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  Chapter 1: Bad Decisions

  
  




The hike to Red Stone Peak was set to take most of the day, so Josh and Emma made sure to pack plenty of energy bars, drinks, and snacks. At 19, these two had been inseparable since 9th grade, and their relationship was flourishing. Both had recently graduated high school and were taking a gap year before diving into college applications, hoping to get into the same university and continue their journey together. That was the plan, anyway. But for now, they were all about savoring every moment of freedom, traveling, and living life to the fullest before the more serious chapters began.

“Do you think we’ll get there before lunch, Babe?” Emma asked, pausing to inspect a spider weaving its web on a tree.

“If we keep this pace, we should be fine,” Josh replied confidently. “How are you feeling? Still got plenty of energy in those legs?”

“I’m good so far,” Emma smiled back, a spark of excitement in her eyes.

As they climbed, the trail grew steeper, the vegetation around them thickening into a lush, green tapestry. “This is so beautiful, Babe,” Emma sighed. “I wish we had a log cabin right here. We could spend our lives enjoying the birds, the animals, and the trees. I could live like this forever.”

“Yeah, it’s really nice, Emms, but I’d prefer my cabin on flatter ground, maybe with a river nearby. But I agree; this life, especially with you in it, would be perfect,” Josh mused.

The trail gradually transformed from a well-marked path to a less-trodden track, demanding more attention and effort. Josh was taken aback by how few people seemed to complete the entire trek, given Redstone Peak’s reputation as a popular hike. They had always talked about doing this walk but were deterred by its rumored difficulty. But today, they came prepared, having thoroughly researched before leaving their small town of East Point on the California coast.

Emma had technically been on this hike before, albeit as a toddler riding on her dad’s back. Her family owned a cabin just a few miles from where Redstone Peak’s trailhead began, and they planned to stay there overnight after reaching the summit. It was a weekend they had eagerly anticipated for some time.

“I reckon if we keep up this pace, Emms, we should be there in about an hour, maybe an hour and a half,” Josh said, examining the trail map Emma had picked up at the kiosk. They functioned well as a couple. Josh was the spontaneous one, while Emma’s thoughtfulness and knack for planning balanced him perfectly.

“Holy shit, Josh, what’s that?” Emma suddenly exclaimed. As they rounded a bend, about 50 feet away at the base of a towering tree lay a man’s body, facedown and twisted unnaturally, as if he had fallen hard.

They rushed over to help. “Is he dead?” Emma clutched Josh’s arm, her voice trembling.

“Oh man, hell, that poor dude,” Josh muttered, placing both hands on his head. “Looks like he parachuted in and crashed through the trees!”

“It’s like he’s been here forever; how has no one missed him?” Emma observed, her voice tinged with disbelief.

On the man’s back was a tattered parachute, and strapped to his chest was a front pack that had burst open from the fall. “Josh, what’s that coming out of his bag? Is that what I think it is?” Emma gasped, recognizing the white powder from countless crime shows.

“Oh hell, Josh, we gotta get out of here and call the cops!”

Josh knelt down, inspecting the bag of cocaine. The man’s mangled body obscured part of the pack, but he could see there was a significant amount. “For God’s sake, Josh, what the hell are you doing? We need to go back now!”

“Just hold on, Emma; let’s think this through. Like you said, he’s been here for a while, and no one’s come looking. This could be our lucky break, our lottery. You were just dreaming of a cabin in the wilderness. That’s not happening without money,” Josh reasoned, his voice low and persuasive.

Emma stared at Josh, her mind a whirlwind of emotions. “What the hell, are you saying we keep this stuff?”

“Look, baby, I know a guy up at Crystal Lake; he’s a friend of my brother. He could help us offload this, no problem.”

Josh wrapped his arms around Emma, pulling her close. “Think about it, Babe. We could have the life we’ve always wanted. Live off the grid in that cabin, away from everything. It’s risky, I know, but it might be the best decision we ever make.”

Emma hesitated, her thoughts a jumble of fear and excitement. She looked into Josh’s eyes, seeing a flicker of hope. Finally, she whispered, “Okay, I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this, but OK.”

Josh emptied some hiking supplies from his backpack, replacing them with the cocaine parcels. Emma did the same, feeling the weight of their decision—both literally and figuratively—pressing against her back.

With a silent nod, they hurried back down the mountain to Josh’s car, their futures now tied to the illegal cargo they carried.

