


Chapter 10 

[image: _img2]he sun was still visible above the mountains when Ethan Serbin handed Jace a knife called a Nighthawk. It was all black except for a thread of silver along the razor-sharp edge of its eight-inch-long blade. Ethan wore it on his belt at all times, but now it was in Jace’s hand. It looked like a twin of the one he’d seen pulled through a man’s throat not that long ago. He was afraid his hand was shaking, tried hard to steady it. 

“You hold the knife by the blade when you’re passing it to someone,” Ethan said. 

“By the blade?” 

“That’s right. Using the underside, just like this, keeping the dull portion in your palm. You don’t ever want to point the blade at the person you’re giving the knife to. That’s how an accident happens. You keep control of it until you’re sure he has control, right? So take it by the bottom, like this, so your palm and fingers aren’t near the sharp edge. Then you pass it over, and say, ‘Get it?’ Wait for the other person to say, ‘Got it.’ Then you let your hand fall away and say, ‘Good.’ You wait on all three—get it, got it, good. Because if anyone pulls too fast or gets sloppy, people get cut. We don’t want people getting cut.” 

Jace glanced at the rest of the group and saw all the boys watching with interest. 

“All right,” Ethan said. “Let’s do this.” He passed the knife over. “Get it?” 

“Got it.” 

“Good.” 

Ethan let his hand fall away from the knife and then the Buck Nighthawk was in Jace’s control. The feel of the knife gave him a strange sense of power. Let’s see Marco try some­thing now. He wanted one of his own, on his belt just like Ethan’s. 

Ethan said, “Do you remember what you’re doing with the fire?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Then get to it.” 

Jace sat on his knees in the dirt and cut strips of tinder from a piece of something that Ethan called pitch wood, carefully selected because the waxy substance inside the timber acted almost as a burning fuel, helped your flame catch and hold. He cut a series of long, thin curls of tinder and then, at Ethan’s instruction, he turned the knife side­ways and scraped, creating a shower of small shavings. The rest of his fire materials were gathered and ready; all he needed to do was spark the flint and get his tinder to start burning. 

He knew it wasn’t going to start, though. He’d watched Ethan do it, the whole thing looking effortless and easy, but he knew it really wasn’t. He would spark the stupid fire-steel tool for an hour and nothing would happen and then Marco would make some wiseass comment and everyone would laugh and Ethan would take his tools back. 

“Get that bundle a little tighter,” Ethan said. “Think of it like a bird’s nest.” 

Jace formed the tinder into a cluster with his hands, and then Ethan said, “Give it a shot.” 

“Want somebody else to do it?” 

“What?” 

That had sounded too much like Jace Wilson, too ner­vous, and so he tried to find Connor again and said, “Why do I have to do all the work? I made the kindling, let some­body else do the rest.” 

“No,” Ethan said, “I’d like you to do it, thanks. If you’re ever alone in the woods, Connor, you’re not going to be able to share the workload.” 

Jace wet his lips and picked up the Swedish fire steel, a tool with a thin tube of magnesium and a metal striker. He braced the striker with his thumb and pushed down and sparks showered as soon as he began, but nothing caught. The sparks died in the air, just as he’d known they would. 

“You’ve got to hold it lower,” Ethan said. “All the way down against the tinder. Brace it on that platform piece, that’s why we have one. And don’t flick at it. However fast you want to go, make yourself do it at half that speed. Think of yourself in slow motion. The tool will do the work for you; it’s not a muscle move, it’s a control move. Yes, just like that. Again. Again.” 

Jace was aware of all the eyes fixed on his failure and he was starting to hate Ethan for it, was looking for something Connor Reynolds could come up with to stop it, a bit of bad attitude, maybe even some real anger... 

He jerked his hand back in surprise as the tinder caught and a wisp of smoke began to curl. 

“Okay,” Ethan said. “Now, when you give it air, be real gentle. Real light.” 

Jace lowered his face to the tinder and blew gently and the flame grew and spread, and now the larger pieces were burning, and Ethan told him to add his sticks. He had a brace piece at one end and a series of pencil-lead-size pieces to be added first, leaning against the brace at a forty-five­degree angle. Once those caught, on to the pencil-size, and then the finger-size. He jumped to the second stage too fast, and the smoke began to come thicker and darker, the sign of a fire fighting death, and Ethan said, “This is where you use your brace.” 

Jace took a free end of the brace piece and lifted it gently. Ethan’s design wasn’t the tepee style Jace had seen before but more of a ramp, everything angled over the flame and toward the brace. When Jace lifted the brace, the fire that he’d been threatening to smother from above received im­mediate oxygen from below and the flame caught and grew and crackled. 

The sound of it got attention. Everyone in the group murmured a little, impressed. 

“We all get to try it?” Drew said. 

“Yes. Nice work, Connor. It’s a fine fire. May I have that knife back?” 

Jace took it by the bottom of the blade, offered Ethan the handle, and said, “Get it?” 

“Got it.” 

“Good.” 

The Nighthawk was gone from him then, and Ethan was moving on, but Jace didn’t care. He was staring at the flames. He lifted the brace piece again, gave it another gust of air, and couldn’t keep from smiling. 

I can make fire, he thought. 

