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  Dedication


To Diamond Lake, a jewel in the Oregon Cascades and the site of decades of memories. May it forever remain a peaceful haven away from modern, hectic times.








  
  Content Advisory


The following book contains: 
Graphic, bloody violence and gore
Sexual content (consensual, non-graphic)
Threat of rape
Homophobic slurs
Drug use, alcohol consumption, and sex by minors
Child and canine peril
Cannibalism
Forced drug overdose
Brief suicidal ideation
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  Chapter 1
Nature

[image: image-placeholder]
Kill Count: ??


Where some people shrink in the cab of an F-350 truck, Slater was a man that filled it, both in body and the air about him; a man that feared no task or evil. He drove through the menacing gate, up the long driveway covered in foreboding foliage, to his farmhouse with the same paint from its original construction a century and a half ago. Its dank, dangerous vibe drew him and his family to its occupancy. Where some parents fretted over school districts, Slater valued privacy. Their previous house always had looky-loos—they couldn’t resist wandering onto his property, getting in his way, trampling his wife’s flowerbeds, making a mess of his collections, leaving his doors and windows open, spraying their bodily fluids everywhere… 
Slater stepped out of the truck onto his new property and stalked over to a college-aged idiot looking through a window of Slater’s home. The man didn’t pay attention to what he trampled, or consider that maybe if the homeowners didn’t come to the front door when he knocked, he should have moved on to bother the neighbors.
Once, in the old place, two teenagers peeped on Slater’s wife, Killian, from a tree as she undressed in their bedroom. They'd shuffled to another branch as she progressed to the master bathroom, and it was hard to say which sight had startled the one so bad he lost his footing—Killian's glorious body or the luxuriously deep red that washed off of it. Regardless, the fool that had broken his leg on the fall exposed their location with his wailing, and made it all the easier for Slater to catch them. Killian volunteered to teach them a lesson, then she spent the following week pressuring Slater to find a new house. She didn’t like work coming home to them—not with their sixteen-year-old daughter and eight-year-old son not quite ready to leave the house.
So, they packed their things and took the neighbor’s F-350 and whatever they could fit into the bed. Ol’ Todd didn’t much appreciate Slater “borrowing” the truck, but Slater convinced the ornery gossip to look the other way. It was 180 degrees the other way, but he certainly stopped protesting after getting a new view of the living room window from his rocking chair on the front porch.
The owners of the new house in central California weren’t too keen on handing over the keys to the property, either, but Slater preferred to take possession without the messy business of lawyers and real estate agents anyway. Slater and Killian were two of the greatest teachers in the country, and they always got what they wanted, one lesson at a time.
Slater seethed behind the back of the guy leering into Lynn Chelsea’s room—all that work relocating, and they still couldn’t escape the prying eyes of people who thought a man’s house was a beacon for their drama.
Lynn screamed as the young man cupped his hands around his eyes and pressed into the glass. Slater loomed behind the man while she covered herself with a towel and pulled the blackout curtains closed.
“Woof. Bangin’ bod, fugly face,” the man said to himself before turning into Slater’s bouldery chest.
Slater grabbed him by the neck and lifted him into the wall.
“What are you doing on my property, frat boy?”
“I— We’re just—” the man gasped under Slater’s tightening grip.
“There are more of you?” Slater dropped the man to allow him to speak.
“We investigate…paranormal activity. Looking for…abandoned houses…” the man managed while regaining his breath.
“This isn’t abandoned. Are your idiot friends running around my property right now?”
“Not that I…know of. We split up to—”
“Daddy! Why is he still here?” Lynn screeched as she rounded the corner from the back yard, fully clothed in a preppy outfit she knew her parents hated. They had acquired a closetful of appropriately distressed and disturbed apparel she refused to wear. “He saw me naked!”
“I didn’t mean to—”
Lynn slapped him and grabbed his neck, pushing him into the wall. She got him a few inches off the ground. Slater crossed his arms, proud to see her growing strength. Like father, like daughter.
“Your mother doesn’t appreciate us bringing work home. She hates cleaning up the mess,” Slater reminded her.
“I don’t care! I’ll do it and clean it up myself!”
“Like how you clean your room? Raccoons would do a better job.”
The man struggled to remove Lynn’s grip from his neck as the two lazily mused over what to do with him. A white Mercedes pulled up next to the F-350. Lynn dropped the man and put her hands behind her back, looking innocently away from Killian’s angry expression as she exited the car. Her business suit looked great; the white blouse accented with dapples of red that Slater loved seeing on her.
“Classes went well today, I see?” Slater asked his wife, kissing her on the cheek as she took in the frat boy, her hands on her hips.
“What did I say about—?”
“We know, Mom. We were just talking about it.”
“Well? What’s the deal? Is he selling something? Why haven’t you escorted him off the property?”
“Because he’s a peeping tom! He watched me come out of the shower!”
“I didn’t mean to—!”
“Honey, I’m sure he didn’t know that was your room. Does he have binoculars? Was it premeditated?” Killian asked as she put her arm around Lynn’s shoulder.
“No! I didn’t know, I swear!” the man pleaded.
Slater caught the man’s eyes with his gaze and shook his head, letting him know interrupting his wife wasn’t a good idea.
