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Chapter One

	 

	Flipping his collar to ward off the chill, he followed the trail out past the no-trespassing sign. Leaves crunched under his boot as he heaved a heavy sigh. Steam from his breath hitting the icy air made him shiver. The sun setting seemed to make it colder. Could be his imagination. Could be it had been so long since he’d ventured this far into the woods that he’d forgotten where the paths led.

	He stuffed his hands in his pockets and tried to pretend the plaid flannel shirt would be enough to keep him warm if he didn’t find the right path back to town.

	His phone.

	He’d forgotten his phone.

	Forgotten, he’d shoved it in the cargo pocket when he’d decided he was up for a late afternoon hike before he went back to help with brining the turkey or peeling potatoes or whatever his mother thought he should be helping with.

	Wasn’t it enough he’d come home? Did he have to cook, too? He could have stayed in the city if he wanted to cook. He could have kept the restaurant open and made his staff work through the holiday.

	No. He’d gotten the itch to get the hell out of town. If he spent one more damn holiday waiting on ungrateful assholes who yelled at his staff and spent too much time threatening to sic their social media followers on his people.

	Yeah. No.

	After the hell of last year… he gave everyone five days off with pay and packed a bag and drove home.

	And for the first time in ten years, he set foot in the town he’d shaken off his back like some duckling suddenly free of the pack.

	He laughed.

	Analogies weren’t his forte. That was for certain. Did ducks travel in packs? He didn’t know. The only thing he knew about duck was how to spatchcock and serve one on a bed of wild rice.

	The sound of his laugh echoed in the cold, still air.

	“Jesus, it’s freezing,” he whispered, watching his breath grow icier as the light faded from the sky above the trees. The only sound was the crunch of dried leaves under his boots, and the rabbiting beat of his own heart.

	Pulling his phone from his pocket with frozen fingers, he gave into the awful resignation that he was lost.

	Lost in the woods outside the town he’d grown up in.

	Yeah. That was fucking peachy. Home for one whole day and he could have just stayed his ass in his mother’s nice, warm kitchen and helped with the goddamn turkey. Instead of off chasing snipe… like the fool he was.

	His phone came on at the touch of the button. He had plenty of battery life. There was that, at least. Unfortunately, he had no bars. Not this far out in the middle of nowhere. Cell service had never reached this far out of the town limits. After ten years, he’d have thought technology would have caught up even in a town this small.

	He checked for internet… and sighed as the little circle swirled and the screen did nothing but flash the time.

	Barely past five in the evening. And minutes away from complete darkness. The temp on his screen didn’t update, but he knew damn well that it wasn’t the pleasant fifty degrees Fahrenheit, like it proudly reported.

	Maybe it had been fifty degrees when he’d parked at the edge of the hiking trail at three this afternoon. But now…

	A flannel shirt was not going to keep him warm in the goddamn woods while he panicked… thirty-five goddamn years old and lost in the goddamn woods he’d spent his entire childhood traipsing through… first following his father to the river to fish… and later… well, fishing at the river had never held much interest for him.

	But he’d always known where the river was.

	And that no-trespassing sign was in the wrong damn place.

	The screen went dark while he watched. His heart decided it didn’t know if it wanted to race out of his chest or stop altogether and plunge into the pit of his stomach.

	For one horrible crazy moment, he thought about throwing his damn useless phone.

	Until he remembered the flashlight.

	Darkness pressed around him. He heard himself gulp as if he somehow stood outside his body… as if he wasn’t the one lost on the barely discernible trail he’d been following and had forgotten how damn dark it got in the woods.

	With shaking hands, he found the flashlight app and turned it on.

	Something screeched. He panned the light into the trees above, their dried leaves barely hanging on, hoping not to find anything living. Another something scurried in the dried grass. Was it too cold for snakes? He couldn’t remember.

