
		
			[image: Cover for Kill Creatures]
		

	
		
			by Rory Power

			Wilder Girls

			Burn Our Bodies Down

			Kill Creatures

			In a Garden Burning Gold

			In an Orchard Grown from Ash

		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, Kill Creatures, Author, Rory Power, Imprint, Delacorte Press]
		

	
		
			Delacorte Press

			An imprint of Random House Children’s Books

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			GetUnderlined.com

			Text copyright © 2025 by Rory Power

			Cover art copyright © 2025 by Kei-Ella Loewe

			Cover design by Liz Dresner

			Map art copyright © 2025 by Mike Hall

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Delacorte Press is a registered trademark and the colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			Trade ISBN 9780593302316

			Library Binding ISBN 9780593302323

			Ebook ISBN 9780593302330

			International Edition ISBN 9798217116812

			Interior design by Ken Crossland, adapted for ebook

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

			ep_prh_7.1a_151959290_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Author’s Note

				Epigraph

				Map of The Cut

				Map of Saltcedar

			

			
				Chapter 1: Now

			

			
				Chapter 2: Now

			

			
				Chapter 3: Now

			

			
				Chapter 4: Then

			

			
				Chapter 5: Now

			

			
				Chapter 6: Now

			

			
				Chapter 7: Now

			

			
				Chapter 8: Now

			

			
				Chapter 9: Now

			

			
				Chapter 10: Then

			

			
				Chapter 11: Now

			

			
				Chapter 12: Now

			

			
				Chapter 13: Now

			

			
				Chapter 14: Then

			

			
				Chapter 15: Now

			

			
				Chapter 16: Now

			

			
				Chapter 17: Now

			

			
				Chapter 18: Then

			

			
				Chapter 19: Now

			

			
				Chapter 20: Now

			

			
				Chapter 21: Now

			

			
				Chapter 22: Now

			

			
				Chapter 23: Then

			

			
				Chapter 24: Now

			

			
				Chapter 25: Then

			

			
				Chapter 26: Now

			

			
				Chapter 27: Then

			

			
				Chapter 28: Now

			

			
				Chapter 29: Then

			

			
				Chapter 30: Now

			

			
				Chapter 31: Then

			

			
				Chapter 32: Now

			

			
				Chapter 33: Then

			

			
				Chapter 34: Now

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				Content Warnings for Kill Creatures

				About the Author

			

		

	_151959290_

	
		
			For Spencer Hastings, her field hockey stick, and the kicky little beret she wears in Season 1

		

	
		
			A list of content warnings for Kill Creatures is available at the back of this book, following the acknowledgments, and on the author’s website.

		

	
		
			
				O, be swift—

				we have always known you wanted us.

				—H.D., “The Helmsman”
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			Now

			Start with this, with a bruise-blue sky. Then the clouds gathered low on the horizon, their bellies bloodshot with sunset. And last, the billboard frame and the picture stretched across it: three girls wearing summer smiles. Edie, Jane, and Luce. My best friends, my favorites. Saltcedar’s, too, now that they’re gone.

			For the first few days after they put the billboard up, there was almost always someone here in its shadow. Praying, sometimes, or leaving behind wildflower bouquets. Today it’s just me, heat rippling off the road as I balance astride my bike. I came to say goodbye. To take a moment for the four of us before it’s all lit candles and bullshit speeches down at the vigil.

			“You’d hate it,” I whisper to them. The crowds, the noise. The marina’s too busy to launch from. And you need reservations at Bullfrog’s now; tourists steal our table every night.

			I know some people are happy about it. It’s the most activity the town has seen in years. Finally, Saltcedar looks like the pictures in those brochures—sunburned teenagers in life jackets, little kids diving off the backs of houseboats while their parents watch from the upper decks, drinks in hand. But these people don’t care that the lake is going dry. They don’t care that there’s a half-built neighborhood abandoned at the end of my street. They just care that a year ago exactly, my best friends wandered into the dark and let Saltcedar Canyon swallow them whole.