When Claude woke, the sun was hot on his face and his arm ached worse than his head, though that pain was pow­erful too. He blinked and saw nothing but a harsh golden sun and a cobalt sky and for a moment the pain was forgot­ten, because he believed they were gone, that they’d moved on and left him there. 

He tried to sit up and discovered that his arms were bound back over his head, and then he was concerned but still not scared because at least the two strangers were gone. This situation he could deal with somehow; with the two of them, he’d have had no chance. 

“Seems to be among the living again,” a gentle voice said from behind him, and that was when the fear returned, icy prickles bubbling along his flesh. 

“The waking dead,” a second voice said, and then they rose and again Claude saw only shadows as they returned to him. He was aware for the first time of the smell of wood smoke and the soft poppings of a small campfire. 

They circled around in front of him. The one called Jack had the gun back in its holster, but the one called Pat­rick was still holding on to the chain-saw blade. Steam rose from the oil and grease trapped in the links, wisps of black smoke. It had been in the fire. 

“We’ll take that location now,” Jack said. “Where Serbin has the boys. We’ll take it from you.” 

Claude tried to move, scrabbling his boots in the dirt. They’d bound his hands back against one of the trees he had felled, and there was no chance of moving its weight. 

“I’ll give it to you,” he said. His voice was a high fast rasp. “I’ll tell you.” 

The man looked down at him and shook his head. 

“No, Claude,” he said. “You misunderstood me. I said that we were going to take the name from you now. Your chance to just give it away is gone.” 

The one with the smoking chain-saw blade approached from the right and Claude tried to kick him but missed, and then the long-haired one grabbed his boots and held his feet down as the other wrapped the hot string of saw teeth around Claude’s arm. His skin sizzled on the metal and the smell of burned hair and flesh rose to him as he screamed. The one holding his feet had steady, unblinking blue eyes. They never changed expression. Not even when his brother began to tug the blade ends back and forth, back and forth. 

They’d gone through all of the muscle and arteries and half the bone in his left forearm before Claude screamed Allison Serbin’s name loud enough to satisfy them. 

The blackness came again and this time it would not leave, he could not clear himself from it, he just faded in and out, and the fade-out was better, because the pain was numbed some then. Not enough, but some. He knew that he was go­ing to die here on the hill above his own home, on a sunlit, blue-sky day, and he was less troubled by that than by what he’d just done, how he had given them what they wanted. He could feel his own blood warm and wet on his back, pooling beneath his arm and then running down the slope, and he hoped that it would pump faster, empty his body swifter. 

Bring it to an end. 

Their voices came and went in the blackness. 

“I’m in favor of it. Would take a fine crime-scene team to determine he died anything but a fool’s death, and I suspect they do not have such a team in this area.” 

“Does it matter how he died?” 

“Time might matter. What this man Serbin hears and when he hears it might matter.” 

“True enough. Of course, if you do that, the whole hill­side goes up. Awfully dry. Good breeze blowing and taking it up the mountain, into all that timber.” 

“Might provide quite a distraction, then.” 

“Another fine point. You’ve won me over, brother. But you’re assuming we’ll have no need for him again.” 

“I’ve seen lying men and I’ve seen honest men. In that last moment, when he said the wife was the only one who knew? He had the characteristics of an honest man. In my assessment.” 

“I concluded similarly.” 

What they were discussing, Claude had no idea. He was distracted by wondering what had happened to his arm. The pain suggested it was still part of him, but he had trou­ble believing that it was. If he was strong enough, he could move it, and that might tell him whether the arm remained, but moving seemed a terrible idea; he wanted to hold on to the blackness longer, where the pain was less. He tried to find it again and could not, because the sun was too hot. The sun was keeping him conscious, and he hated it, oh, how he hated it. What he’d give for a single cloud, some­thing to block out that heat. 

But the sun came on stronger, relentless, and with it came the smell of smoke, and he realized then that the sun had somehow set the mountain on fire, and he thought that was one hell of a thing, because in all of his years in this coun­try, he’d never encountered a day so hot as to set the earth to smoking. Someone should do something about that. Some­one should make a cloud. 

The mountain crackled around him as the sun strength­ened, and Claude Kitna squeezed his eyes shut tight and moaned low and long and prayed for a cloud as the world turned to fire. 





Chapter 11 

[image: _img10]annah didn’t trust her eyes. She’d sighted the smoke late in the afternoon and promptly went to the binoculars, certain it was a trick of the light or maybe some backpacker’s campfire, nothing more. She’d already sighted one campfire and found the same boys who had been in various spots around the mountains for nearly a week. Scouts or something. When she saw the second fire, all she was expecting to find with the binoculars was the same group, but when she glassed the hillside above the tree line, she saw a steady column of smoke, growing and thicken­ing, too much for a campfire. 

Still, she didn’t call it in immediately. She lowered the binoculars and blinked and shook her head. For days she had watched the empty mountains for fresh smoke and had seen none, and there had been no storms and no lightning, nothing to give her cause for suspicion. 

But there it was. 

She lifted the glasses again as if the second viewing might prove her wrong; she felt like someone on a ship in ancient times who, sighting land after many months at sea, was afraid that it was an illusion. 

It was not. The smoke was there, and it was spreading, and Hannah Faber had her first chance to help. 

She was nervous going to the radio; the simple protocol suddenly felt infinitely complex. 

