
FROZEN PREY

Inside the Mind of the Butcher Baker

AMY CHASE

TABLE OF CONTENTS

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE​

[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER ONE

The sky was an endless stretch of gray, the sun smothered beneath a blanket of clouds that promised snow later that day. Robert Hansen crouched low in the underbrush, his breath visible in the chill morning air. His fingers, gloved in coarse leather, clenched the wooden bow with a mixture of force and patience. A deer grazed a few yards ahead, oblivious to the hunter. Robert drew in a slow, measured breath, his eyes narrowing on the animal's broad, strong back. It was so peaceful, so unaware. His knuckles whitened as he gripped the bowstring, pulling it back as far as he could, feeling the tension, the anticipation.

He waited. He always waited.

The patience he had learned in the wild was the same that allowed him to hide his rage back in town. The wilderness was where he belonged, away from people who gawked at his face, with its pockmarked scars, away from the snickers behind his back. Here, in the silence of the woods, Robert felt like someone else—someone powerful.

His father’s voice echoed in his mind, a bark as harsh as the crack of his leather belt. “Stop slouching, boy! No son of mine is going to be a weakling!”

Robert hated him. Christian Hansen, the proud Danish baker who controlled his small-town life like a prison warden. A man who saw his son as a failure, a pathetic reflection of his own greatness. Christian had never spared his son from his disapproving glare, nor from the ridicule that Robert had grown to absorb like a sponge. In school, it was the acne that set him apart, like red targets on his face, drawing the sneers and taunts of his classmates. At home, it was his stutter that grated on his father’s nerves, each halting word met with an exasperated sigh or a dismissive wave.

In the woods, though, no one sneered. No one laughed. Here, Robert Hansen was in control. Here, he could kill.

He released the bowstring, the arrow slicing through the air with a faint whoosh before embedding itself deep in the deer’s flank. The animal jerked up, startled, its dark eyes wide with confusion and pain. It staggered a few steps before collapsing into the snow, its legs twitching as its life bled out onto the frozen ground. Robert stood up slowly, watching the creature die. There was no remorse in his gaze, no sorrow. He felt a pulse of satisfaction as the creature took its final breath.

He trudged through the snow to where the deer lay, his boots crunching underfoot. As he approached the still-warm body, he knelt beside it, running a gloved hand over its fur. This was his victory, his triumph. Not Christian’s.

He pulled a hunting knife from his belt and began to skin the deer with practiced hands, the blade moving with methodical precision. As he worked, his mind wandered back to his father’s bakery, the stench of flour and yeast that had become a second skin for him. Christian Hansen had demanded that Robert work in the family business, waking before dawn to knead dough, bake bread, and carry out his father’s orders. It was a life that suffocated Robert, a prison built from the expectations of a man who could never see him as more than a disappointment.

“R-R-Robert, you c-c-can’t even b-b-bake right!” his father would mock, spitting the words like venom. The stutter made Robert slow, hesitant, and that weakness infuriated his father. “You’re useless. You’ll never be a man.”

Each word had driven a wedge deeper into Robert’s heart. He had learned to endure it, to hide his humiliation, to bite back the retorts that bubbled up in his throat. But in the silence of the woods, he could hear his father’s voice less clearly. Out here, Robert was the one in control. He was no longer the awkward boy with the ruined face and halting speech. He was the hunter.

The wind picked up, rustling the bare branches overhead, and Robert paused in his work, looking out over the snow-covered valley below. His bow rested against a nearby tree, and next to it, his father’s rifle leaned at an angle. Robert glanced at it, a pang of resentment tightening in his chest. Christian had never allowed him to hunt with the rifle. It was too dangerous, he said. Robert wasn’t skilled enough, wasn’t disciplined enough to use a man’s weapon.

But Robert knew better.

He’d practiced with the rifle in secret, far from his father’s watchful eye. He had learned its weight, the way the recoil felt against his shoulder when he fired, the way the bullet would pierce flesh with a sharp, clean sound. It was different from the bow. The bow was intimate—personal. The rifle, though, had a brutality to it, a finality that Robert craved.

As he finished with the deer, he stood and walked over to the rifle, his hand brushing the cool metal of the barrel. He imagined his father watching him now, those cold eyes narrowing in disapproval, the familiar scowl creasing his face.

“Is this what you wanted, Dad?” Robert muttered under his breath. “You wanted a son who could hunt, who could kill.”

He raised the rifle to his shoulder, aiming it at a distant tree. The crosshairs of the scope settled on a knot in the bark, and Robert’s finger hovered over the trigger.

“You wanted me to be strong.”

He squeezed the trigger, and the gun roared to life, the sound echoing through the valley. The tree splintered where the bullet struck, a sharp crack splitting the wood. Robert lowered the rifle, a grim smile tugging at the corners of his lips. It wasn’t enough. He could shoot the tree a hundred times and it wouldn’t feel the way he wanted it to. It wouldn’t silence the voice in his head, the one that told him he was still a failure.

The voice was always there, gnawing at him, reminding him of every slight, every insult. The girls in high school who had laughed at him when he asked them to dances. The boys who had shoved him into lockers and called him “pimple face.” The teachers who had pitied him, who had seen him as less than the others.