			A shaft of sunlight sneaks past the corner of the billboard. I lift a hand to block it. Blink hard as the gas station beyond swims into focus. Through the window, I can see Glen at the register, his face lit up red by the Budweiser sign on the wall. He’s wearing one of the T-shirts that the vigil volunteers have been handing out all week. Same picture as the billboard printed across his chest, same text underneath: Bring Them Home. He’s probably about to close up and head down to the lake. I’d better hurry, or I’ll be one of the last to arrive.

			I kick off on my bike. Listen to the crunch of grit under the tires. Glance back at my street, dotted with prefab houses, then keep straight toward the rest of town. Coast easy and free down the hill, eyes drifting shut. If I listen hard, I can feel the girls with me, the air curving around their bodies. They’re everywhere. In the lodge lobby, Jane waving as the elevator doors close between her and us. On my front steps, Edie’s head bent over her phone as she waits for me to do up my laces. At the water’s edge, Luce pointing toward the canyon arch.

			Somewhere behind me, a car engine rumbles, getting closer. I swing to the side and pedal harder. None of those memories will count for much if I’m late.

			The lodge is off to the right, parking lot already almost full with out-of-state plates. A man I don’t recognize is waiting near the entrance next to a table stacked high with candles. I ignore the one he holds out to me. Keep going, slip between two pickups toward the far side of the lot where Mr. and Mrs. Bristow are standing, sweat patches stark against their white vigil T-shirts.

			It’s been a while since I’ve seen Jane’s parents in person, but some things haven’t changed. The sunscreen on Mr. Bristow’s forehead, not quite rubbed in. The glint of Mrs. Bristow’s wedding ring as she twists it absently around her knuckle. She’s got her hair pulled back—heavy and dark like her daughter’s. Jane used to lie out in the boat as we drifted, her hair spread long and gleaming over Luce’s lap. Gathering sunlight in its strands until it was too hot to touch.

			I leave my bike leaning against somebody’s back bumper. Wipe my clammy palms dry on my shorts before I close the last gap between me and Jane’s parents. “Hi,” I say, skirting another group of volunteers. “Sorry, I know I’m late.”

			Mr. Bristow sees me first. “Not at all,” he says, and waves me closer. “You’re right on time.”

			Next to him, Mrs. Bristow doesn’t look up. She’s poring over a clipboard, her mouth moving silently as she reads something off it. Her speech for the vigil, maybe. Is she nervous? Sure, there’ll be cameras there, reporters and news trucks, but you’d think she’d be used to that after the press tour she and her husband have done on Jane’s behalf.

			Mr. Bristow nudges her. “Carrie? Carrie, it’s Jane’s friend.”

			“Hmm?” She meets my eyes, and for a moment I think she doesn’t recognize me, but then she blinks, seems to wake from a long midnight. “Oh, Nan. You’re here.”

			She wraps me up in a hug. I lean in, let her tuck my head against her neck the way she might if I were Jane. Is she remembering the same thing I am? Six or seven summers back, me waiting in the shade with my dad to meet Mom after her shift at the lodge front desk. Jane climbing out of the Bristows’ rental SUV, her mother’s words carrying across the pavement: “See, there’s a girl your age.”

			Jane waved at me then. It took me days to work up the nerve to wave back.

			“It’s good to see you, sweetheart,” she says as she releases me. “Gosh, were you this tall last summer?”

			“I think so.” I smile uneasily. She’s doing her best to seem normal, but her eyes are red and her voice is hoarse. It’s painfully obvious she’s been crying. I look away, gesture to the crowd. “This is all…There’s so many people here for them. You must be really pleased.”

			“Of course,” Mr. Bristow says. “It’s a testament to the girls.”

			“Is there anything you need?” Mrs. Bristow asks, all but interrupting him. There’s a hunger in her stare, like she wishes she hadn’t let go of me. “We have water and sunblock over by the lodge entrance, and—Oh, you need a T-shirt.” She flags down a passing volunteer. “Can we get Nan a shirt? What size are you, honey? A medium? Let’s get you a medium, yeah.”

			Moments later a T-shirt is thrust into my hands, so fresh out of the box that the creases where it was folded are still sharp. I crumple it up against my ribs. Make sure I can’t see any of the girls’ faces.