Get it together, Hannah. Get it together. This is your damn job, they’ll do the rest, all you have to do is tell them where the hell it is. 

That was when she realized she didn’t know where it was, that she was rushing to the radio without first identify­ing the location. She went to the Osborne, rotated the bezel, put her eye to the gun sight, and centered it up with the smoke. Looked at the map and got her bearing. This one wasn’t far off at all. Five miles from her tower. 

Too close, too close, get the hell out of here. 

She shook her head again, chastising herself. It was the first flare-up, and they’d get it under control fast. Nothing was coming this way. 

Easy to say, hard to believe. She was supposed to be re­moved from it up here. She was supposed to be far from the flames, supposed to— 

“Supposed to do your damn job,” she said aloud, and then she went to the radio and keyed the mike. 

“This is Lynx Lookout. Do you copy?” 

“We copy, Lynx.” 

“I’ve got smoke.” 

She felt as if it were a stunning proclamation, a real showstopper, but the response was flat and uninterested. “Copy that. Location?” She recited the location and bearing, told them the vol­

ume was small, the character was thin but building, the 

color gray. 

“Copy that. Thanks, Lynx. We’re on it.” 

“Good luck. I’ll keep watching.” 

Keep watching. What an impotent thing to say, and do. Once she’d have been putting on the Nomex gear and the White’s fire boots; once she’d have been strong and tanned and ready to take it on—the whole world afire couldn’t scare her. Now... 

I’ll keep watching. 

“Hurry up, guys,” she whispered, watching the gray plumes grow, seeing the first tongues of orange in the mix now, and she wondered how it had started. There on a ridge so close to the road; how had it started? 

Nick would say a campfire. There’d been no lightning, she’d watched for it every night and had not seen any, and so the source was likely humans. It was an odd place for a campfire, and a dangerous one. She looked at the map and traced the contour lines and saw what it might do. It could burn up off that ridge and find open grasses and scorch through them and then hit the high forest, pushed by the wind. If it did, it would run into the rock, and in its quest for fuel, it would climb sidehill and find the gulch that waited, lined with dry timber. And then they’d be fighting it low. Down in a basin rimmed by steep slopes. 

Some of the best friends she’d ever had died trying to outrun a burning wind in a basin like that. 

She didn’t like the way those contour lines looked. There was plenty of fuel in the gulch below the place where the fire had begun to burn, and, dry as it was with this early drought, the flames would be moving fast. 

The first crew got there within thirty minutes, and they encountered more than they’d bargained for. The wind was pushing the fire upslope, toward a stretch of dry jack pine, and the reports over the radio were grim and surprised. 

“We can get a pump truck to the bottom, but no higher. It’s climbing pretty well.” 

“So trench it and bladder-bag it,” Hannah said. She wasn’t on the air, they couldn’t hear her, but she hoped they’d somehow sense her advice and take it. If they got up high enough, they should be able to contain it. With the truck soaking the bottom of the hill and a proper trench cutting it off from climbing toward any more fuel, they’d be fine. It would be hot, hard work, though, and the sun would be setting soon, and then it would be just the crew and the firelight and the wind. The wind was the great enemy, the most menacing and most mysterious. This she knew as well as she knew her own name. 

They didn’t hear her advice but they followed it anyway, and she listened as they sent a trenching team a half a mile farther up the mountain, where they could cut the blaze off from the next stretch of forest and hopefully leave it to burn out in the rocks. 

“It will go sidehill, guys. It will have no choice, and the wind will help it, and then you’ll have to fight it at the bot­tom.” 

That was what they probably wanted. The fire would be bordered by creeks and road and rock there, and they would believe they had it sequestered. Unless the wind had different plans. 

Her first fire with Nick hadn’t been all that different from this one. A wooded windblown hillside. She was on her second summer then and had a sophomore’s cocki­ness—been there, done that, seen it all, though of course she hadn’t. Rookie bravado, sophomore cockiness, and vet­eran’s wisdom. The three stages she’d come to know. She suspected that some sort of law required wisdom and loss to be partners. At least, they always seemed to ride together. 

She’d loved Nick from the start. In the way it wasn’t sup­posed to happen, the way you weren’t supposed to trust. Love at first sight was a fairy tale. Tough girls rolled their eyes at it. And she’d meant to, she had absolutely meant to, but the really special thing about love was that it scorned your attempts to control it. That was a great thing. Some­times. 

Rule number one for a woman on the fire line: you had to outwork everyone. 

Rule number two: when you did, you’d be considered less of a woman because of it. 

That had been infuriating in the first summer. Fighting fires was a male-dominated world—weren’t they all, though?—but she hadn’t been the lone woman. There were three on the crew, but she was the only rookie. The jokes came early and often, but she was cool with that, be­cause, frankly, that seemed to be the way it went. Boys be­ing boys. Giving each other shit over any perceived weak­ness, circling wolves settling pack order, and her weakness, as they saw it, was readily apparent: the extra X chro­mosome. So you took the jokes and you gave them back and then you went to work, and here’s where it mat-tered—would you live up to the identity that the jokes created, or would you forge a new one? You couldn’t be the joke, there was no respect to be found there, no room for softness among crew members for whom fatigue was often the starting point and not the finish line. When you erased the jokes, though, when you matched the guys’ work or exceeded it, a fascinating thing happened—apparently, you lost your femininity. Now the jokes came out of respect, and the tone was altogether different. Once your nickname was Princess; now it was Rambo. 

