also learned that Cloudkiss used to be a place people came to rid themselves of unwanted memories, emotions, and desires.
            For example, a few elderly locals told us that a popular break-up ritual for girls in their day was to write their ex-boyfriend’s
            name on a piece of paper, set it on fire, and drop it into the canyon. For them, Cloudkiss Canyon has long been a place of
            discarding and forgetting. Just toss the thing you wish to be rid of into its depths, and the canyon will do the rest.”
         

         
         Sandra’s voice takes on a deeper, slower quality. “But all crimes have a cost. That’s why past generations of locals knew
            to drop their unwanted things and leave, not to linger too long at the edge of the canyon, not to get caught up in the spell
            of the place. They believed it would pull you in along with your misdeeds and make you face the truth of yourself in the dark.”
         

         
         Kevin butts in. “Of course, when the canyon became part of the national forest, dumping was outlawed. Dump something here
            now, and you’ll get a hefty fine for littering.”
         

         
         “True,” Sandra says. “But some locals still sneak to the edge of the canyon in the dead of night to drop the things they wish
            to hide or forget into the canyon’s foggy maw. Some of them do it for convenience. Others do it out of superstition, believing
            in the canyon’s power. Drop your sins, they say, your mistakes, your regrets. Leave them to the foggy chasm of the canyon,
            and go on your way.”
         

         
         Sandra cocks her head to one side, a small, strange smile on her face. “Is that what Joseph Kincaid was doing, when he came here to hunt and dispose of his victims? Did he choose the canyon because he hoped it was a place to hide his sins?” 

         
         Kevin tents his fingers beneath his chin. “Or did he, like the locals say, stand too close to the edge of the canyon?” he
            asks, his voice thoughtful. “Did he get pulled into the fog?”
         

         
         Chill bumps spread along my arms, up the back of my neck. A shiver runs though me. I remember my strange thought as I gazed
            down into the canyon—that maybe Kincaid is the fog now, his sick essence dispersed through the canyon, all around us in the
            mists.
         

         
         But that’s stupid, and I’m not going to let these assholes make me feel any worse about being here than I already do. Sandra
            and Kevin are attempting to heighten the already-macabre nature of this event, trying to add drama where there’s no need for
            it. Hunting for a serial killer’s bones is already dramatic enough.
         

         
         “You may have noticed the heavy fog this morning when you arrived,” Kevin says. “Turns out, that’s not unusual. The canyon
            is foggy most days of the year, and it’s become a sort of boogeyman in these parts. Whether the locals we talked to described
            the canyon as cursed, haunted, or evil, they all agreed on one thing: it’s the fog you’ve got to watch out for. A malevolent
            spirit, perhaps? The ghosts of the dead? No one could tell us exactly what it was. But they all agreed, it was the fog that
            would get you into trouble.”
         

         
         Sandra laughs. “Don’t tell me you’re falling for local superstition, Kev. Remember, this is Human Beasties, not Lore.”
         

         
         Kevin laughs too. “I’m just reporting what the people said.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” Sandra says skeptically. She focuses on the crowd again. “Well, how about we turn to the facts of the case? Let’s
            give our attention to the man of the hour, the notorious Cloudkiss Killer!”
         

         
         She lets everyone cheer again, clapping along with them. “Kevin?” she says brightly, prompting him to step forward.

         
         “As a respected veterinarian and a loving husband, Joseph Kincaid was the last guy in the world you’d expect to murder and
            mutilate five people,” Kevin says, the words familiar as the intro to the Human Beasties episode I’ve already listened to a dozen times. Episode 133. The one about Joseph Kincaid. Serial murderer and suicide. The
            man who gave himself to the fog.
         

         
         I know the words of the episode by heart now. I know every note of the dramatic music interludes, every rueful laugh of the
            dark-humored hosts. I know Joseph Kincaid’s family history, his early signs of trouble. I know the names of all his victims.
            I know what he left behind.
         

         
         Sandra and Kevin follow the well-worn trails of the story, their voices soft but clear. As they go into great detail about each of Kincaid’s victims, how he tracked and abducted them, how he killed them, how he ritualistically displayed their remains, a hush falls over the previously unruly crowd. This is the part of the podcast you can’t laugh at. It’s the brutal, gory, hideous part that makes mothers clutch their children close, that makes women double-check the locks on their doors and windows. It’s the part of the podcast fans think about when they go running on the greenway alone, when they walk down a city block at two in the morning. This is the closest they get to seeing this podcast as something more than entertainment. 