			“Thanks,” I say. “I’ll change before the marina.”

			“Speaking of,” Mr. Bristow interjects, “we should head down. The Gales are already there.”

			I’m not surprised they aren’t here with the Bristows. Edie’s parents used to get along so well with Jane’s. In those first few months after the girls disappeared, they did everything as a quartet—every interview, every press conference. But Saltcedar rich isn’t Salt Lake City rich. Before long, it was only the Bristows flying to New York and LA. Only the Bristows appearing on national TV, only Jane that anyone was talking about. I don’t think the Gales would ever admit to being angry, but they don’t have to; everybody knows they are anyway.

			Still, it could be worse. At least they tried. Luce’s dad couldn’t even do that.

			“What about Mr. Allard?” I ask. “Is he here?”

			Mrs. Bristow’s smile goes stiff, her eyes darting to the crowd milling around us. “Kent was invited,” she says, too politely. “I’m not sure he’ll be able to make it, though.”

			I think we’re all hoping he won’t. Whenever Kent Allard shows up, he brings trouble with him. Shouting, crying. Stories and ghosts and the smell of alcohol.

			I guess I understand it. Luce’s mom left spring of last year, and then Luce disappeared that summer. Both Allard women gone by the time the cold came, and Kent so ruined by it that even the police left him alone after a while.

			Mr. Bristow’s hand lands on my shoulder for a second, startling me. “What about your parents, Nan? I don’t think I’ve seen them yet.”

			“My mom’s working,” I say. She’ll be inside at the lodge’s front desk, waiting for the parking lot to empty out before she comes down to the lake. “I’m not sure if my dad will make it. He said he’ll try, but he might have to cover someone’s shift.”

			Dad works three hours away in Bryce, just like half the people in this town. He’s a ranger with the national park—so was Luce’s dad, until they fired him last spring—and he’s home so rarely that I don’t always recognize his truck in the driveway.

			“Well,” Mrs. Bristow says, “tell your mom to take two candles. She can light one for him if he’s running late.”

			“I’m sure she will.” I smile, aiming for reassuring. “Don’t worry. Everything’s gonna be great. They’ll love it.”

			For a moment we lock eyes, and I know neither of us is sure exactly who I mean. Her mouth opens, a question, maybe, taking shape, but a volunteer calls to her, waving her over.

			“I’m sorry, Nan. If you’ll excuse us?”

			I barely have time to nod before she and Mr. Bristow are heading for the lot entrance. A group of volunteers parts to let them pass. Silence carried with them, but it only lasts a moment before the noise starts up again. People everywhere, checking lists, carrying boxes, and all the while, wearing those damn T-shirts. No matter where I turn, there they are—Edie, Luce, and Jane. Their awful, empty smiles.

			I look down at the T-shirt Mrs. Bristow gave me. I should duck into the lodge bathroom and slip it on. Leave the shirt I’m wearing in my mom’s staff locker, go down to the beach dressed like everyone else. Light my candle and send my little paper boat out onto the water.

			But I can’t. When I got up this morning, there wasn’t any choice. I put on cutoffs, sandals, and one of my dad’s old button-ups hanging open over my bathing suit. Just like what I was wearing the day the girls disappeared, to make sure they recognize me when I go to say goodbye.

			I drop the shirt in a box of spares on my way out of the parking lot. Back out to the road, the lake spread below. Already the shore is thick with onlookers. I can hear music playing, faint on the wind. Jane’s favorite song. I remember she sang it that day, in the canyon. Stood there by the water’s edge with her eyes closed as her voice echoed off the stone. If I went back, would I hear it still? Would I find them all there waiting for me?

			Is that what you want? a voice like Luce’s whispers in my head.

			I lift my chin, let the wind slice across my neck. Of course, I tell her. I miss you. I love you all so much.