All of this wasn’t to say she had had bad relationships with the boys of summer. On the contrary, they were some of the best friends she’d ever had, or would ever have—if there were no atheists in foxholes, then there were no en­emies on the fire lines. But dating someone on the crew was different. It was like giving something back that you’d worked hard to earn. She’d made a rule before the sec­ond summer, a sophomore’s rule, the unyielding kind that broke the minute you applied it: The fire line was work. End of story. 

And so of course there had been Nick. And of course he hadn’t been just on the crew; he’d been the boss. 

That was the summer she wore makeup to a trench line, the summer of the cosmetology-school jokes, the summer of the happiest days and nights of her life. She’d become certain of the invalidity of her own rule—it didn’t have to be all work. You could work with someone you loved, even on the most dangerous of tasks. 

She no longer believed that. On the witness stand, point­ing at the topographic map and the photos and explaining how it had all happened, she knew that her rule had not been invalid. You fought fires as a crew. Lived and died as a crew. And if you were in love with one person on that crew, just one? All your best intentions didn’t mean a damn thing. Love always scorned your attempts to control it. 

She sat in her tower now with her feet up and her eyes on the wispy smoke over the mountains and she spoke to the radio without keying the mike, spoke as if she were out there with them. A constant stream of chatter. She was warning them to watch out for widow makers—burning limbs that dropped from above without warning—when the pump truck reported a victim. 

Hannah lifted her hands to her face and covered her eyes. Not already. Not on the first fire of the season, the first she had called in. She felt as if the death had come with her, somehow, as if the death had followed her back. A certain wind chased Hannah, and it was a killing wind. 

Fifteen minutes after they announced the victim, they came back with more: 

“I think we’ve got a campfire source. Appears to be a fire ring here, stones, and the fire must have jumped it and got­ten into the trees that were brought down. Look like fresh cuts too. Only seeing one DOA. Can’t tell if it’s male or fe­male. Burned up pretty good. We’ve secured the body and what’s left of an ATV and, I believe, probably a chain saw.” 

There was your source. Someone had been felling timber and decided to keep a fire going while he did it, then left it untended, in the wind. Oblivious to the risk. 

“Stupid bastard,” Hannah whispered, thinking of those who were walking into the flames right now for some fool­ish mistake, thinking of all that might be lost just because someone wanted to roast a hot dog. 

It felt strange, though. Somehow, it felt off. She’d spotted the smoke around four and the sun had been high and hot, hotter than it had been all summer. Nobody would have needed or wanted a campfire for warmth. And it was late for lunch and early for dinner, and it didn’t sound as if the victim had been camping, anyhow, not with an ATV and a chain saw. He’d been working, probably. And what person doing sweaty work on a hot afternoon wanted a campfire? 

There was something off with the fire source, no ques­tion. But the first task was putting the blaze out fast enough so they could figure out what the real story was. Until those flames were gone, nobody was concerned about determin­ing their source. 

The tower swayed more as the sun descended, the wind freshening at dusk. 





Chapter 12 
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ALL FINE. WE ARE ALONE IN THE WOODS. 

He put the GPS away then and let his eyes drift as he scanned the rocks and forested hills and the high mountains beyond. Empty. He had told the truth: they were alone. They had hiked all day beneath a high hot sun and a cloudless sky, and if you’d told people that only a few weeks ago, the Beartooth Pass had been closed with two feet of snow, they’d have laughed in your face. 

No one was out there. 

Not yet, at least. 

And what if they come? 

He’d asked himself that question the night Jamie Ben­nett had arrived and every waking hour since. What if they came, these men who were trained killers? 

I’ll handle it. I’ve had my share of training too. 

But he hadn’t. Not that kind. He didn’t end up in the Air Force by mistake. The son of a Marine who didn’t leave the combat overseas quite as well as he should have, Ethan had grown up pointed toward the military, and enlisting was the same sort of free-will decision that the sun made when it chose to set in the west. All his father had wanted was another Marine—a fighter, not a teacher. His old man hadn’t been impressed when Ethan tried to explain that he was teaching military personnel how to have what he called a survivor mentality. 

“There are two kinds of men in war,” his father had said. “The killing kind, and the dying kind. If you’re the dy­ing kind, you won’t survive shit. If you’re the killing kind, you will. It’s already in there. You’re teaching woodcraft, and that’s fine. But if they’re the dying kind, all your tricks won’t save ’em.” 

Ethan shook himself back into the moment, back into watching, which was his job; killing wasn’t. The smoke from their campfire wasn’t heavy, the wood had been properly selected, but only a few miles out, some­one else had one as well, the smoke visible above the ridgeline. It seemed like a lot of smoke. Ethan watched it for a while and wondered if a campfire had gotten away from someone. With this wind, it was certainly possible. 

“You guys see that?” he said. “That smoke?” 

They were tired and uninterested, but they looked. 

“We’re going to keep an eye on it,” he said. “That one could turn into something.” 

“Turn into something? You mean, like, a forest fire?” Drew said. 

“That’s exactly what I mean. These mountains have burned before. They’ll burn again someday. Now, all of you look at the smoke and then look at your maps and tell me where it’s burning and what it means to us. First one to do that, I’ll build his shelter myself.” 