“Alright, young man. If you promise to refrain from future acts of trespassing, you can leave our property,” Killian said, pointing down the long driveway. “Chop-chop!”
The man took off. Lynn shrugged out of Killian’s arm and skulked away, mumbling about never being able to help with the family business. Killian ran her hand across Slater’s chest as she made to walk back to her car, then paused halfway. She glared at the flower garden she had painstakingly lined along the outside of the house when they moved in.
“Who trampled my flowers?” she asked with an edge that made Slater’s heart melt.
“We all know how important your flowers are to you, dear.”
Killian kicked off her heels and ran down the driveway at full speed after the traipsing trespasser. Slater chuckled. Although his wife’s flowers were sacrificed for the greater good, he was pleased with the outcome: the guy had never properly apologized. He’d gotten off far too easily in Slater’s opinion.
Slater entered the house to find their boy Murdock playing with toys in the living room, tearing off limbs and putting them onto the torsos of other toys. Killian preferred nature to take over the property and enjoyed watching wild animals roaming around. To that end, she’d procured for Murdock as many toys as needed to keep him occupied so he wouldn’t go after the animals. It was a horrible experience trying to get Lynn to stop “playing” with the wildlife. Luckily, she lost interest in it long before they moved into the new place, her focus shifting with her hormones.
“Hey, little man. Was your big sister a good babysitter today?”
“No. She just stayed in her room the whole time. Probably whapping it to those stupid boy-toy posters she has in there. Why do you think she was in the shower before dinner?”
“That’s a horrible thing to say about your sister. Where did you even learn about that?”
“From the neighbor’s kid. He showed me his tablet and all the sites his older brother forgets to close after whapping—”
“Alright, I’ve heard that word enough today. Don’t let your mother hear you talking like that.”
Slater tousled his boy’s hair and went into the walk-in freezer off the kitchen to grab dinner from one of the meat hooks. He nearly tripped over the ice block that kept the room cold. Almost time to get a new one… Killian already had the antique wood stove fired up when Slater dropped the slab on the counter. He took in her disheveled business suit and her blouse, no longer neatly hinting at cleavage, but almost entirely undone—buttons popped—beneath the navy-blue jacket.
“Mmm, you look so…” Slater said, trailing off as he wrapped his arm around her lower back. He pulled her close for a passionate kiss. Her soft lips melded perfectly with his, as they had for decades. Her heavy breathing from her little run tingled his senses further. When he knocked on her lips with his tongue, inviting hers to meet his, she pushed him away, leaving a red handprint on his white T-shirt.
“Not here, Slater. Murdock’s right outside the room. Tonight, though, after the kids go to bed…” she teased, knowing how much her low voice stirred him.
She cupped her hand between his legs and gave him an infuriating, single pull that almost finished him right there. She turned to the stove and bent over in her tight skirt, torn from the run. He watched her slowly stoke the flames of the kindling before reaching for a piece of firewood. Her perfect heart-shaped butt almost gave Slater a heart attack, so he re-entered the freezer to cool off his veins—he didn’t want to be pushing that down during dinner. He could already hear Murdock making another inappropriate comment.
At dinner, Lynn was in one of her typical moods, pushing the lightly charred meat around on her plate, hardly eating at all. Murdock pointed at her plate after clearing his. She let him take it, then rested her chin on her palm and sighed.
“Your father worked on that for an hour, Lynn. You need to eat so you can be strong when you get into the family business.”
“I had the chance to do that today, but you two killjoys won’t cut the umbilical. I haven’t been off the property since we moved!”
“You haven’t learned everything yet,” Slater said after hard swallowing a hunk of meat. “How to blend in, move silently, never get caught...”
“So, when are you going to teach me?”
“With the move and needing you to watch your brother, it’s been hard to find the time,” Killian said. “Your father and I are working all the time. There are a lot of deviants around this town that need lessons.”
“I need lessons!” Lynn cried. “I’m sick of being stuck at home! I want to be in a real high school, teaching the mean students lessons like you do to their parents!”
“You’re not ready!” Slater pounded his fist on the table.
Murdock rolled his eyes at the family’s melodrama and started playing with his knife, pretending a meat blob needed emergency surgery.
“Can I be excused, please?” Lynn pouted.
“Your mother is still eating, and your brother—”
“He’s just playing with his food! And Mom eats too slow. I want to go to my room!”
“Probably going to whap it again,” Murdock smirked without looking up.
Lynn reached over to slap at his face but couldn’t reach. She swiftly rose from her seat, lifting her knife up over her head, ready to plunge it into her brother’s.
“Young lady, you drop that knife and leave the table!” Killian yelled.
“That’s what I wanted all along!” Lynn stabbed the knife into the table halfway up the blade, then ran off to her room. She slammed the door, knocking dust off the fan above the kitchen table and seasoning the remaining food.
Killian leaned her cheek on her palm and sighed, cocking her eyebrow at Slater, who smiled and shrugged. 
“Alright, little man, either finish that or go play with your toys.”
“When can I get a tablet, Dad?”
“It wouldn’t do any good out here. There’s no cable for the Internet, and no company will work on this house to install one. No electricity, either. Guess I should have led with that.”
“Can’t you make them? Teach them a lesson?”