         
         Even the male contestants don’t get to feel their usual invincibility because they know Kincaid killed both men and women,
            young and old, whoever he could catch in a vulnerable moment.
         

         
         I study each face in the crowd, many of them open-mouthed, though they must already know the whole sordid story, if they are
            serious enough fans to show up for this contest. But Sandra and Kevin weave the details like a campfire tale, and even I find
            myself getting caught up in the story, lulled like a child.
         

         
         First, there was the thirty-year-old solo hiker who’d sprained his ankle. Then a lonely middle-aged woman sitting by the creek,
            striking up conversations with anyone who passed by. Third, an elderly man with dementia who’d gotten separated from his family.
            The next two were mysteries—both young women, seemingly healthy and sound of mind. Maybe he charmed them. Maybe they asked
            him for directions. Maybe he pulled a Ted Bundy and asked them for help. We’ll never know.
         

         
         It’s when Sandra and Kevin get to my part of the story that my defenses come back up. I clench my jaw, braced to hear my deepest trauma rendered as a fascinating tale, with several inaccuracies and exaggerations thrown in for dramatic effect. Sandra and Kevin simply call me Lucy W., but my name is less relevant than the role I play in this tale: the Cloudkiss Killer’s youngest victim, his botched finale, the canvas he never got to paint. 

         
         Kevin Wright actually says that, in exactly those words: “Lucy was Joseph Kincaid’s youngest victim, his botched finale, the
            canvas he never got to paint.”
         

         
         Sandra groans. “Gross, Kevin. Do better.”

         
         Then banter, banter, banter.

         
         Finally, Sandra says, “I hope Lucy’s doing well. I hope she’s thriving.”

         
         Fuck you, I think. Fuck you and the fucked-up podcast you rode to fame on.

         
         This is about the point at which an ad for a meal-kit subscription box would be playing if this were a recorded podcast episode,
            but instead Kevin rubs his hands together and smiles boyishly, as if we’re all about to get a wonderful treat.
         

         
         “Finally, the reason we’re all here today. Human Beasties is hosting this incredible contest to find the missing remains of Joseph Kincaid, the Cloudkiss Killer. As you know, after
            he leapt into the canyon, the police couldn’t find his body anywhere. It’s as if it disappeared, like everything else locals
            have tossed into the fog. The police were content to chalk it up to a mystery and move on. But not us. No way. Because we’re.
            Gonna. Find. It.” He punctuates each word with a pump of his small, bony fist. Everyone leaps to their feet to clap, whoops
            spreading across the crowd.
         

         
         I stand too. Anxiety and expectation build in my chest and send a sour, bitter taste up my throat.

         
         “Six days, forty-seven contestants. One haunted-ass canyon. As you already know, whoever finds the Cloudkiss Killer’s bones wins a twenty-thousand-dollar reward and claims eternal true crime bragging rights.” 

         
         Everyone cheers again. The woman next to me, who is wearing a Friday the 13th hoodie and skull-shaped earrings, lets out an earsplitting scream of excitement.
         

         
         A guy in front of us turns around to look at her, an annoyed expression on his face. In the same moment, a scent hits me so
            hard the noise of the crowd fades and my ears fill with a dull buzzing sound. Spicy cloves, a hint of smoke.
         

         
         Immediately, all my muscles seize up, and my body is frozen and trembling. I’m no longer surrounded by dozens of other people,
            but alone with a single man near the bottom of the waterfall trail, the roar of the water in my ears.
         

         
         The wooden stairs beneath my boots are slick with mist and algae. Skinny trees loom like twisted witch’s fingers in the fog.
            Seven a.m. and there’s no one here but us.
         

         
         Enormous rocks jut out of the side of the mountain, forming crags and crevices, endless hiding places. The mist curls strangely
            beneath one huge overhang, creating wraiths. The fog is alive, and it watches.
         