Jace cared, and maybe that was a problem. The caring had started with the fire, when he struck two pieces of metal together and made a spark that made a flame that made a campfire. His vision of Connor Reynolds as a boy who did not care began to vanish. His bad attitude was disappearing even when Jace tried to keep it in place, because this stuff was pretty cool. It was real, it mattered in a way most things you were taught didn’t—this stuff could save your life. 

He didn’t know what Connor Reynolds was running from up here, but back behind Jace were men who in­tended to take his life, and he began to think that maybe Connor should pay a little more attention. For the both of them. 

Now Ethan had laid down a challenge, and while Jace really didn’t care about winning the shelter—he enjoyed building them, and they were improving with each night’s effort—he did want to be the first to place that column of smoke accurately. This was the sort of thing that most peo­ple couldn’t do. The sort of thing that could save your life. 

He looked up at the mountains and down at the map and then back up again. To his right was Pilot Peak, one of the most striking landmarks in the Beartooths, easy to find. Move along from that and there was Index, and the fire wasn’t in front of either of them. Keep rolling and there was Mount Republic and beyond that Republic Peak, and now he began to get it. They were supposed to hike to Republic Peak, then claim the summit—that was what Ethan called it, at least—and hike back down the way they’d come. On every trip, though, Ethan gave them an es­cape route. Jace enjoyed those, even if the rest of the boys thought the idea was corny. The other kids didn’t know about the need for escape routes yet. 

The smoke wasn’t between their camp and Republic Peak, but it seemed to be coming from the back side of Republic Peak. Connor traced the contour lines that lay to the west of the peak—they fell off in a tight cluster, indicating a steep and fast decline, toward Yellowstone Na­tional Park, and then those to the north were more gradual, spaced apart. A creek wound down from near the glacier that lay between Republic Peak and its nearest cousin, Am­phitheater. 

“It’s burning by our escape route,” he said. 

Everybody looked up with interest, and Jace was proud to see it on Ethan Serbin’s face as well. 

“You think?” Ethan said. 

Jace felt a pang of uncertainty. He looked up at the mountains, wondering if he’d gotten it wrong. 

“That’s what it looks like,” Jace said. “Like if we had to use the escape route and come down the back side of Republic, going backcountry, the way you were talking about, we’d run right into it. Or pretty close.” 

Ethan watched him in silence. 

“Maybe not,” Jace said, and now he was searching for the Connor Reynolds attitude again, shrugging and trying to act as if he didn’t care one way or the other. “Whatever. I don’t mind building my shelter, I don’t need you to do it.” 

“You don’t? Well, that’s too bad because I was about to start on it.” 

“I got it right?” 

“Yes, you did. If that fire actually is spreading, which is how it looks right now, it’s going to be spreading pretty close to our escape route.” 





Chapter 13 
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This summer, though, the ill winds had blown through her mind daily. She tried to adopt Ethan’s amused disre­gard for such things, but she couldn’t. You could offer the heart all the instruction you wanted. The heart was often hard of hearing. 

She was a different woman this summer, and not one she cared to be. She was a fearful woman. In the corner of the room, leaning against the wall near her side of the bed, was a loaded shotgun. On the nightstand where usually a glass of water and a book sat, she had her GPS, the one Ethan would text her on if something went wrong. Only a single message received today: they were alone in the woods. That was all he would say, and she knew that, but still, she’d taken to looking at the GPS far too often, and though she knew well that the horses had woken her and not the GPS, she checked it anyhow. Blank and silent. 

Bastard, she thought, and hated herself for it. How could she think that? Her own husband, the love of her life, and that was no joke, better believe he was the only love she’d encounter in this life, at least the only one that would run so deep. Deeper than she’d believed was possible. 

And still she cursed him now. Because he’d made a choice, and he hadn’t chosen her. The resentment had plagued her ever since Jamie Bennett left Montana, the deal made. How could you resent a man who’d agreed to protect a child? 

Jamie was reckless, and he knew it. She appealed to his ego, and he let her. I warned him, and he laughed... 

Stop it. Stop those thoughts. 

She rose, considered picking up the shotgun for a mo­ment, then dismissed the idea. There was no need for a weapon, or for her resentments. Ethan had made the right choice; the only danger was with him, and she should be thinking of him instead of herself. She would go as far as the porch and see what there was to see. If there appeared to be real trouble in the stable, then she’d return for the shot­gun. Occasionally you heard of problems with mountain lions and livestock, the sort of thing that happened when you offered up perfectly good prey in the homeland of a perfectly good predator, but in all her years there, the horses had never been bothered by one. 

They also rarely woke her in the night. 

She crossed the living room in the dark. A dull orange glow came from behind the glass door of the woodstove, remnants of a nearly extinguished fire. She hadn’t been asleep long. Just past midnight now. Between the living room and the porch was a narrow storage room, the washer and dryer crammed inside, rows of shelves surrounding them. She found a battery-powered spotlight by touch and then pulled a heavy jacket off the hook beside the door. Summer, sure, but the night air wouldn’t admit to such a thing, not yet. In the pocket of the jacket she put a can of bear spray. You never knew. One year they’d had a grizzly on the bunkhouse porch; another time one had inspected the bed of Ethan’s pickup after a garbage run. If a grizz was out there now, the pepper spray would be far more useful than the shotgun. 