			She laughs, low and long, and as I start down toward the lake, I hear her answer. Yeah, right, she says. Yeah fucking right.
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			Now

			The vigil should have started by now. It’s been an hour since I arrived at the lake’s edge, since a volunteer herded me up onto the deck at Bullfrog’s and left me to wait with all the other VIPs. That’s what we are, really. That’s what this is. A fucking luxury box for family and friends, set apart from the rest of the crowd that’s jockeying on the beach for the best view. I lean against the deck railing, try to count the people gathered below. It’s more than I’ve ever seen in Saltcedar before, and that’s not including everyone watching from the boats dotted across the lake. They’ve been out there since the sun came up. Swimming, Jet Skiing. Having a perfect summer day before dropping anchor for the night’s entertainment.

			I check behind me, searching for the Bristows or the Gales. Nothing yet. They’re probably still waiting inside the restaurant. Bullfrog’s dining room is cramped and the whole place smells like stale beer, from its uneven floor to the life preservers hanging on the walls. But at least it’s private. Quiet too. If only they’d invited me to join them.

			Instead I’m out here listening to the crowd, to plastic scraping across the deck as a volunteer sets up rows of white folding chairs. To the feedback shriek from the microphone as someone plugs it in. I won’t be using it. I won’t be standing up there, telling everyone about my best friends. They didn’t ask me to speak—

			No, they asked me not to speak. What were they afraid they’d hear?

			“Nan? Has anyone seen Nan?”

			I turn in time to see my dad cutting across the deck. Tall, broad shouldered, and still wearing his park ranger uniform. He must’ve sped the whole way from Bryce to make it in time.

			“Dad,” I call. “Over here.”

			His eyes find mine, and he smiles. Too wide to be appropriate, but nobody will care. Everybody loves Don Carver.

			“Hey, sweetheart,” he says, joining me at the deck railing. “There you are.”

			He gives me a hug. I go loose, let his body hold mine up. Mom’s been busy at the lodge all day, and I don’t mind being alone—I can handle myself—but it’s a relief to see him all the same.

			“Hi,” I say. My arms tight around his waist, his badge digging into my cheek. “I’m really glad you’re here.”

			“I said I would be, didn’t I?”

			Yeah, but that’s never meant much. Especially not this past year.

			I pull away. Will myself to stand tall. “How’d you make it in time?”

			“One of the officers coming down escorted me. Put on his lights and told me to stay behind him.” Dad laughs. “I think we did about ninety-five the whole way.” He shakes his head, staring past me to the lake beyond. “God, this is something, huh?”

			He keeps talking, but I’m not listening. One of the officers coming down, he said. Down here? To Saltcedar?

			The police haven’t had much presence in town since they called off the search. A February press conference, the old sheriff working hard not to say what most people had decided was the truth by then—that if the canyon hadn’t killed them that summer, the winter certainly had. After that, the cruisers stopped parking at the foot of my driveway. I slept through the night without police lights waking me up. And then Sheriff Perris retired, and the new sheriff took office, and I figured it was as over as it was ever going to be.

			But sure enough, now that I know to look for them, I can spot at least two police boats out on the lake, bobbing side by side. Glistening white hulls, each one marked by a pair of small blue flags.

			What the fuck are they doing here? More questions, more poking and prying. They’re no better than the reporters, rats picking through the leftovers of my girls and their lives. Didn’t they get what they needed last summer? I told them the truth. As much of it as they have a right to, anyway.

			Anger simmers behind my ribs, but I tamp it down. Step back from the deck railing so abruptly that Dad raises his eyebrows.

			“Sorry,” I say. “I just…I think I need a minute.”

			His smile falls. His sympathy is too soft; it sets a phantom itch across my skin. “You know I’m happy to hang out with you. We can talk about whatever you want.”

			“Actually, do you mind checking on Mom?” I dig my nails into my palm. “I’ve barely seen her all day, and I think she was supposed to help with the families.”

			“The families?”

			“Just the Bristows and the Gales,” I say before Dad can get started on Mr. Allard. He won’t be as nice about it as Mrs. Bristow was. “Please? She might be inside.”

			“Sure,” Dad says after a moment. “I’ll check. See you in a minute.”