         
         Joseph Kincaid smiles at me from beneath a navy-blue beanie, his eyes inviting behind his glasses, harmless and friendly. He wears a faded brown bomber jacket. A sweet, smoky smell comes off him, mixing with the scent of damp earth and pines. Nothing about him says danger, says to run. He looks like a young high school teacher, one of those almost-handsome ones the straight girls all get crushes on. He’s solid and reassuring in the fog that made me lose my way. 

         
         So why do I feel so afraid?

         
         He takes a step toward me and lifts his hand, and before I know it, I’ve thrown an arm out wild and connected with a sharp
            cheekbone. “Don’t touch me!” I hear myself snarl.
         

         
         Kincaid falls back, and I close the distance between us, one fist balled up tight, ready to strike again. The moves I learned
            in my self-defense class come naturally, without my having to think about them. This time, I won’t run. I can fight. I want to fight. As I move to elbow him in the face, his blue eyes widen in shock, and his mouth opens as he raises his hands to
            fend me off.
         

         
         Kincaid doesn’t have blue eyes, I realize, just as someone yanks me from behind. “Come on, let’s get you out of here,” she
            says. It’s a woman’s voice, or a girl’s, and I feel her softness at my back, feel the grip of her hands on my shoulders. My
            chest heaves, and the world returns to me—so startlingly clear that my body sags in the girl’s arms.
         

         
         “What’s going on back there? Is everything all right?” Kevin asks, trying to see through the crowd of bodies.

         
         “Some girl punched a guy,” I hear someone tell him.

         
         Sobs well up in me, but I can’t let them out here, where everyone is staring at me, watching me, whispering about me.

         
         “Come on,” the voice in my ear says, and I let her lead me away. Away from the smell of cloves and smoke, away from the man who’s angrily clutching his cheek, the man who’s not Joseph Kincaid at all, just some other guy in a blue beanie, some other guy with a smoothly shaven face. I think it’s that college boy Carolina was with earlier—Noah. 

         
         I follow meekly, my face burning, my heart still hammering in my chest. A soft hand pulls me into a tent, down to my knees,
            and I’m crawling into a dimness that smells like hibiscus and honey. I can breathe again, I can move, I can see.
         

         
         A girl sits across from me. She wears a denim jacket with faded black jeans and scuffed combat boots. Her hair is cut short,
            chin-length and boyish. Her lips are painted dark plum. I’m embarrassed to find myself staring. It isn’t because she’s beautiful
            exactly, at least not in the way that girl Carolina is. Her face is just compelling somehow, slightly asymmetrical, as if
            all her features on the right side shifted a fraction of a centimeter. She has dark, heavy eyebrows and a slightly-too-big
            nose. Her eyes are really, actually gray, not just blue masquerading as something rarer. I wonder how I missed seeing her
            earlier when everyone was setting their tents up.
         

         
         She leans toward me over the light of an electric camping lantern, and her lips slide into a crooked smile, showing a small
            gap between her top incisor and canine. “You really whaled on that guy,” she says.
         

         
         I pass a shaking hand over my face. The adrenaline has almost completely left my body, regret taking its place. I thought
            I was hurting Kincaid, but it was only some random guy, an innocent bystander. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t know what happened.”
         

         
         She laughs. “Oh, don’t be sorry. The guy was cosplaying Kincaid. Thinks he’s at Serial Killer Con.”

         
         I look up at her in surprise. “Cosplaying?” I try to recall how he looked, but I’m not sure how much of it was real. Was he wearing a bomber jacket, or was that in my head? 

         
         “Same clothes, same glasses, same hat,” she says, counting each one off on her fingers.

         
         I nod slowly. “I think—I think he was even wearing the same cologne as Kincaid. Is that possible?”

         
         The girl grimaces. “He could have been. Kincaid’s wife let a reporter take pictures of their house, even in the bathroom.
            I think there was a picture of all his toiletries.”
         

         
         “But it could have been a coincidence,” I say. “He— I shouldn’t have—”

         
         She waves my words away. “Look, don’t feel bad about it. He deserved a wallop, and you gave him one. You’ve got a killer right
            hook, by the way—no pun intended.”
         

         
         I flex the fingers on my right hand, which are sore and tender, the knuckles already starting to bruise. I should have used
            the heel of my hand, like I learned in class. But it all happened so fast. A rush of fear and rage and . . . release?
         

         
         “It did feel good to hit him,” I admit.