She went out into the night, and the breeze found her immediately and pushed its chill down the collar of her jacket. She walked to the far edge of the porch, leaving the door open behind her. Fifty yards away, in the stable, the horses were silent again. 

She knew the shadows that lay between the cabin and the barn from years of night checks. In what should have been a stretch of open ground, every tree cleared from it long ago, something stood, black on black. 

Allison lifted the spotlight and hit the switch. 

A man appeared, halfway between her and the stable, and though he blinked against the harshness of the light, he seemed otherwise untroubled by it. He was young and lean and had bristle-short hair and eyes that looked black in the spotlight. The glare had to be blinding, but he did not so much as lift a hand to block it. 

“Good evening, Mrs. Serbin.” 

This was why she had the shotgun. This was why it was kept loaded and propped near the bed and now she had walked away from it because for too long she had lived in a world where a shotgun was unnecessary. 

You knew, she thought, even as she stared at him in si­lence. You knew, Allison, somehow you knew he was coming, and you ignored it and now you will pay. 

The man was advancing toward her through the narrow beam of light, and his motion induced her own, a slow backward shuffle on the porch. He did not change his pace. 

“I’d like you to stop there,” she said. Her voice was strong and clear and she was grateful for that. “Stop there and identify yourself. You know my name; I should know yours.” 

Still he came on with that carefree stride, his face a white glow and his eyes squinted nearly shut. Something was wrong with that. His willingness to accept the glare, to walk directly into it without taking so much as a side step, that wasn’t right. She’d caught him in the beam and for some reason he was embracing it. Why? 

“Stop there,” she said again, but now she knew that he would not. Her options rolled through her mind fast be­cause they were few. She could wait here and he’d come on until he’d joined her on the porch and whatever had brought him here in the night would be revealed. Or she could turn and run for the door, close and lock it, and get the shotgun in her hands. She knew that she could make it before he caught her. 

He knows I can too. He can see that. 

But still he walked without hurry, squinting against the spotlight. 

She knew then. Understood in an instant. He was not alone. That was why he was not hurried and it was why he did not wish her to move the light away from him. 

She pivoted and headed for the door only to stop imme­diately. The second man was already almost to the porch. Far closer to the door than she was. He’d come from around the other side of the cabin. Long blond hair that glowed near white in the beam. Boots and jeans and a black shirt unbuttoned almost to midchest. Pistol in his hand. 

“Be still,” he said. He had a doctor’s bedside tone. A pro­fessional soother. 

She stood where she was as he walked toward her from the front and the other one reached the porch at her back. No way to face them both. At once, she was relieved that she had not taken the shotgun. She could shoot only one of them at a time, the way they were positioned, but that was still more shooting than they likely wanted, and if they’d thought she was a threat, they might have fired first. Right now, they did not think that, and in their perception of her as harmless, she was being given one last valuable tool: time. How much of it, she did not know. But there was some, and she needed to use it now, and use it right. 

She thought of the bear spray, and then she lifted her hands into the air. To reach for it was to admit it was there. The bear spray was of little comfort in the face of a gun but it was what she had and she intended to keep it. Keep it and earn more of what these men could grant: time. Whether it was hours or minutes, whether it was seconds, her hope lay in buying more. 

“What do you want?” she said. Voice no longer so strong. “There’s no need for a gun. You can tell me what you’d like.” 

“Hospitable,” the long-haired man said. “That is a pleas­ant change from others we’ve encountered.” 

“It certainly is.” 

“A calm woman, all things considered. Middle of the night, you know. Strangers.” 

“Strangers with guns. Very calm, I’d say. Unusually so.” 

They were talking around her as they advanced, con­versational as two men on a road trip making observations about the scenery. It chilled her more than the sight of the gun had. 

“What do you want?” she repeated. They were almost upon her, one at the front and one at the back, and it was harder now to keep her hands in the air; she wanted to bring them down and throw a punch, wanted to run, wanted to drop to the porch floor and curl up and protect herself from their impending touches. 

But none of those options would buy her time. She kept her hands in the air, though they were shaking now. 

“May we step inside, Mrs. Serbin?” 

The one facing her, just inches away, asked the question, but he wasn’t looking her in the eye. His gaze was covering her body, and she had the sense that he was inventorying her in every way. There was violation in his stare and also threat assessment. She wore black leggings, nothing over them, her boots loose along the calf, and when she’d lifted her arms, the jacket had pulled back to reveal the long-sleeved T-shirt she’d been sleeping in. There was no place on her body, under the jacket, to hide a weapon, and that was evident. The oversize jacket hid the bear spray well. She had a feeling that they would take the jacket, though. That, too, was only a matter of time. 

Out in the stable, one of the horses whinnied again. A high keening sound. The moon was visible now, clean white light. Would things have been different if it had been out when she opened the door? Would she have seen enough to step back inside? Could a cloud change your life? 

“Yes, I think we’ll go inside,” the man behind her said. He reached out and pushed her hair back over her shoul­der, one fingertip on her skin, and that was when she dropped her hands and screamed and then his arm was around her, drawing her body hard against his, pinning her arms to her sides. The spotlight fell to the porch floor and bounced. He’d wrapped her up in such a way that her hands were pressed up near her face, useless. 