“Teaching them a lesson won’t always get you what you want, champ. Sometimes we need other people to actually do their work, you know.”
“But Billy’s house has Wi-Fi! They’re just across the field! Why does the cable company help them and not us?”
“You need to learn to be happy with what you have, young man,” Killian said. “And stop antagonizing your sister. She’s having a hard enough time adapting to the new place.”
“I don’t care about her! I just want a tablet! I’m tired of playing with these stupid toys all alone!”
“Your mother and I go out of our way to take those toys, Murdock. I don’t appreciate your attitude right now. You can go to your room, too.”
“This isn’t fair!” Murdock cried as he ran to his room and slammed the door. His sister screamed through her own door for him to shut up.
Killian sighed again. Her ponytail band had loosened after the day’s events and she hadn’t straightened her mussed up black hair, nor washed her hands, tucked her blouse back into her jacket, nor changed out of her torn skirt. Her feet were filthy from ditching the heels and running down the dirt driveway.
“Tell me where you want to do it right now, Killian,” Slater said as he tore away his shirt and unbuckled his belt. “I’m about to explode.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Killian snuggled into Slater’s chest beneath his heavy arm as they lay together on a bed of their clothes over moldy hay in the barn. Absorbed by their exchange, Slater hardly noticed the smell from the dark corners of the building or the trickling sound of little rivulets of blood flowing towards the center of the barn. 
“I’ll be carving up that mess all day tomorrow,” Killian said while running her fingers through Slater’s chest hair.
“I’ll do it for you. You’ve got a lot of work still, right?”
“No rest for the wicked. Too many lessons to teach. Not enough time in the day…”
“Maybe if you took Lynn with you…”
“Yeah… But you had a point. She’s not ready.”
“She’s got to start sometime, dear.”
“You know, I don’t like it when you call me ‘dear.’ It makes me feel like my best years are behind me.”
“Sorry, sweetheart. Come here. Let me show you I don’t believe that for a second.”
Hay clung to their damp, sweaty bodies after their second romp, their heavy breath the only sound left in the barn. Slater held his wife against his torso.
“Why don’t we make more time for this, hon?” Killian said.
“Two kids and two jobs. Kids want independence. The move’s been hard on them and us.”
“Have you ever thought about a vacation?”
“What, like Disneyland? Do you know how many lessons we’d be teaching there? Unruly kids, inattentive parents, horny teenagers, rude staff, lines as far as the eye can see? Murdock wouldn’t be able to control himself. I wouldn’t be able to—”
“What about a vacation from lessons? We could go camping, miles away from the nearest town. Bond with each other in nature. Get three tents…set ours up out of earshot of the kids’…”
“I love this side of you, sweetheart. It’s the best idea since cooked meat! I’ll get that mess carved up and on ice in the morning, then go into town for camping supplies. You can get the kids ready to go and we’ll leave in the early afternoon.”
“This’ll be so great, Slater. I can’t wait. I’ll start packing tonight.”
Killian stood up, her naked body even dirtier than before after the multiple rolls in the hay. Slater couldn’t resist grabbing her elbow and bringing her in for another.

      [image: image-placeholder]Slater and Killian sat miserably in the front seat of the F-350 while their children complained and fought the entire trip to the Oregon Cascades. More than once, he wanted to teach them a lesson, but his wife calmed him with a soft touch on his arm every time he started to turn around.
They didn’t often travel together—or leave the house together, for that matter. Slater’s concentration on the road gravitated to his wife’s calm silhouette more than once. Despite the kids, it brought him happiness to be on the trip since they’d pulled out of town. He hadn’t expected such a renewed attraction for Killian once their work interrupted their home life the previous day, seeing her before she’d had a chance to clean up.
Only recently he’d been coming up with lame excuses to avoid intimacy with her, even when she was making a half-hearted effort to engage on his behalf. Even with her own maternal milieu sapping the spark from her once-insatiable appetite, Slater had been the one skipping meals.
Now all he wanted was a week of having their own tent and large sleeping bag, a welcome change of pace from searching for odd places to fool around to avoid their kids hearing them. It was a long way to go to rekindle his fire for Killian, but after the previous night, he knew every mile would be worth it.
Slater drove around the northern shore of Diamond Lake, ten miles north of Crater Lake. Campgrounds were set up on all sides of the lake, but since they planned to avoid too much contact with other campers, not any site would do. He parked the F-350 in the west campground, with its spectacular view of Mt. Thielsen. No one was more excited to exit the vehicle than Slater. Everyone grabbed their tents and sleeping bags, and they trekked across the highway from the campground to a more isolated spot within the Umpqua National Forest between the lake and Mt. Bailey.
After helping the kids set up their tents, ignoring their grumbling, Slater and Killian pitched their tent over a hundred yards away from the other two. The sweat from the hiking and clearing the sites attracted dirt to their skin. Killian looked as ravishing in nature as she had in the kitchen. Slater knew she’d only rebuff him if he tried to start something with so much daylight left. She would be right to: better to save his energy for the night, knowing the kids would be asleep and far away, but showing restraint in the presence of such a primal beauty proved taxing.