         
         She grins. “Oh, you and me are going to be great friends.”

         
         I laugh. “Anyway, thank you for getting me out of there,” I say. “My name’s—” I pause, wondering whether I ought to be going
            by Geraldine after all, especially after a display like that. But when I meet the girl’s eyes, my real name slips out. “I’m
            Lucy Wilson,” I say.
         

         
         I expect her eyes to widen, or for her to gasp. She literally just heard my sad story rendered by Sandra and Kevin after all.

         
         Instead, she smiles and sticks out a slightly bony hand. “I’m Maggie Rey. Don’t tell anyone, but I’m not a Beastie Babe either.”

         
         “You’re not?”

         
         She shakes her head. “I’m a sophomore at Duke, and I’m studying these weirdos for a psychology paper. The dark underbelly
            of true crime fandom. Deep dive and all that. I’m going to publish this paper and get into any grad school I want. Or at least
            that’s the plan.”
         

         
         My head is still spinning from everything that’s happened, and I just stare at her. Maggie laughs and runs a hand through
            her hair. “Sorry, that sounded cocky, didn’t it? I’m just— Well, it’s nice to have someone to talk to. I’ve been camping out
            here for a week already, getting the lay of the land, and it’s— Well, all this fog and everything, you sort of lose track
            of reality, you know? And I don’t think any of these people are going to help me find it again.”
         

         
         “But I might?” I ask, surprised to feel a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Did you not just see me punch that guy
            in the face?”
         

         
         Maggie laughs. “Well, I guess we can be lost out here together. How’s that sound?” She squeezes my forearm with warm, soft
            fingers.
         

         
         “Good,” I say honestly, relief welling up inside me.

         
         I thought I could handle being alone out here, but clearly, I can’t. Not if I’m hallucinating Kincaid and punching people.

         
         And now I don’t have to be alone. Besides, after meeting Maggie, I don’t want to.

         
          

         Maggie and I stay in her tent until the live show disperses. I expect someone to come get me and tell me I have to leave the contest, but no one appears. When I voice my relief to Maggie, she laughs. “You think they’d throw you out for that? Why do you think they made us sign waivers before we came? They expect a wild week—in fact, I’d say they’re banking on it.” 

         
         “Why?” I ask.

         
         “Well, Human Beasties isn’t really branding itself as one of the morally upright true crime podcasts, are they?”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         Maggie rummages in a backpack and pulls out an aluminum water bottle. She offers it to me, but I shake my head. “They aren’t
            donating money to organizations for victims of sexual assault or crusading for racial reform in the criminal justice system.
            Sandra might try to rein Kevin in when he gets too creepy, but the show is running on good old-fashioned sensationalism. None
            of the other popular podcasts would have hosted a contest like this.”
         

         
         I shrug. “They all seem the same to me.”

         
         Maggie shakes her head. “Maybe deep down at heart they’re all the same, but they style themselves differently. Some of the
            hosts of these podcasts genuinely believe they’re doing good, valuable, meaningful work that makes the world a better place.”
         

         
         “Do you think they are?” I ask.

         
         She takes a sip of water, considering. “A few. But Human Beasties definitely isn’t one of them, and they really aren’t pretending to be.”
         

         
         “So you think they’re hoping for some real-life true crime to happen this week?” God, what have I gotten myself into?

         
         Maggie seems to sense my worry. “I mean, they don’t want anyone murdered or anything, but I think they’d love it if something
            newsworthy happened, something they could spin into a good publicity opportunity. That’s why they’re really hosting this contest, I think.”
         

         
         “They don’t actually expect anyone to find the bones?” I ask, surprised.

         
         Maggie leans toward me. “To tell you the truth, I think they’re hoping we’ll find more than one set.”

         
         “More of Kincaid’s victims?” My stomach turns.

         
         Maggie winces. “Hey, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be saying all this to you. I’m such an ass.”

         
         “It’s okay,” I say. “I asked for your opinion.”

         
         “No, it’s not okay. These are just my own silly theories. Like I said, I’ve been out here in this creepy canyon for too long.
            I’m imagining all sorts of scenarios. That’s always been a problem for me, but out here . . . I’m turning into a conspiracy
            theorist or something.” Maggie laughs, relieving the tense atmosphere.
         