			He squeezes my hand and heads toward the door. He probably won’t find Mom there, but he might be able to tell me what the holdup is with the vigil. Has one of the parents broken down? Or are they arguing about the program? Fighting over who’ll read what poem in what order, as if what they say matters? We know by now how it’ll play out. We know whose pictures the news will show when they mention us at the bottom of the hour. Always Jane, sometimes Edie. Almost never Luce—nobody can find a shot of her smiling. And when they need to fill time, they’ll play that clip someone got of me on the lakeshore last year, a foil blanket wrapped around my shoulders while I stand there looking like shit.

			I wonder what they’ll get of me this year. I practiced for it. Learned how not to smile for the news crews and their cameras. How to keep from staring at the people in the crowd pointing their phones in my direction, blocking their own eyes from view.

			What if it isn’t enough? What if I can’t give them what they’re after?

			I bite down hard on the inside of my cheek. Let the flash of pain pull me back, bring me home to my body. Everything will be fine, Nan. Everything will be just fine.

			

			—

			At last the sun slips behind the canyon ridge across the lake. A crystal hush over the crowd as I sit between my parents, three rows back from the microphone. All of us waiting, hanging motionless in that last, luminous blue hour before dark. If it were any other summer, I’d be calling Edie, saying, “Let’s go for a ride.” Edie and me and the bike she stripped the brakes off, just to see if she could.

			Some things you have to give up.

			Mom rests her hand on my leg, her fingertips digging into my thigh. “You okay?”

			I nod. “Are they starting soon?” I’ve been dreading this for weeks. The faster we’re through it, the better.

			“Just a minute. See?”

			She nods toward the door leading off the deck where the Bristows are huddled shoulder to shoulder with a man I don’t recognize. He must be someone they know from Salt Lake, which makes me hate him a little, the same way I hate all of Jane’s friends from home. They hoarded so much of her. Winters and birthdays and early school mornings. Meanwhile, here in Saltcedar, we’d have traded half our lives away to have her for the rest of them.

			I face forward again. Slouch against Mom, my arms folded across my chest. “Why did they have us sit down if they weren’t ready?”

			“Try to relax. It’s only a little delay.” She kisses the crown of my head. “At least this way your dad and I could both make it in time, right?”

			Is that relief I hear, or something bitter? I’m not sure. She was one of the last to come down from the lodge, and I could tell by the flush of her cheeks as she burst onto the deck that she’d hurried the whole way. Afraid, I think, that I would have to do this all alone. Except there was Dad standing next to me.

			“I’m so glad you’re here,” she told him as he hugged her. And then, pitched low enough that I know I wasn’t meant to hear it, “You could’ve called.”

			A stir of movement draws my attention. The Bristows are coming to take their seats, led by a volunteer. The Gales trail after them, Edie’s mom clinging to a mascara-blackened tissue.

			“Here we go,” Mom says. “Don?” She reaches across me. Tugs on Dad’s sleeve. “Don, they’re about to start.”

			Dad’s been twisted around talking to someone in the row behind us, the two of them chatting like they’re at someone’s retirement party and not the closest thing we’ve had so far to a funeral for my best friends. Now he sits back, looking embarrassed.

			“Sorry,” he says. “Oh, are we in the wrong row? Should we move up?”

			With the Bristows and the Gales settled into their seats, it’s clear that they’ve left the row in front of ours empty.

			Mom shakes her head. “It’s for the Allards,” she whispers. Like it’s supposed to be kept secret. “In case Kent shows up, or…”

			Or Luce’s mom. Maggie Allard, who’s somewhere on the East Coast, according to the goodbye letter she left behind. Finally free of this town the way Luce dreamed of being all her life. If she didn’t come back to help with the search for her daughter last summer, why the hell would she come back for this?

			It’s funny—I never used to think she had the right idea leaving, but today I wish I’d followed in her footsteps. Wherever she is, it must be better than this.

			I grit my teeth, gather every piece of myself until I’m pressed down to diamond, to pure will. In a few hours the vigil will be over. I can get through anything; I can do whatever I have to.

			Up at the front of the deck, the head volunteer takes the microphone and switches it on. Everyone sits up straighter. It’s time.

			“Thank you so much, everybody, for coming,” the volunteer says. I half expect a cheer from the crowd, but then, this isn’t the Saltcedar I know, loud music on the lakeshore and fireworks set off by someone too young to be that drunk. “I’ll turn it over to the families in just a minute, but before we begin, we’ll have a moment of silence in honor of the girls.”