Slater hiked up the slope of the mountain for thirty minutes and stood on a small rock outcrop that offered a better view of Diamond Lake. He took a deep breath and contemplated taking property nearby if the farmhouse didn’t work out. Surely, there’d be no looky-loos out in a perfect place like this.






  
  Chapter 2
Paper

[image: image-placeholder]
Kill Count: 4


Timothy Hunt exited the family Nissan Rogue and stretched his legs after eight long hours of driving from San Jose, California. Jessica followed not long after, climbing out of the passenger side. She yawned and stretched from her two-hour nap over the final leg of the trip. Timothy hadn’t minded letting his wife sleep. He played I Spy and Twenty Questions with his bored sons, TJ and Corey. Corey gave half-assed answers to everything, still irritated he couldn’t hang out with his friends. It was the week after his sophomore year of high school ended and they’d all be going on their own family vacations by the time Corey returned home from the trip. The poor kid would be alone during the peak summer goof-off weeks.  
Timothy had apologized a dozen times, but his work needed him the most during the summer, and if the family was going to do anything together during the kids’ long breaks, it would have to be that week. TJ hadn’t minded. He would play with his portable gaming device at home or in nature. Almost nothing outside of that tiny screen mattered. Jessica didn’t like him bringing it along, but Timothy knew he’d complain the whole time if they didn’t let him, and Timothy needed the relative quiet more than anything. His batteries required more recharging than TJ’s handheld after the car ride.
He convinced the family to put their phones in a bag that they’d keep in the car for the whole week to cut off the outside world. They all grumbled, but the service was bad anyway, and really it was more of a social experiment to see how long any of them could last (TJ’s handheld notwithstanding—that would be like amputating a limb).
Magnolia, their golden shepherd mix who got her name from the butterfly magnolia tree in their backyard, scrambled out of the car as the boys exited and made a beeline for a chipmunk. Easily distracted, she gave up on the critter pursuit before she’d even gotten to it and bolted for Diamond Lake’s muddy western shore past several empty campsites.
“Corey, TJ, bring Maggie back here, please. I’m not sure what the leash rules are yet.”
The boys grumbled but did as asked. Jessica removed tents from the back of the midsize SUV. Timothy helped her set up camp while the boys played with Maggie down by the water. Initially annoyed that they didn’t come back and help, Timothy let it go. They looked like they were already having some fun, so he took the small victory. Save for a white-F-350 with no tents around it, the rest of the west campground lay empty. 
After setting up the smaller tent for the boys and Maggie, they erected the larger tent. Jessica brought in two sleeping bags and unfolded them. Timothy nodded at the bags and raised his eyebrows.
“Two, Jess? You don’t want to…you know…use one? Like we used to?”
“Sorry, Tim. This wasn’t the best week for me—if you had that in mind.”
“Oh, yeah, of course. We don’t necessarily… I mean… It’s fine. This is about the whole family, not just you and me.”
Timothy couldn’t hide his disappointment. He meant to reconnect with her after the busy school year. Weeks would go between “date nights” and during one frustrating stretch of two months Jessica didn’t seem all that interested, even when they could squeeze in a solitary fifteen minutes together without either of the boys around. He felt stupid for not planning that aspect of the trip better. Not that he could have. With the whole year being so off-kilter, he’d forgotten the cadence of her cycles.
Jessica’s butt taunted him while she smoothed out the sleeping bags on her hands and knees. She sat back on her feet and mock-pouted at his downcast look, then crawled to him as he unpacked his hiking gear. She surprised him by putting her mouth to his ear and tugging at it with her lips.
“That doesn’t mean other things can’t happen,” she whispered.
Timothy’s heart nearly beat out of his chest. Before he could respond she pulled away from his ear and brought their lips together. He almost passed out before Jessica mercifully released him and crawled away towards the tent flap, wiggling her butt the whole way.
“After the boys are asleep,” she said without looking back.

      [image: image-placeholder]The boys cast their lines off the shore of the northern area of the campground while Maggie dried off in the dirt behind them, resting after a couple hours of swimming and running around. Jessica lay on top of their site’s picnic table, reading a trashy paperback and bobbing her leg over the other knee.  Timothy watched the boys from a foldout chair, well away from their casting radius. 
He turned to see Jessica switch her legs to the opposite side, reminding him of the Sharon Stone interrogation scene in Basic Instinct even though Jessica wore shorts. His mind wandered to imagining what Jessica might have in store for him once the boys were asleep, and his heart sped up again.
He considered himself the luckiest guy to come out of their high school. Timothy and Jessica were best friends since the ninth grade but she never showed an interest in taking it any further. It would have been a “smart match” but not a passionate one. Neither of them had many other options for dating due to their acne problems and awkward social skills, but didn’t want to complicate things just because they could. They’d developed a tight bond, otherwise, that carried them to graduation without any extra messy teenage drama. Unfortunately their connection weakened once they went to Stanford. Her beautiful face cleared up, making her popular and bringing out her personality for everyone else to adore; a treat that only Timothy had been privy to before.
He couldn’t really blame her for forgetting about him.
An acquaintance of his talked him into being his wingman at an off-campus party, and Timothy saw Jessica for the first time in three years since they’d drifted apart freshman year. His acne problems had cleared up by then, but he’d never gotten over his social awkwardness. He wanted to leave the moment he walked into the house party, but his friend had pulled him along. 