         
         I smile. “I like that you told me what you really think and that you didn’t shy away from talking about it. I’m sick of everyone
            handling me with kid gloves, as if I’ll disintegrate.”
         

         
         “Really?” Maggie asks.

         
         When I nod, her shoulders slump in relief. “I’m glad, because to tell you the truth, I’m not so good with the whole, uh, kid-gloves
            thing.”
         

         
         “I’d noticed that,” I say with a laugh, and Maggie joins in.

         
         “You ready to get out there and see what sort of trouble all the Beastie Babes are getting up to?” Maggie asks with a grin.
            “Maybe get up to a little of our own?”
         

         
         “Mess around and find some bones?” I ask around a smile.

         
         “We’ve got a few hours before dinner,” she says. “Let’s go.”

         
         When Maggie unzips the tent, late-afternoon sunlight falls across her face, golden and leaf-patterned from the scarlet oak
            overhead. She looks like a merry wood elf stepping out into an enchanted forest, and for a moment I forget to be afraid of
            Cloudkiss Canyon.
         

         
         I forget to be afraid at all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three
Carolina

         
         Flames dance in the campfire, voices rise and fall. Shrill, hysterical laughter starts up in the middle of a circle of contestants
            and then spreads, contagious, through the campsite. The night feels wild and alive, full of possibility. There’s a freedom
            here you don’t find back home. It’s like everyone has left their normal lives and come here to be unrestrained, another version
            of themselves.
         

         
         I edge closer to the circle of people where the laugh came from. Sandra is at its center, her head thrown back, the white
            column of her throat lit by flames. She looks like a woman from a John William Waterhouse painting—one of his pale goddesses,
            fierce, wild, insatiable. And the contestants are her worshippers, their faces lit with reflected radiance. They hang on her
            every word, follow her every movement.
         

         
         I can’t help but be drawn in too, my blood suffused with the thrill of her, of this place, of this contest. It feels like
            coming home somehow, like finding a family whose names I don’t know, who I’ll probably never speak to again, but who are like
            me. People drawn to the dark, the twisted, the dangerous.
         

         
         I accidentally brush against a big, bearded guy who smiles at me and shuffles over to make room for me in the circle. Sandra notices me and gives a little wave before continuing what she was saying to the others. 

         
         As I settle into the conversation, I take a look around. I’ve already met everyone in the circle except for a peculiar-looking
            girl with short brown hair and dark lipstick. The lanyard around her neck says her name is Maggie. I realize she’s the one
            who pulled Lucy off Noah and ushered her back to the campsite earlier. I saw them sitting alone at dinner, deep in conversation,
            though it looked like Maggie did most of the talking. I would love to know why Lucy hit Noah, what was going through her head.
            Of everyone here, she’s the biggest question mark. First, I found her dangling off the edge of a cliff, and then she’s punching
            people at random. I can’t help but want to figure her out. There’s this intense, wiry energy radiating off her—a story waiting
            to be told. This morning, I lied and said I was sketching the landscape, but really I was sketching her.
         

         
         “So, Carolina,” Sandra says with a glance at my name tag, “we’ve been debating nature versus nurture in the creation of serial
            killers. What makes them do what they do.”
         

         
         “And what has everyone decided?” I ask, pleased that Sandra is taking pains to include me.

         
         Sandra huffs out a laugh. “We’re very divided on the subject. I say it’s definitely their parents’ fault. Over and over again we learn that serial killers experienced childhood trauma, almost always at the hands of their parents. If that hadn’t happened, they might have grown up to be good, healthy, normal adults.” 

         
         Maggie lets out a disbelieving laugh. “Lots of people’s parents abused them or traumatized them somehow, and they grew up
            perfectly well-adjusted. They didn’t go out and kill people and mutilate people like Kincaid did. There has to be much, much
            more to it,” she says.
         

         
         “It’s the fog,” a guy says in a Halloweeny voice, wiggling his fingers in a spooky dance. Everyone laughs.

         
         But then someone else jumps in to challenge Maggie. The conversation spins on and on, everyone recounting what they know about
            various serial killers’ pasts, how they were portrayed in biopics, what pop psychologists say on the matter. I could debate
            this stuff all night long, and finally, I’ve got the right sort of people to talk about it with, who won’t side-eye me or
            call me morbid. I laugh along with them, for once feeling like I belong.
         