“We need an excuse; let’s say you weren’t feeling well, so we decided to head home instead of staying at the cabin. Sound good?” Josh suggested as he stowed the heavy packs in the trunk.

Emma, feeling the weight of their choice, nodded and gave a faint smile, too overwhelmed to respond.

They drove straight to Josh’s parents’ house, where he lived, and carried the packs up to his room. Emma sank onto Josh’s bed, relieved to be free of the burden.

“What’s the plan now?” she asked.

“I’ll call Ren,” Josh replied. “He’s the guy up at Crystal Lake. We’ll head up there tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? I’ve got cheer practice, and I’m scheduled to work at the bowling alley!” Emma protested, her slender frame and long blonde hair making her a standout on the East Point senior cheer squad.

“Seriously? This is way more important than cheerleading, Emma!” Josh replied, frustrated by her reluctance to prioritize their urgent situation.

Emma rolled her eyes, arms crossed defiantly. “You may not think cheerleading is important, but it’s a big part of my life and future.”

Josh sighed, realizing he’d been too harsh. He adored Emma and couldn’t stay upset with her for long. In a softer tone, he said, “Baby, we can’t back out now; we need to move this stuff ASAP. You understand, right?”

Emma’s frustration softened. She knew Josh was just worried. Taking a deep breath, she nodded, “I get it, Josh. I’ll call the coach and my boss, tell them I’m not feeling well.”

Josh smiled, holding Emma close. “I’m sorry, Babe. And actually, that fits our story about why we didn’t stay at the cabin.”

The next day, after phoning Ren, Josh had another idea. He knew someone in East Point who might buy a parcel. It’d give them quick cash for the trip to Crystal Lake, he thought.

Josh went to the guy’s house, but he wasn’t home. Instead, he met the guy’s girlfriend, who seemed skeptical of Josh’s visit. She was unfamiliar to him, likely new to town. East Point was a close-knit community where everyone knew everyone, at least by sight.

Josh apologized for the intrusion and left, not giving it another thought.




Emma arrived at Josh’s house about an hour later, her mind buzzing with anticipation for their journey to Crystal Lake, where they hoped to strike it rich. She had spent the previous night wrestling with concerns about their plan, but the potential future it promised was too tempting to ignore. Naive excitement bubbled beneath her apprehension, propelling her forward.

As they prepared to leave, their friend Sam called. His voice crackled over the phone, laced with urgency as he explained that he’d heard something about narcotics linked to Josh Cullen on his police scanner. Though Sam didn’t have all the details, he thought it wise to warn Josh of any possible misunderstandings.

“Holy shit, that bitch narked!” Josh screeched, his face paling.

Emma’s brow furrowed. “Josh, what are you talking about? What bitch? Who narked?”

“Oh hell, oh God!” he exclaimed, teetering on the brink of tears. “We need to go now, Emms, right now!”

Emma’s heart pounded wildly as she tried to decipher Josh’s panic. She reached out, gripping his trembling hand with urgency. “What’s happened, Babe?”

Josh took a shaky breath, his voice barely steady. “I went across town to that guy Zac’s house to see if he wanted any of the coke. But he wasn’t there, and his girlfriend wasn’t happy about me showing up; in fact, she was kinda weird. I think she’s called the cops; we gotta leave right now.”

Emma’s heart raced as reality dawned on her. Being caught with drugs would mean the end for them both. Without hesitation, she pushed Josh toward the door, fear threatening to paralyze her. They needed to act quickly—dispose of the cocaine before it was too late. Even if it meant driving out of town and dumping it on the roadside, they had to move immediately.

With determination etched on her face, Emma whispered, “I believe in you, baby; we’ll be fine.” She drew a deep breath, knowing their survival hinged on their ability to stay focused and calm. As they rushed to the car, Emma’s mind reeled with the potential consequences of their actions. She silently prayed for luck to be on their side and for a way to outsmart the police.

Josh paused near his old pickup truck. “I think we should take Todd’s car. If we need speed, my truck will be useless.”

Emma looked at him in disbelief. “On top of everything, you want to steal your brother’s Camaro now?”

“Todd is the least of our worries right now, Emms; get in.”

Reluctantly, Emma climbed into the passenger seat of Todd’s gleaming red Camaro. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, clouding her thoughts, but she couldn’t shake the guilt of betraying Josh’s brother, who had always treated them kindly. As they sped away, the reality of their spiraling actions started hitting hard.