Timothy owed the acquaintance: he’d gotten him an internship at a Silicon Valley start-up, but his social skills weren’t that much better than Timothy’s. However, Timothy made a great wingman play that resulted in the acquaintance leaving in the car that brought them there with a pretty, buzzed girl. The play left Timothy alone at the party, awkwardly nursing cheap beer and watching all the youthful horniness permeate around him.
Thankful to have a reason to move once his beer was gone, he went into the kitchen to find Jessica crying with another girl rubbing her shoulder. Not sure if she would even recognize him, he snatched the last beer from the fridge and turned to leave. His ears caught fire when Jessica called his name from behind; the searching in her voice…
Though he knew she only used him to forget her very-recent breakup, he was okay with that. He cared about her more than any other guy she might have picked up in desperation, but his initial chivalric motivations met an ultimatum when they found out he’d accidentally gotten her pregnant. If they hadn’t been such good friends in high school, it would have been impossible for him to dream that the pregnancy would be anything beyond regrettable.
Now Timothy was up in the Oregon wilderness with their boys and family dog, and his soulmate was going to happily “take care of him tonight.” Not even the boys’ sullen attitudes could ruin the trip for him, even if it started raining every day for the rest of the week. Timothy considered himself the luckiest guy in the world.
“Afternoon, sir.”
Timothy jolted out of his thoughts. A Forest Ranger stood beside his chair, wearing an ugly beige uniform and holding a clipboard at the ready. He pushed aviator sunglasses up on his nose.
“Hello!” Timothy greeted him. “How’s your day?”
“Just fine, sir. Can I see your fishing licenses and park receipt, please?”
“Oh! Yeah, they’re in the car. I’ll be right back.”
Timothy ran his fingers lightly over Jessica’s arm as he passed the table, then retrieved the three fishing licenses he’d purchased in Klamath Falls. The Ranger looked them over and marked the info down on his clipboard.
“Limit’s five per day, sir.”
“Yeah, that’s what they told me. The boys haven’t caught anything yet.”
“Better luck in the morning. They’re leaping out of the water right before dawn.”
The Ranger carried on along the shore towards a hulking man standing behind a boy as they cast a pole into the lake together. Timothy had never seen a man that large before. He wore jeans and a tight white T-shirt, and even from such a distance he saw it was spotty with dust from the volcanic basalt that covered most of the area. They weren’t “glampers,” certainly.
The Ranger seemed to ask them for the same information, but it was obvious that the man didn’t have a license from his reaction. He gestured aggressively in a number of directions while the boy stood with his hands on his hips, scowling at the Ranger. More out of concern for the Ranger than out of the kindness of his heart for the man, Timothy jogged towards them, waving his arm in the air. 
The enormous man dropped his aggressive posture and took a step back from the Ranger when he noticed Timothy approaching. 
“Hi! Sorry! Uh, I’m assuming this gentleman doesn’t have a license? Can he take one of mine? I don’t really like fishing, I’ll just keep the two for the boys. No reason to let this one go to waste, right?”
Timothy smiled at the man, pleased that the aggressive frown gave way to puzzlement. The Ranger looked at both of them and sighed, then took the license and handed it to the man after marking more notes on his clipboard.
“These licenses are per pole, sir. I don’t want to come back here tomorrow and see you both fishing, and I will be back to see the receipt for the camp site you said is ‘in your tent.’ Kill all the chub you want, but the limit for rainbows is five per day. Are we clear?”
The large man’s eyes flashed something akin to…rage? Timothy hardly caught it. Maybe it was a reflection from the lake…
“We’re clear,” the man said before the Ranger went back towards the west campground parking lot.
Timothy smiled at the man, then rocked back on his heels, feeling that old awkwardness come back on him.
“Oh, uh, thanks,” the man said, scratching the back of his head with his meaty hand.
“Sure thing. I’m Tim. This your first time at the Lake?”
“First time…yeah. Not at other lakes, but this one, yeah.”
“Da-a-a-d. This is boring!” the young boy whined.
Timothy smiled again at both of them.
“You know, I’ve got a son that’s about your age. Maybe he’ll show you his game console?” He hooked his thumb back towards the direction of the campsite.
The boy’s eyes lit up and he looked excitedly at his father. The man frowned again, but a look crossed his face that seemed like he remembered he was supposed to be having fun, and nodded. The boy ran off down the shore, dropping the pole near his father’s feet. The man sighed and picked it up.
Tim offered the stranger his hand. The man looked at it like the gesture was foreign to him. He stared down at it for a moment, but eventually he reached out and took it, nearly crushing Tim’s hand with an iron grip.
“Name’s Slater,” he said after casting the line out. “I’ve been to many lakes, as I was saying, just not here. Sometimes the wife likes to work with me at the other lakes, but the kids are tagging along for the first time.”
Timothy found it hard to believe the man had a wife and kids. His face was asymmetrical. He looked like a distracting background monster in a horror movie. His wife must be just as…
Timothy cut off his rude thoughts. Who was he to judge other people’s looks? He was so plain as to border on ugly, if he was being generous to himself. Hardly worth someone of Jessica’s caliber…
Slater cocked his eyebrow at Timothy’s strange silence and furrowed brow.