         
         But then Maggie cocks her head, studying me. “What do you think, Carolina? Are some people just born evil? Is it in their
            DNA?” She can’t possibly know anything about me, yet the questions feel strangely pointed.
         

         
         All eyes turn to me, and I struggle to maintain my composure, to look as cool and unruffled as Maggie does. I know how my
            father would answer: with Bible verses about original sin and generational curses. But I don’t want to think about him—about
            his fanaticism, his cruelty. His blood beating in my veins. I came here to get away from all that, to find new answers.
         

         
         I force a mischievous smile onto my face. “The human heart is darkness and chaos,” I say airily. “Even the most buttoned-up, law-abiding citizen has badness inside him.” 

         
         The bearded guy to my left leers at me. “And do you?”

         
         “Of course,” I say lightly, edging away from him. I don’t like the eager look in his eyes.

         
         “But she’s not a serial killer,” Sandra says.

         
         “That we know of,” Maggie says, and everyone laughs. I laugh too, though it sounds nervous and weak. But at least the spotlight
            is off me, and I breathe a sigh of relief.
         

         
         This is all theoretical to them, but for me it’s personal. Because, no matter how hard I try to make light of it, there is badness inside me. More than my fair share of it. And it’s already cost one person his life.
         

         
         I try to get out of my own head, to focus on the people around me, but the conversation gets further and further away from
            me. The night loses its luster. Sandra doesn’t look like a Waterhouse painting anymore, her makeup caked into her frown lines,
            her lipstick uneven. I slip out of the circle and head toward the nearly empty drink table and make myself a hot cocoa.
         

         
         “Sweet Carolina!” someone yells, their singsong voice pulling me from my thoughts. It’s my new favorite college boy, Brandon,
            sitting with his roommate, Noah, by the fire. I didn’t even realize I’d wandered back over. I force a smile and join them
            on the seat. Sandra and her circle of contestants have dispersed, spreading out across the campsite. Only a few people remain
            by the fire.
         

         
         “The song is ‘Sweet Caroline,’” Noah points out pedantically before he takes a sip of his beer. Sandra and Kevin couldn’t officially provide booze for happy hour, but plenty of the Beastie Babes were happy to oblige. Coolers of beer dot the campsite, and bottles of spirits pass from hand to hand. 

         
         “You’re the one who got decked by a little girl,” Brandon says to Noah, and cracks up for the fifteenth time today.

         
         And for the fifteenth time, Noah doesn’t laugh with him. He’s got a bruise on his cheek, running just under his eye. A muscle
            in his jaw ticks. I’ve been hanging out with them on and off all day, and Noah’s mood has only gotten more and more sour.
            Dinner didn’t cheer him up and neither did the happy hour. He’s edging into brooding territory. Which I know from experience
            means only bad things to come.
         

         
         Even when one of the event staff members tried to find out what happened between him and Lucy, Noah clammed right up, said
            not to worry about it. He said it was a misunderstanding, and the guy seemed eager to let it drop. He didn’t even go looking
            for Lucy. Then Kevin and Sandra just made some statement at happy hour saying that anyone engaging in behavior that posed
            a risk to others would be asked to leave and that we should all remember the waivers we signed.
         

         
         In other words, we’re responsible for anything we do and anything done to us. We’re all grown-ups here, after all, or at least
            we’re supposed to be. I’ve been telling everyone I’m a freshman at UNC Chapel Hill, which is almost true. I will be next year,
            so long as my financial aid package works out.
         

         
         So I’m excited for the chance to hang out with college students. Noah and Brandon go to UT in Chattanooga. Both freshmen. That’s the end of what they have in common. Brandon is sexy and athletic and fun, while Noah is forgettable—brown hair, average everything, and a shit personality to complete the package. The only thing about him that stands out is that he’s dressed like Kincaid was in the most famous picture of him, a snapshot taken here at Cloudkiss. Noah’s outfit choices can’t possibly be a coincidence. I’m not really sure what to make of it. Why dress like a serial killer? That’s a level of true crime fandom I didn’t even know existed. 

         
         “You really don’t know why she attacked you?” I ask Noah, itching to solve the mystery of tiny Lucy going feral with her fists.