			Around me, people bow their heads and clasp their hands. Silence, the volunteer said, but I know for almost everyone here it will be prayer too. I get it. I’ve done the same thing. Knelt by the edge of my bed, waited for a voice to thunder down from the sky. But the girls were all I ever heard.

			Wind buffets the microphone, its whistle carrying from the speakers on the deck until a volunteer remembers to turn the volume down. Behind me, someone’s stomach growls. I almost burst out laughing. This is just so ridiculous. All of us gathered here wearing our most solemn faces, when really Luce hated Bullfrog’s after they didn’t hire her for that job bussing tables. Jane refused to swim at this beach—she said it smelled like motor oil and rotten leftovers. And Edie would’ve died all over again before she let them use that picture they’ve plastered everywhere.

			“Nan.” Mom draws me in close, our heads bent together. “Deep breath, honey. You’re getting a little worked up.”

			Worked up? No, I am not worked up; I’m out of my fucking mind. We all should be. To mourn them like this, to wish last summer back to life when it was such a mess to begin with? It’s a knife in the back, a betrayal too big for me to hold with both hands.

			So I won’t try. I sag against Mom. Shut my eyes, count to ten, but it doesn’t do any good. Even in the dark I can still see us. Single file, climbing up one of the slots that branch off the main canyon passage. Black desert varnish striped across the red rock walls, and that ring of white high above our heads, left there when the water levels dropped.

			Did the girls know what would happen to them that day? Did they see it coming somehow?

			A shout from out on the water, loud enough that Mom gives a little hum of disapproval. I sink farther into her arms. Probably some tourist who came to gawk at the dead girls.

			But then there’s another. And another, and the rumble of an engine starting up. The speakers crackle as Mrs. Bristow turns the volume back up. “Please try to be quiet,” she says into the microphone, her voice thick with tears. “It’s only a moment we’re asking for.”

			Somebody calls back in response. Too far away for me to understand and half drowned out by another engine sputtering to life, but I can hear the urgency in it. The panic.

			“What is it?” I say. Mom’s arm goes tight around me. I shrug it off and get to my feet. “What’s going on?”

			No one answers. The nearest volunteer is already making a phone call, and the others just stare at me, open-mouthed, as I push past my dad. Mrs. Bristow has backed away from the deck rail to talk to the Gales, giving me a path past her. I take it. Squeeze between two Bristow family friends and in front of the microphone until the deck rail is pressed to my ribs. From here I can see what broke the moment of silence: one of the police boats is moving out on the lake, cutting left into open water.

			I squint into the distance. Follow the line they’ve taken, until—there. A dark spot bobbing in the water.

			My breath catches. A chill, a shiver as the hairs on my arms stand up. What is that? Somebody’s outboard motor, or a drink cooler fallen overboard. But nothing like that would’ve required the police. None of that would’ve brought the vigil to a halt.

			“Let’s sit down,” Mom says, coming up behind me. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

			I don’t think so. Not when the second police boat is moving too. Mrs. Bristow, the volunteers, their faces ashen and their eyes wide—I’ve seen all this before, haven’t I? Which means there’s only one thing it could be out there. A body.

			“No,” I say. “No, that can’t be right.”

			“Nan, please. You shouldn’t look.”

			Mom keeps talking, but all of me is there in that first police boat, bent low over the side as it eases closer and closer to the shape in the water. Which of my girls is it? And what’s left of her? Will there be enough to bury?

			The boat reaches the body. Two figures emerge from under the hardtop.

			“Okay,” Mom says. “That’s enough.” She grabs my shoulder. Angles me away so I can’t see anything else, and at her touch, my will breaks. The fight in me gone like a candle blown out.

			She leads me back to my chair and sits me down. Heart hammering, legs trembling. I want to look for the Bristows, the Gales—I want to know how they’re taking it, see which of them has dissolved into tears—but I can barely see past my own knees.

			“Is this happening?” I say. “Is it actually happening?”

			Mom’s crouched in front of me. Her
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