And then there was his father. The man who had built him, molded him, and hated every piece he had put together. Robert could never be the son Christian wanted. He could never be the strong, confident, successful man his father had envisioned. But he could be something else. Something more dangerous.

He could be the hunter.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the snow, Robert shouldered the deer’s carcass and began the trek back to town. The weight of the animal was heavy, but it felt good on his shoulders. He had earned it. This was his kill, his victory. His father would be home by now, cleaning up after another day at the bakery, his hands covered in flour and dough.

Robert imagined the look on Christian’s face when he brought the deer inside, when he laid the carcass on the table and showed his father what he was capable of. He would be forced to acknowledge Robert’s skill, his strength. He would have to admit that his son was a hunter—a real man.

But in the pit of his stomach, Robert knew it would never happen. Christian would sneer, maybe offer a curt nod, and then move on, as if nothing Robert did ever mattered. That was the way it had always been. No matter how hard Robert worked, no matter how many animals he killed, how many trophies he won, his father’s approval would remain just out of reach.

The walk back to town was long, the sky growing darker with each passing minute. Robert’s muscles ached from the strain of carrying the deer, but he pressed on, driven by something deeper than fatigue. As he approached the outskirts of Pocahontas, the lights of the town flickered in the distance, warm and inviting. But Robert felt no warmth. The town had never welcomed him. It was just another part of the prison his father had built around him.

When he finally reached the house, Robert dropped the deer in the yard, its limp body hitting the ground with a dull thud. The front door swung open, and there stood Christian Hansen, his large frame filling the doorway, arms crossed over his chest. His face was impassive as he looked at his son, then at the deer.

“About time,” Christian muttered, stepping outside. “Dinner’s already on the table. Don’t know why you bother with that hunting nonsense. A baker’s work is in the kitchen, not the woods.”

Robert clenched his jaw, biting back the retort that hovered on his lips. He wanted to shout, to tell his father that he wasn’t like him, that he didn’t want to be like him. But he stayed silent, as he always did, his resentment building like a storm inside him.

Christian turned to go back inside, pausing only to glance over his shoulder. “Clean it up before it spoils.”

Robert stared after him, his hands still gripping the rifle. In that moment, he imagined raising it, imagined pulling the trigger and silencing his father’s voice forever. The thought lingered for a long, dangerous moment, but then it faded, replaced by a familiar numbness.

One day, he thought. One day, the world would know what he was capable of. Not in the way his father had imagined, not as a baker, a good son. But as something darker. Something wild.

As he bent down to begin the long, cold work of cleaning the deer, Robert Hansen smiled to himself. His time would come.

And when it did, no one would laugh at him ever again.

CHAPTER TWO

The wind whipped through the quiet streets of Pocahontas, Iowa, carrying with it the scent of approaching rain. The late November sky was a dreary gray, the kind that seemed to weigh heavy on the town, pressing everything down into a kind of somber stillness. But not Robert Hansen. Tonight, there was no stillness in him, only a pulsing, almost electric surge of something darker, something he couldn't quite name but had lived with for as long as he could remember.

It was revenge. That much he knew.

Robert stood in the shadows behind the Pocahontas County school bus garage, his breath coming in short, sharp puffs that fogged the air in front of his face. His hand clutched the small canister of gasoline, the cold metal pressing into his palm as if urging him forward. His heart pounded in his chest, the stutter of his pulse a mocking echo of his speech. But tonight, there was no one to hear him stumble over his words, no one to laugh at him, to sneer at his pockmarked face and awkward, slouched posture. Tonight, it was just him and the flame.

The garage loomed in front of him, a hulking structure that housed the bright yellow school buses, symbols of the very place that had been his torment for years. Pocahontas High School. Robert could still hear the taunts, the jeers that followed him down the halls like a curse. "Pimple face!" they’d shout, their voices ringing out in cruel harmony. He could hear their laughter, the way it bounced off the walls, filling the air with their viciousness, their contempt.

His hands tightened around the canister. They would laugh no more.

He moved quickly, almost methodically, as he poured the gasoline around the perimeter of the garage, the liquid sloshing in the silence. It smelled sharp, acrid, filling his nostrils and making his head swim. The scent brought a strange sense of calm to him, as if the fuel itself was a promise of what was to come. The end of it all—the end of the laughter, the taunts, the whispers. They’d see him now, not as the stuttering boy they had pushed aside, but as someone capable of destruction, of power.

When the gasoline ran out, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a matchbook. The small cardboard book felt light in his hands, almost delicate, but he held it as if it contained all the weight of his life, of everything he had ever felt. His fingers shook as he lit the match, the tiny flame flickering in the cold night air. For a moment, Robert just stared at it, mesmerized by its glow, by the promise it held. Then, with a sharp breath, he tossed it onto the ground.

The fire erupted in an instant, the gasoline catching with a whoosh that made his heart skip a beat. The flames licked at the side of the garage, bright and hungry, devouring the wood and metal with a furious intensity. Robert took a step back, his eyes wide as the fire grew, spreading faster than he had imagined. The heat washed over him, a searing wave that made his skin tingle, but
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