         
         “Because she’s a crazy bitch,” Noah spits, staring sullenly at the fire.

         
         Brandon smacks Noah on the arm. “Don’t call women bitches. It’s disrespectful. Anyway, I told you the sort of people who would
            show up to something like this would be unhinged,” he says. “No offense,” he adds, looking in my direction with what I can
            only describe as a sweet smile, all dimples and sparkling blue eyes.
         

         
         “Might I remind you that you are also here, searching for the Cloudkiss Killer’s remains?” I ask him. “So doesn’t that make you unhinged too?”
         

         
         “Nuh-uh,” Brandon says. “I don’t like true crime. I’m only here for the moola. Tuition money. Don’t get me wrong though—I’m absolutely delighted to have your unhinged company, Carolina.” He winks at me. “And I’m so glad not to have to be alone with this asshole all week,” he adds, smacking Noah’s arm again. 

         
         Noah does seem like a prick. But Brandon has no idea who I am, what I’ve done, what I might do again.

         
         I study Brandon’s unruly curls, his unblemished skin. He looks like he’s never had a single hard thing happen to him in his
            whole life. Is it possible that he could walk away from me unscathed, as untouched as he is now? I wish I could believe it.
         

         
         Brandon catches me staring and smirks. “This girl’s already got a crush on me,” he says.

         
         Noah huffs in disgust and stomps away from the campfire, and we both crack up. Brandon edges a little closer to me on the
            log.
         

         
         “So what’s your deal, Carolina?” he asks. “Why are you really here?”

         
         “Because I love true crime, duh,” I say, laughing. That at least is true—I love podcasts like Human Beasties, serial killer documentaries on Netflix, pretty much anything I can get my hands on. Their subject matter is so much more
            fucked up than anything I’ve had to deal with, even in my family. Even with my dad. It’s comforting.
         

         
         Or at least it used to be. Until I started scrutinizing every episode looking for traces of myself in the killers. Until it
            felt like I had more in common with Kincaid than with his victims.
         

         
         Brandon is shaking his head, clearly unsatisfied with my answer. “Nuh-uh. I don’t buy it. There’s got to be more to it than
            liking murder podcasts,” he says.
         

         
         He’s right, but I can’t tell him I came here because I want to spend time with people who are into this stuff and find out if they’re all as damaged as I am. Or that I’m here because I want to prove to myself I’m not like Kincaid—not made of the same evil materials. 

         
         I don’t actually, truly believe the local legend of the canyon, that it possesses some supernatural force to show humans their
            own evil, but maybe that is why I’m here, metaphorically speaking: to look into my heart of hearts and face myself in the
            dark. And if I thought the fog could actually tell me the truth about who I am . . . maybe I would dive right in.
         

         
         But there’s nothing I can say to Brandon to make him understand why I’m so drawn to this place, these people. So I fall back
            on my oldest, most cherished persona—the girl who’s up for anything. “Maybe it just sounded fun, did you ever think of that?”
            I say, my mouth sliding into an enormous grin.
         

         
         Brandon’s smile echoes my own as he leans toward me. He wants to kiss me—his pupils are dilated, lashes fluttering as he eyes
            my lips. But he’s too polite to make such a rash move. And he’s only had about half a beer, so he’s as sober as I am. “Aren’t
            you afraid of the ghosts?” he asks flirtatiously. “Aren’t you afraid they’ll slip into your tent at night?”
         

         
         “Might not be ghosts,” I say, quirking my eyebrows at him. “Might be the fog that drives you mad, like the locals believe.
            I’ve heard all sorts of stories over the years. The checkout lady at my town’s grocery store said she saw Mothman here. And
            this girl from my school said a werewolf chased her through the wildflower meadow.”
         

         
         Brandon laughs.

         
         I lower my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “But the scariest stories are the ones where they couldn’t see the monster,
            only feel it. My ex-boyfriend’s uncle camped here overnight once on a dare, and he said he felt someone’s hot breath on his
            cheek while he slept beneath the stars. He was too afraid to open his eyes.”
         