“You said ‘kids?’ Got another boy?” Timothy asked, hoping to hit the right note of friendliness.
“Teenage daughter. Never leaves her room at home. Now she says she’s never leaving the tent. Drove hundreds of miles for all this open space and she’s ‘not coming out.’”
“Yeah, yeah. I know exactly what you mean. Corey doesn’t like all this, either. He’d rather be at the movies, or anywhere with air conditioning, really, hanging out with his friends. So, uh, where are you camping?”
Slater gave a look that Timothy interpreted as one to stop asking questions. Timothy shut up and put his hands in his pockets.
“Well, I better get back to my family. Almost time to start cooking dinner. I’ll send your boy back to you. What’s his name?”
“Murdock. It’s okay. I’ll come get him myself.”
Slater reeled in the line and slipped the hook through one of the hoops, then they walked towards the campsite, Slater taking the lead.
“I think you’re going to like this lake,” Timothy said, unable to stop blathering, “It’s pretty quiet, even during peak times. All the people are over in the northeast part of the resort. They’ve got a bar and grocery store over there. You, uh, ever feel like getting a drink this week, come knock on my tent. I’ll buy you a cold one.”
Timothy couldn’t read Slater’s neutral expression, so he didn’t press the suggestion. Murdock protested being pulled away from TJ’s game console, but TJ sweetly offered that he could use it tomorrow if he came back down to the campsite. That placated the boy, and Slater guided him back towards the road. He tossed the pole noisily into the bed of the white F-350 and they crossed the highway into the unmarked forest.
Jessica put a hand on Timothy’s arm with concern as he watched after them. He didn’t understand camping away from the campsite, but then he shrugged and asked his wife what she wanted help with besides starting the fire.

      [image: image-placeholder]Halfway through their meal, Timothy noticed movement from the other side of the highway. Slater came lumbering out of the trees in the diminishing light of the sun, setting over Mt. Bailey’s rounded peak. He looked angry as he walked towards the truck.
Against his better judgment, Timothy waved and called out to Slater before he could get into the vehicle.
“Everything all right, Slater?”
Slater appeared to ignore him, then paused with the truck door opened and dropped his head. He shut the door and came towards the campsite.
“Oh, it’s stupid. I thought we’d catch fish for dinner so I talked everyone out of bringing food. Now they’re all mad at me for not catching anything and want me to go to the grocery store before it closes.”
Jessica raised her eyebrows to Timothy and motioned to their picnic table of leftovers. The boys hadn’t brought their best appetites for the generally healthy food their mother was prone to cooking. Even though the plan had been to “rough it,” they’d been disappointed to learn that didn’t mean “hot dogs at every single meal.”
“Say, Slater, that’ll take you a while to drive over and back. We’ve got plenty to share and we can’t exactly store it all in a fridge.”
Slater stared at the two of them as if no one had ever been kind to him in his entire life. Timothy felt pangs of sympathy fire off in his chest. He decided to make the decision easier for Slater.
“Here, I’ll help you carry some of it to your site. Corey! Come help me with this food.”
“This is completely unnecessary. I don’t want to bother—”
“It’s no problem at all! It’s my wife’s vegetarian lasagna. She’s famous for it. You’ll love it!”
Corey sighed and thrust himself out of his foldup chair next to the fire.
“What do you need, four plates?” Timothy asked.
“Really, it’s too much. We’re not vegeta—”
“Would you rather starve your family?” Timothy nudged Slater with his elbow. “Come on, it’s really good. We’ll bring the food over with you then head right back. We won’t take up any of your time with the wife and kids.”
Slater frowned once he realized he wasn’t going to win the fight and led them across the highway to the hiking trail he seemed to have made himself.
“Dad,” Corey whispered from several paces behind Slater as they scrambled up the dusty non-trail. “You’re being pushy. I don’t think that guy’s telling the truth about the food. He was probably going to the resort for beer.”
“Why lie about it? You’re being paranoid. Besides, he said he has a teenage daughter.”
Timothy nudged his son while sing-songing “daughter,” which earned him a scowl. It was barely perceptible in the increasing darkness, but Corey’s “looks” were as predictable as they were withering.
“So, what, you’re trying to set me up? I do not want to get involved with this guy’s family. He looks like he cracks open coconuts with his bare hands. And, hello! They aren’t camping in the designated areas. We’re being led to our deaths at the end of a machete. Or those hands.”
“You watch too many movies. When did I raise you to be so distrustful?”
“I’m just putting two and two to—”
Slater stopped and turned to face both of them. Corey took a step back.
“I can take these the rest of the way. I see the fire.”
“Are you a waiter? You can hold four plates full of food at the same time? Come on, shy guy! We’ll be out of your hair in no time!”
Corey sighed pointedly behind Timothy.
Slater huffed and continued through the trees. They came to the crackling fire. A woman and two kids startled as they parted from the evening shadows. The dirty but gorgeous woman with black hair was spitting a squirrel and resting it near the fire with some chipmunks and other skewered rodents. A large, unidentifiable hunk of meat sizzled alongside the animals. 
“Wow, Slater, you weren’t kidding about the scarcity of your food situation. Heh. Um, hi, you must be Slater’s wife. I’m Timothy, this is my son, Corey. Your husband said you… Well, here’s some food my wife made and my ingrate sons hardly touched.”