Emma pondered whether they could truly outsmart the police or if they were simply digging themselves deeper into trouble. Yet, as they hit the highway, Josh’s newfound calm seemed to seep into her as well.

“Baby, we need to get to Crystal Lake. I don’t care if we just hand this stuff over to Ren; I want it gone,” he said, his voice trying to stay calm but tinged with desperation.

Emma nodded, her shoulders heavy with the weight of their reckless decisions. The nagging feeling that they had irrevocably altered the course of their lives refused to leave her. She realized that going home and facing the consequences might be their best option—They would be in huge trouble but it would have all blown over within a few weeks.




The couple pulled into a truck stop to refuel and grab some food. Crystal Lake was about three hours away from East Point. Emma rummaged through her bag, hoping to scrounge up some money.

“That’s it, Babe,” Emma said, producing a five-dollar bill from her purse. “I have five dollars. That’s not gonna go far.”

“I don’t have any cash either, Emms,” Josh replied, “but I’ve got my card, and it has plenty of credit on it, so when I’m paying for the gas, I’ll see what I can get us to eat.”

Emma entered the café to buy some chips while Josh filled the car. After pumping the gas, he went inside to pay, handing over his card without a second thought. 

The station manager scrutinized him with a piercing stare.

“Boy, this card has been frozen; are you gonna pay for that fuel some other way?”

Josh’s heart sank; he had no cash, and the man certainly wouldn’t accept cocaine as payment. 

“Ahh, can you try it again, please, sir?” he asked, his voice quivering. The manager reluctantly swiped the card again, but the error message persisted.

Panic set in as Josh scrambled for a solution. “I’m sorry, sir,” he stammered. “I don’t have any cash, but I know my girlfriend has some out in the car. If you’ll give me just a second, I’ll get some for you.”

The station manager’s expression darkened. “You better not run off, boy! I will shoot you before you reach the road, ya hear!!”

“Yes, sir,” Josh replied, nearly paralyzed with fear as he made his way out of the store. He knew Emma had no money; there was only one option left. By the time he reached the door, he was sprinting toward the Camaro. Fortunately, Emma had returned with the chips and was already in her seat. Josh slid over the hood and jumped into the driver’s seat.

“What the hell?” Emma exclaimed.

“My card was frozen, and that dude in there is going to shoot us if we don’t get the hell out of here real quick,” Josh said, fumbling with the ignition keys.

The Camaro roared to life, and they tore out of the lot so quickly that Josh forgot the fuel pump nozzle was still in the filler. The hose ripped off and clattered to the ground with a loud crunch and scrape.

“Aw crap, what next?” Josh exclaimed, flooring the Camaro onto the road.

Emma glanced back to see the station manager running out, waving his fist and brandishing a shotgun. They heard the cracks of the shotgun, but the Camaro was already too far down the road for the pellets to reach.

As they sped away, with adrenaline coursing through their veins, Josh felt a strange mix of exhilaration and dread. Emma’s wide-eyed expression mirrored his own, as they both realized their impulsive escape would undoubtedly have consequences.

Ignoring the fuel pump disaster for now, they focused on the road ahead, hoping fate would grant them the stroke of luck they so desperately needed. The wind whipped through their hair as they raced down the empty highway, the familiar landmarks of their hometown rapidly vanishing behind them. The silence in the car was deafening; each was lost in their thoughts, grappling with the gravity of their situation.

“We can still fix this, Emma baby; it’s gonna be alright,” Josh said, gripping the wheel with one hand and placing the other on Emma’s arm.

“How?” Emma’s voice shook, her mind a whirlwind of panic and uncertainty. “We’re in so much fucking trouble, Josh!”

Josh took a deep breath, trying to steady his trembling voice. “I know it seems impossible right now, Emma, but we have to think clearly and come up with a plan.”

“Are we still gonna go to Crystal Lake, or should we just dump this stuff on the side of the road?” Emma asked.

“That’s tempting, Emms, but Ren is a good guy, and I’m hoping he can help us or at least give us some advice.”

Josh’s eyes were filled with uncertainty as he glanced at Emma. “If we just dump this stuff, it’s only a matter of time before they find us and the coke. Our fingerprints will be all over the bags; they’ll figure it out real fast. We can’t just run away forever.”

“I don’t think that’s the issue anymore, Josh!” Emma yelled. “I think we have to go home and face the consequences right now; it’s not too late, and even if we’re punished for what we’ve done, it’s not going to be life in prison or anything like that. We have no choice.”