The man in front of her had watched the brief flurry of resistance without reaction. Heard her scream and did not blink. He stood still while the other one held her, and for a time there was no sound but the horses stirring, unsettled by Allison’s scream. The spotlight beam shot crookedly into the night sky, illuminating half of his face. 

“Still hospitable?” he said at last. 

The grip around her felt like a steel band and there were tears threatening, pain and fear mixing. She blinked the tears back and forced herself to look directly at him when she nodded. She didn’t say a word. 

“Marvelous,” he said. He drew the word out slow and looked away from her, taking stock of the grounds a final time, the stable and the pasture and the empty bunkhouse and the garage beyond. She had a feeling they’d inspected the property thoroughly before approaching the house. She didn’t like that measured surveyor’s stare. He saw too much, missed too little. It was the way Ethan took in a place. It wasn’t a quality she wanted to see in a man like this. 

When he was satisfied with his assessment, he made the smallest of nods and the other one shoved her forward, through the door and into the living room, without loosen­ing his hold. 

“I believe I’ll give myself a tour,” the long-haired one said. 

“One of us probably should,” the other answered. Allison could feel his breath on her ear. Could smell his sweat and a heavy odor of stale, trapped smoke. Not cigarettes. Wood smoke. 

He held her in the center of the room and did not speak while the other one took a patient stroll through her home. He unplugged phones and lowered window blinds and talked while he moved, and the one holding her answered. 

“Quite an empire they have here.” 

“Beautiful place.” 

“They like mountain landscapes, did you notice?” 

“Seems to be the favored artwork, yes.” 

“Strange, living in a place like this. Why do you need the paintings, the photographs? Just look out the window.” 

“Gifts, I suspect. What do you give someone who lives in the mountains? A photograph of the same mountain that person sees every day. It doesn’t make sense, but people do it all the same. Like that man who raised the dogs. Remem­ber him? The bloodhounds.” 

“Pictures of bloodhounds all over the place. Even though the real deal was right there.” 

“Exactly. I’m telling you, they are gifts. No one has any imagination these days.” 

The grip on Allison hadn’t loosened a fraction, though the man who held her spoke easily. Another smell mingled with the wood smoke, but it took her a minute to confirm what it was. Or accept it. 

He smelled of blood. 

The long-haired one faded from sight but she could hear his boots as he moved through the rooms behind them. Then he reappeared and crossed the living room. He had a hat in his hand. A black Stetson, wide-brimmed. Ethan’s hat, one that he’d never worn. He hated the cowboy look, but people had their assumptions. 

“I like this,” the long-haired man said. “Very Wild West.” He put the hat on and inspected himself in the re­flection from the glass door. He smiled. “Not a bad touch.” 

“Not bad at all,” the short-haired one said. 

“Is it your husband’s hat?” He turned to face Allison. 

“It was a gift,” she said. “He doesn’t like it.” 

They laughed at her then. “Excellent,” the long-haired one said. “That’s excellent, Mrs. Serbin.” He wandered away again, still wearing the hat, and entered her bedroom. He’d picked up the spotlight when they came inside and was using it rather than the overhead lights. She watched the beam paint the walls and then come to a stop on the shotgun. He went over to it and lifted it with one hand and opened the breech. When he saw the shells inside he snapped the breech shut and returned to the living room, carrying the spotlight in one hand, now turned off, and the shotgun in the other, held down against his leg. The pistol was in a holster at his back. 

“Oh my,” he said, easing onto the couch, stretching his legs out in front of him, and leaning the shotgun against the cushion. “It’s been a long day, hasn’t it?” 

“Productive, though.” 

“True.” The longhair gave a heavy sigh, chest rising and falling, staring at the woodstove. He looked at it for a long time before glancing back at them. “You good?” 

“Just fine.” 

“Do you think she needs to be held?” 

“I suppose we could give her a chance now that you’ve completed the tour.” 

The long-haired one fixed his eyes on Allison’s. Cold empty blue. “What do you say, beautiful? Can we take that chance?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, then. We get our first test of your honesty.” 

The iron grip was gone, as if it had never existed. She was free again. The one who’d held her stepped back after releasing her. She hadn’t seen his face since he’d walked toward her in the spotlight. The two men never stood to­gether. 

The long-haired man said, “Do you know why we’re here?” 

She shook her head. Immediately, he sighed again and turned from her and ran a hand over his face as if he were exhausted. 

“Mrs. Serbin.” The words were heavy with disappoint­ment. 

“What?” 

“You know. You do know, and you just lied, and that, at this point in the night...”Heshook hisheadandrubbed his eyes. “It’s not what we need. It simply will not do.” 

“My brother’s had a long day,” the one behind her said. “I’d warn you that he’s a less patient man when he’s tired. You’re not expected to know him as well as I do, so I’ll give you some insider perspective. He’s worn down right now. It’s been a trying day. For us, and for others.” 

She wanted to turn and see him, but looking away from the one on the couch seemed risky. He had the only pistol she’d seen but surely the other one was armed too. My brother, he’d said. She wondered where they were from. They spoke without accent. Flat affect. Someplace in the Midwest. Someplace near the center of hell. They had not taken her jacket from her and so she still had the bear spray, but what use it might be she couldn’t imagine now. Cause them some pain, but that would only anger them more. Blinding them in a cloud of poison and running through it for the shotgun? It would never work. 