The woman looked at her husband and communicated something with her eyes, then picked herself up off the dirt and brushed the dust from her shabby wilderness garb. 
“Well, thank you so much, Timothy. Corey. That’s so thoughtful of you to come all the way up here. I’m Killian. I thought my husband was joking when he said we’d be ‘roughing it,’ but, here we are!”
She waved her hands around and took the plates from Timothy’s hands, handing one to Slater before sitting back down in the dirt next to the fire.
“Oh, um, Corey, was it?” Killian said. “I heard you met Murdock. And this is our daughter, Lynn Chelsea, pouting and trying to keep the dirt off her shoes in the dustiest place on Earth.”
Corey handed a plate to Murdock and Lynn Chelsea. She looked out-of-place in the sort of outfit girls wore to Corey’s private high school. She was a sight of sophistication among her three dirtier, unkempt family members. She smiled shyly and ran a strand of hair behind her ear at Corey. She reminded Timothy of Jessica when they first met. She was…a little hard on the eyes, to put it gently, but her smile lit up her face.
“Thank you again, so much. What nice young men,” Killian said brightly. “Tell me where you sleep—I mean, where you’re camping and I’ll bring your plates back tomorrow and thank your wife. It smells so…just so good.”
Slater reached out and nearly crushed Timothy’s hand again in a parting shake, then did the same to Corey, making him wince with the same force. 
“Thanks, Tim. We’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?”
“Sure thing. Good to meet you all. Don’t be strangers!”
Timothy nudged Corey again on the way down.
“What’d you think, eh? She was pretty stacked, wasn’t she?”
Corey scoffed in the way only teenagers ever do.
“Cut it out, Dad. She looked more like her dad than her mom. And no one’s saying ‘stacked’ anymore. Also, are you going to nudge everyone from now on? That’s really annoying.”
Timothy put his arm around his son, knowing how much that annoyed him, too, even though literally no one else on Earth could possibly see the exchange of affection. He still acted embarrassed and shrugged out of the gesture.
They hiked the rest of the way back down the hill in silence. When they returned, Corey zipped himself into the tent with TJ and Maggie while Jessica read by the campfire light. Timothy sat in his fold up chair and let the fire warm his hands and face.
“That was so nice of you, Tim. Were they friendly?”
“Oh, yeah. I think you’ll like Killian. She had this really cheery quality. She’s bringing the plates by tomorrow.”
“Really? Those were paper plates...”
“I guess that didn’t occur to me when she said it. Oh well. That hike wiped me out a little bit.”
“That’s too bad,” Jessica said, flipping a page in her book without looking up.
“Nah, it felt good. It was a nice workout. Just tired is all.”
Jessica tilted her head at him, then tossed the book into the campfire. Timothy looked at her wide-eyed as the fire intensified in brightness for the short time it took to devour the paperback.
“That book sucked.”
She got out of her chair and surprised him by straddling her legs through the sides of the chair and putting her arms around his neck. She kissed him as she had in the tent earlier, but deeper and longer, then pulled back to look into his eyes.
“I don’t want to hear any excuses on this trip already. I know this last year’s been…less exciting. But up here…” she kissed him again before continuing, “get into that tent, shut the fuck up, and take off your pants.”






  
  Chapter 3
Pairings
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Tera spent most of the three-hour bus trip from South Umpqua High School staring at the back of Shawna’s head. Her cascading black curls bounced and danced off her shoulders whenever she talked with the other girls or watched the passing greenery, creeks, and canyons. Tera would have given anything in the world to kiss the ears peeking out from her hair. Whenever any of the boys talked with Shawna, it reminded Tera that Shawna wasn’t into girls and never would be. It made for a dismally long drive, especially knowing what she had to look forward to once they reached their destination. 
Shawna had transferred to their bumpkin high school from Portland early in the year, and became a lightning rod of popularity and prejudice—the only Black student in a small, white, conservative town. Tera had been the only student brave enough to sit next to Shawna at lunch on her first day, drawn to her big-city fashion and the cool way she talked when she introduced herself during First Period.
It wasn’t lost on Tera how many of her acquaintances stopped being acquaintances when that happened. She didn’t care, though. She had enough cache with the cheer coach and the Queen Bee of the squad to get Shawna a tryout, and they became fast friends. The rest of the cheerleaders took to Shawna soon after, and that brought its own sort of popularity with the jocks.
Shawna didn’t let her growing social status affect the special bond she and Tera had, but the more Tera fell in love with her, knowing in her heart that nothing would ever come of it, the more Tera involuntarily distanced herself.
Halfway through the trip to Diamond Lake, one of the football players sat behind Shawna and playfully pulled on one of her curls. Shawna laughed it off, but Tera knew she was only doing that to avoid a big confrontation before they’d even reached their destination. Tera stood up from her hunter’s perch at the back of the bus and boxed the wide receiver into his seat. 
She grabbed him by the shirt and whispered, “Teddy, if I see you pulling hair or snapping bras or any other horseshit during this trip, I’ll make sure you won’t be able to fuck around with Sarah the whole week.”