	Over the sounds of birds fluttering into their nests for the night, and the peeps and squeaks of small things upset by the foreign light interrupting their nightly routines… he heard the chilling, yet familiar, sound of water moving swiftly over rocks that had been there long before the town had come to settle along its banks.

	Relief washed over him like something warm… he thought of melted chocolate over ice cream instead of something practical, like a blanket.

	A blanket would be nice.

	So would hot chocolate. Or coffee. Coffee would be really good. A hot paper cup between his freezing hands would be incredible. If he wished hard enough, he might just… bring the scent of coffee carrying on the slight breeze that picked up from the river.

	He shook himself out of the frozen state of panic and pointed the flashlight to the narrow trail still visible in the grass and forced his feet to carry on in the direction he’d been going, instead of retreating into the forest where he’d just come stumbling from. He knew that if he reached the riverbank, he wouldn’t be far from rescue. He knew he was between the bridges. He knew the town lurked to the south of one bridge and a small resort on the other side of the north bridge. Either way, it would be a short walk to the road and phone bars and maybe a real bar with coffee and whiskey and maybe coffee with whiskey.

	Of course, he could stumble upon the snipe he’d known he’d been half hoping to scare up when he started on the path. A hunt he knew better than to embark upon. He’d have thought that after seventeen years he’d stop yearning for the impossible at some point and just enjoy the life he’d been hell-bent to build for himself… far from here.

	He would have thought… the warm, orange glow of the fire, where it shouldn’t be, was a mirage, or the conjuring of a weak man…

	And if he’d been a smart man, he would have stayed where he was safe… instead of stepping into the clearing on the river’s edge… to his doom.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Tall, with black hair, grown long, a beard to match, save for the streak of silver just to the left of his chin, the man swung his ax, splitting the wood into wedges to feed the fire.

	Despite the chill in the air, he was shirtless. His body glistened in the firelight, slick with sweat. He placed another piece of wood on the old stump, where once a mighty oak had stood, and with the ax poised above his head… he looked up.

	His eyes would be brown. There would be fine lines around those eyes. The firelight reflected like hellfire as recognition filled them.

	“Skulking about in the woods now, are we?” He said, his voice deep, and again the thought of melted chocolate over ice cream came to mind.

	“Living in a van down by the river, I see,” he replied, stepping into the clearing, drawn by the fire and the man. “I always knew you had it in you, Brick.”

	“Just lucky, I guess. Could be worse. Could be waiting tables in some godforsaken city.” Brick brought the ax down, cleaving the wood in half, and with a deft twist of his wrist, he set one half back onto the old stump and split it yet again. “I heard you were back.”

	No invitation to come in out of the cold, he noted. “Just today.”

	“So, I the grapevine said.”

	“The gossips sure were busy.” Of course, they were. He wondered what else had been discussed. “Is that why you’re hiding out here?”

	Brick shrugged and tossed one of the wedges into the firepit. Flames flared to the sky but settled down as he grunted. “Hiding… living… like you said… down by the river, River.”

	River raked his gaze over the back, still sweaty, presented to him, as Brick pulled up a camp stool and leaned over the fire. The scent of coffee wafted strongly as he poured a tin cup and held it out. “So… are you lost, or is there a purpose to this visit?”

	For a moment, River wondered which would be the less damning confession. To admit that he’d lost his way on land he’d known most of his life… or that he’d been on that land because he couldn’t escape the past, he’d fled so many years before.

	“How’s the wife?” He answered with a question. The hand holding the coffee out lowered. He set the cup on the edge of the pit to stay hot… or to tempt River closer. River didn’t miss the sloop of his shoulders for one hot second.

	“Married to some asshole in the city. But you knew that.” Brick accused. Was that disappointment in his voice?

	“I did.” River admitted.

	“Then why ask?”

	“To see if it was true.”

	“Well…” He could hear Brick’s teeth grind. His shoulders squared as he sat straighter on the stool. “You avoided the question. Are you lost? Or… out chasing snipe?”
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