Josh knew deep down that Emma was right. But he still held onto a sliver of hope that Ren might help them out of their mess.

“Okay, baby, I think you might be right. Let’s do this; please hear me out. Let’s continue up to Crystal Lake, give Ren the coke, and get his advice. If he can’t help us, which I believe he can, then we’ll just turn ourselves in, as you suggested. Give me a chance first; I think I can get us out of this.”

Emma simply looked straight ahead, her silence an unspoken agreement. Josh took it as an okay, and the Camaro continued its journey, the road ahead uncertain and fraught with peril.








  
  
  Chapter 2: Crystal Lake

  
  




The sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows as Josh and Emma finally arrived at Crystal Lake. “Thank God we made it the rest of the way without any issues, Emms,” Josh exhaled, relief lacing his voice after what felt like an eternity on the road. The car, a flashy red convertible that screamed for attention, was more liability than luxury at this point. “This car kinda stands out. I’ll park it a little further down the road to avoid drawing attention.” His tone was serious, eyes narrowing with determination. It was now or never; this was their last shot at salvaging the remnants of their once-normal lives.

As they strolled through the neighborhood and up Ren’s driveway, Emma couldn’t shake the feeling of surreal normalcy. Everything appeared so perfect—immaculate lawns, white picket fences, and the soft hum of daily life. Who would suspect that a drug dealer resided in such a picturesque setting? The perfect disguise, she mused silently.

Following Ren’s instructions from their earlier phone call, they walked confidently up to the door and rang the bell. “Don’t act suspicious, and nobody will get suspicious,” Ren had advised them with a voice that left little room for doubt. The door swung open to reveal Ren himself—a tall, lean figure with a small mustache and a goatee that seemed to accentuate his sharp features.

“Josh, my man, how ya doing? And you must be Emma,” Ren greeted, his voice a tad too enthusiastic. “Come in.” He ushered them into the sitting room, offering them drinks with a hospitality that felt out of place. “We’re fine,” they both replied, almost in unison, as if rehearsed.

The atmosphere shifted as Ren got down to business. “I have been talking with Todd, Josh. You’re both in a lot of trouble. Josh, he’s not happy with you, and he wants his car back right now.” A chuckle escaped Ren’s lips, but it was laced with an edge. “From the sounds of him, I sure as hell wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when he catches up with you.”

Josh’s face betrayed his nerves. “We just want out! This stuff we’ve got, you can just take it, and we can go. We’ve really fucked up; we shouldn’t have touched it,” he admitted, desperation in his voice.

Ren’s demeanor was casual as he replied, “Well, let’s see what ya got. Relax, man. It’s all good. You’re safe here.” But the moment Josh opened his pack to reveal the parcels of pure cocaine, Ren’s expression morphed from friendliness to alarm. “Where did you kids find this!?” he demanded, all pretense of calm gone.

Josh’s heart raced, his voice barely above a whisper. “Ahh, what do you mean?” he stammered, the tremor in his hands betraying his fear.

Ren’s voice was grave as he pressed, “I’m giving you one last chance to tell me where you got this cocaine from! It’s not something you just stumble upon. Do you realize who this belongs to?”

Swallowing hard, Josh hesitated before finally confessing, “We… we found it in the woods near Red Stone Peak.”

“Holy shit balls!” Ren exclaimed, pacing the room, his hands gripping his hair in disbelief. “You dumb fucks! I’m surprised you’re still alive!” He sank into a chair, eyes fixed on the two teenagers. “That stuff belongs to Jonas Marino. Aka, Dr. Kill, Jonas Marino, you’ve heard of him?”

Both Emma and Josh nodded, their minds flashing back to countless news stories about Jonas and his Mafia-like gang. They were the embodiment of evil, with a reputation for ruthless efficiency in human trafficking, theft, hijacking, and drug dealings. The entire West Coast trembled under their control.

Ren’s voice cut through their thoughts, tinged with urgency. “Oh God, what are we gonna do!! Was it high up the mountain?”

“Yeah, near the top,” Emma confirmed, her voice barely audible.

Ren began gathering items, his urgency infectious. “We’ve gotta get outta here! One or more of those parcels will have a tracker inside; it probably wasn’t working up the mountain, but now they will know exactly where this coke is and everywhere it’s been.” He paused, looking at Josh and Emma with something akin to pity. “You’re on your own; I’m gone, and you are so fucked.”

Emma’s composure





