“Tell me, then,” Allison said. 

That brought a tilt of the head and an almost amused stare from the man on the couch. “Tell you?” 

“Yes. Why are you here?” 

For a long time he looked at her and did not speak. Then he said, “I believe your husband is in the mountains. Lead­ing a group of boys. Troubled boys. Very honorable thing to do. Because if you don’t stop the trouble in a boy early? Well, then. Well.” 

“It simply won’t stop,” his brother said. “Once trouble takes hold, Mrs. Serbin? It won’t stop.” 

The man on the coach leaned forward and braced his arms on his knees. “Do you know which boy it is?” 

Allison shook her head. “I don’t.” 

“This time I believe you. But it’s irrelevant. Because we know which one he is. So we don’t require that information from you. What we require is his location.” 

She knew what was coming now as if a map had been drawn for her. They wanted the boy and they wanted to move with speed. The thing she had wanted to take from them, time, was the very thing they could not afford to grant. There were other ways to find Ethan, but not faster ways, not for them. So they intended to travel via shortcuts. She was one of those. 

He commenced rubbing his face again with a gloved hand. Somewhere behind Allison, his brother shifted, but still she did not turn. Let him move. She couldn’t watch them both, so there was no point in trying. They would ask her for Ethan’s location now, and when she did not tell them, it would go bad fast. She saw that on the map but she also saw that the destination was the same no matter which route she took. There were detours available to her but no exits. 

So it would go this way, then. They would ask and she would answer and they would be done with her. Or they would ask and she would not answer and they would not be done with her. 

“We’re going to need to catch up with your husband,” the man on the couch said. “I assume you realize that by now.” 

“Yes.” 

“Will you tell us where we might find him? Remember that he, personally, is of no interest to us.” 

He was willing to try one tactic, at least, before resorting to more direct means. Willing to pretend. She would now hear that no harm would come to Ethan if she told them where he was, and no harm would come to her. His heart wasn’t in it, though. At some point he had looked at her and an understanding had transpired between them. He would not waste his efforts on a lost cause, and convincing her that she had any hope of safety was a lost cause. She knew that they were here to kill a boy because that boy had seen them, and now she had seen them. All of this lay unspoken be­tween them. And what it meant. 

“He will be,” she said. 

That earned a raised eyebrow. “You think?” 

She nodded. “You won’t just take the boy. Not from Ethan.” 

“But we’re going to have to.” 

“It won’t go easy for you.” 

He seemed pleased by that prediction. “Sometimes it doesn’t.” 

He left the couch and leaned down on one knee and reached for the woodstove. Opened the door and let smoke out into the room. A few embers clung to life. There was a basket of kindling beside the stove and he took a handful and began to build a fire. 

“The technique has been good to us today,” he said. 

“It has,” his brother answered. “Cold in here too. A cold night.” 

The flames caught the fresh fuel and grew and he added a log then and sat back and watched the fire take hold. There was an iron rack of tools on the wall—ash broom and dustpan, poker, tongs. He ran his fingertips over all of them as if undecided on the best option and then let his hand float back to the tongs. Removed them from the rack and dipped the business end into the flame and allowed the iron to soak in the scorching heat. 

“Please,” Allison said, and he looked up at her as if with genuine surprise. 

“Pardon?” 

“Please don’t.” 

“Well, you’ve had your opportunity to cooperate. Surely you can’t blame me for the consequences of your own deci­sions, your own actions?” 

“You’ll spend your life in prison for this,” she said. “I hope the days are long for you there. I hope they are end­less.” 

He removed the tongs from the fire and smiled at her. “I don’t see anyone here to arrest me, Mrs. Serbin. In fact, it is my understanding that your sheriff is dead. The law has changed with our arrival, do you see? You are now in the jurisdiction of a new judge.” 

“This is the truth,” his brother acknowledged, and then the deep red glow of the iron tongs was approaching Alli­son and she spoke again. 

“There’s a GPS.” 

He seemed almost disappointed. As if he’d expected her continued resistance and had not thought she would be so easy to break. 

“Cooperation,” he said. “Marvelous.” That word again, said slow, as if he liked the flavor. “Where is this GPS?” 

“Nightstand. By the bed.” 

His brother moved without a word and quickly returned with the GPS in his hand. He was studying it. 

“Does it track them or does it just have the planned route?” 

“Tracks them.” 

The one by the fire rose and hung the tongs back on the wall. Allison prayed that he would come closer, join his brother in looking at the GPS, finally be close enough that she would have a chance to get them both with one shot of the bear spray. 

He didn’t. He walked to the end of the couch, the two men still well separated, and said, “Show us where they are.” 

She reached for the device. Her hand was trembling. The man who smelled of smoke and blood handed her the GPS and she tried to make it look as if she fumbled it on the transition, tried to hide the way her thumb came down on the red emergency button, the one that issued the distress signal. You couldn’t just tap it, though; the emergency re­sponders didn’t want to be inundated with accidental SOS calls. You had to hit it three times in succession. 

She’d hit it twice before the first punch came, and as she fell she hit it the third time and then dropped it as a kick caught her high in the stomach and hammered the air from her lungs and left her curled in a ball of agony, trying to choke in a breath as blood flowed from her shattered nose and torn lips. 

“Emergency signal,” the man who’d struck her said, not even looking at her, his attention back on
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