         
         Brandon shivers, half in earnest, half in jest. But then his eyes light up. “Ex-boyfriend, you said? Does that mean—”

         
         I close my eyes at the rush of pain in my chest, the dread that settles cold in my belly. I shouldn’t have mentioned Michael.
            I don’t want to talk about Michael. Before I can think too hard about it, I lean toward Brandon and kiss him, stopping his
            question mid-sentence. He’s so startled he laughs. I pull back and laugh too. I touch my lips, as though surprised at my own
            daring. But I knew exactly what I was doing.
         

         
         “All right, then,” Brandon says with a chuckle, leaning in for another kiss. He puts one hand at the back of my head, the
            other on my knee. He’s a good kisser, all soft lips and just the right amount of tongue. I melt into the kiss, let it take
            me over.
         

         
         Michael was a good kisser too. It was the one thing that always worked between us, that we never ever fought about. The thing
            that almost made up for all the bad parts of our relationship. Almost.
         

         
         I haven’t kissed anyone since him.

         
         Suddenly I’m hungry, desperate to feel like that again. I slide into Brandon’s lap, and he wraps a strong arm around me, pulling me closer. We kiss for I don’t know how long—long enough that Brandon starts pulling away, giving me that look that asks if we’re going to take it any further, if we should head toward his tent. 

         
         And I want to. I want to because it seems so simple and so easy, no thinking, only bodies and breath. But I make myself pull
            away from him. I’m dizzy with desire, my heart pounding, the rest of me aching. My thoughts spin so fast, and Brandon just
            stares at me, his pupils blown wide. I know he feels the same way I do, his brain fogged with wanting.
         

         
         “Carolina?” he breathes. “We can stop if you want to. That’s all right.”

         
         I don’t want to, not at all. But I have to, for both our sakes.

         
         I close my eyes, and my father’s face swims there, a warning frown etched into his eyebrows, his jaw hard, but his eyes lit
            with a fierce radiance. “You got a curse inside you, baby, just like I did,” he says. “God is visiting the sins of the father
            to the fourth generation, just like he said in the Bible. It’s up to you to get free.”
         

         
         Dad has spent years telling me I’ve got the curse of his blood inside me, an evil that will take me over if I don’t root it
            out. For a long time, I refused to believe him.
         

         
         Until Michael died.

         
         And now I’m not so sure. Maybe he’s right. Dad’s a third-generation felon. He spent the first eight years of my life in prison for manslaughter. He’s also the reason my mother will always walk with a limp. But he got hold of some jailhouse religion and a King James Bible and now he says he’s free. Now he says the curse is only in my blood and, if I don’t get right with Jesus, it will claim me like it did his grandfather and his mother, like it tried to claim him. Then I’ll be an instrument of evil. 

         
         That’s all my dad can see when he looks at me. A generational curse. Sometimes I think I can feel the curse inside me, rushing
            through my veins with every pump of my heart.
         

         
         “Carolina?” Brandon whispers, his eyes searching mine. He doesn’t see evil in me, only a nice, fun girl he’d like to get naked.

         
         Defiance makes up my mind. “Let’s go to my tent,” I say. “No Noah.”

         
         Brandon smirks. I climb off him and lead him away from the fire by the hand, one giant fuck-you to my father. We pass through
            a stand of trees, where it’s nearly pitch black. The air feels dense and moist, like we’re walking through a fog.
         

         
         Suddenly, my tent feels impossibly far away. I pull Brandon against a tree and kiss him again. “Oh my God,” he says against
            my mouth. He presses the solid length of his body against me, and I’m pinioned between him and the tree, and it’s the best
            I’ve felt in months. It’s the first time I haven’t felt like I was on a tightrope over an abyss.
         

         
         He was holding back before, but now he kisses me hard, unzips my coat and runs his hands over the front of my sweater and
            across the bare skin underneath. I must make some little unconscious sound because Brandon chuckles. “You’re a wild one, aren’t
            you?”
         

         
         “Shut up before you ruin it,” I rasp, and he laughs again.

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” he says, and presses his lips against my neck.

         
         A man’s scream comes from somewhere inside the trees, terrified and helpless. The sound runs through me like an electric shock.
            I swear I hear it echo back from the canyon.
         

         
         Brandon grabs my shoulders and pulls his lips from my skin, and he must be staring into the trees, but I can’t see his expression.
            It’s far too dark out here. “What was that?” he asks, his voice laced with fear. I can feel his heart
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