Teddy scoffed and started to push Tera out of the way. She thrust her hand between his legs and squeezed tight.
“Start showing some respect, asshole.”
“Okay, Tera,” Teddy said through clenched teeth.
She let go and pinched her fingers in front of his face.
“That was only a fraction of the pain. Don’t be a douchebag. Count your lucky stars we invited you guys up here at all.”
She let him out and he moved gingerly to the front of the bus, pretending nothing had happened as he reconvened with his teammates. Shawna turned in her seat.
“Thanks, T,” she said as they bumped fists. “I hope you’re not going to hover over me like that all week.”
“Of course not. But what better time to set a precedent than on the stolen bus before we take over half a campground?”
Chase, the Queen Bee, had bribed one of the burnouts with the promise of booze and “maybe more” if he could pull off a heist of a rival school’s bus. He could invite anyone else who helped him accomplish it. Along with the three guys he brought along, the bus carried eight cheerleaders and six football players.
Tera had protested to Chase that the imbalance of boys to girls would lead to trouble, especially after what Chase had “implied/promised” them. Chase teased Tera that if she was so worried about the imbalance, Tera could work on double-soda-shaking. Tera rolled her eyes and told the Queen Bee to get double-stuffed herself. Chase was a good sport about it—her relationship with the school’s varsity quarterback was strong enough to handle light sexual teasing. They didn’t have the melodramatic blowups a lot of media portrayed of the head cheerleader and quarterback duo; they seemed genuinely in love. Tera admired them for that, even though she didn’t like how they looked down on everyone around them, and in Chase’s case, bossed them around. 
Still, Chase respected Tera’s cheer skills and minimized strife among the girls when it arose. Chase’s goal above all else was to make them the best cheer squad in the county, and they got along fine under that pretense. 
Several of the boys in the front, unable to hide their horny desires, kept asking Ian, the head burnout who masterminded the bus theft and drove it, when they would get to the campsite. The sun was setting, and they were already “pitching tents.” 
If the sex imbalance had been reversed, Tera could have relaxed. It would have left all the boys “taken care of” and she wouldn’t have to hide which team she actually played for. Nobody knew Tera’s secret except for her best friend Peter, who had his own secret. They’d pretended to date all four years of school, fooling their parents and everyone else in town. Unfortunately, Peter had been dragged to the coast that week and had no way to get out of it, so Tera was left to stew over her love for Shawna and, apparently, be the Queen Bitch keeping the boys in line.
Without Peter there to keep up the act, if she were approached by any of the boys, she planned to toss out the excuse of being on her period. Hopefully, in their current numbers, hurt feelings would be the least of Tera’s worries. 
Tera caught two of the burnouts almost always looking in her direction. Perhaps if they tried to make a move, they’d respect her relationship with Peter once she brought it up. If that didn’t work, she’d pull out the period excuse. If they still didn’t get the hint, they’d be clutching their junk for a different reason all week.
Worries of socially awkward shutdowns aside, she found it fascinating how the three groups sized each other up over the bus trip. Chase and Darren, Molly and Garrett, and Tera were off the board, leaving five girls and eight boys. Tera had a feeling, if the boys were choosing, they’d likely skip Darleen, or cruelly play Rock, Paper, Scissors for her when she was inevitably the last to choose. She had a cute face and the best personality of all of them, but in a huskier body.
Chase wasn’t shy about her “allowance” of both a heavier girl and a Black girl in her squad and how it would earn them “hidden points” in competitions. Tera considered creaming Chase’s spankies with the knowledge they had a lesbian in the group, too, but nothing was worth outing herself in their country-ass town.
Tera wouldn’t mind helping a homegirl out by wing-manning if she didn’t already know that Darleen pined for Jason, the linebacker-slash-tight end. Unfortunately, he had an eye for Misty, who seemed to already be gunning for Luke. Only Amber dug any of the burnouts. Assuming Darleen was in for a lonely week, that left two girls and five boys, three of those being the undesirable burnouts. Tera wondered what any of them felt for Shawna. They were likely as afraid of interracial dating as Tera was of outing herself. 
She couldn’t wait to get to Oregon State University in Corvallis after her last summer of fear.

      [image: image-placeholder]Once the football team demonstrated their value by pitching their tents and erecting most of the girls’ tents by lantern light, they all sat around the fire the burnouts had started. Chase gathered everyone’s phones in a bag and put it on the bus, claiming they couldn’t truly appreciate each other with those in their pockets. Everyone complained, but knew Chase would get her way in the end. The cell reception was nonexistent, anyway.
Darren opened a twenty-four-pack of Pabst and gave a can to each person.
“Sorry, guys, this was all my brother would buy for me. One of you will have to get more from the store tomorrow.”
“Who’s got the fake ID?” Misty asked.
Everyone looked around the circle, hoping someone would raise their hand.
“No one thought to get one?” Ian asked. “Did you lie to me about booze for the bus, Chase?”
“…No, I thought Darren would come through with more than this.”
“I got this,” Jason said after shotgunning his beer and catching the next one from Darren. “I went into Ray’s once and bought beer. They didn’t even card me.”
Tera rolled her eyes. “That’s because Darleen was working and she didn’t card you, bro.”
Most of the group laughed. Ian hunched his disgruntled shoulders
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