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THE NIGHT SMELLED like gasoline and rain. 

Andrew Mitchell Stone stood in the glow of the service bay lights, rag in one hand, cigarette in the other, watching the luxury coupe idle like a big cat about to purr. He was twenty-four, grease under his nails, temper under his skin, and tired of cleaning up other people’s messes.

He turned his back for a moment—and that’s all it took.

The roar of the engine cut sharp through the night. 

Tires screeched. His smoke slipped from his lips as the car tore off the lot, headlights flaring like a dare.

“Son of a bitch!”

He sprinted out into the street, ready to grab a wrench, ready to crack someone’s skull wide open. But by the time he rounded the corner, the thief was out of the car, leaning against it like she owned it. A girl. Hair teased wild, eyeliner smudged, a devil’s grin splitting her face.

“You lost, grease monkey?” she called, flicking ash from a stolen cigarette.

Andrew slowed. 

The rage that usually bubbled hot and violent... stalled. He’d never seen anyone like her. She looked like sin and salvation in a miniskirt and boots.

“Never had a woman steal from me before,” he said, breathless, half amused, half ready to snap her neck.

She blew smoke in his face, unafraid. “First time for everything.”

Something in him cracked—not anger. Amusement. Intrigue. Lust. All tangled into something dangerous.

Instead of wrenching her throat, he laughed. A low, sharp sound that made her tilt her head like she was hearing music.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Annabella,” she said. “But you can call me Anna.”

That was the spark. Two broken wires crossing. A fire neither of them would ever put out.

By sunrise, the coupe sat abandoned along a gravel backroad miles outside town, smoke curling from beneath the hood.

Andrew and Anna walked side by side through the dark, the silence between them strangely comfortable.

“Told you that kid was stupid,” Anna said, taking a slow drag from her cigarette before passing it to him. “Thirty bucks and he thought he could outrun us.”

Andrew smirked faintly, smoke curling from his lips as he glanced back toward the distant shape of the car.

“He put his hands on the wrong woman.”

Anna laughed softly at that.

The road stretched endlessly ahead of them, swallowed by trees and darkness. Somewhere behind them sat the smoking coupe, abandoned beneath the cold South Dakota sky.

And inside it, the consequences of the first homicide they’d done together.

By the end of the week, a gas station clerk lay sprawled behind the counter in a growing pool of blood, the cash register hanging open and nearly empty. It had happened fast. One shot. No screaming. No witnesses.

Back then, cameras weren’t mounted in every corner like watchful eyes. Most places barely had security at all. The few that did used bulky black Polaroid-style systems that snapped grainy still images one frame at a time, half of them broken more often than not. By the time anyone developed the film, Anna and Andrew would already be halfway across another state line.

All that bloodshed for two hundred bucks, a tank of gas, and a few packs of beef jerky.

“That was probably the easiest in-and-out job we’ve done yet,” Anna said as she slid into the passenger seat of the stolen 1970 Dodge Challenger parked outside the station. The leather squeaked beneath her as she kicked the door shut with her boot. “Hell, I’ve had harder times stealing lipstick.”

The Challenger belonged to the dead clerk now—or at least it had five minutes ago.

The gas tank was full. That was all Andrew cared about.

He slammed the car into gear and peeled out of the lot, tires spitting gravel as the station disappeared behind them. Open highway stretched endlessly ahead beneath the dark South Dakota sky.

“Doll, that clerk damn near pissed himself when he saw the gun,” Andrew said with a grin. “Thought he was gonna cry before I even pulled the hammer back.”

Anna barked out a laugh and tossed her boots onto the dashboard.

“Yeah? You almost looked disappointed he didn’t put up a fight.”

Andrew glanced sideways at her, smirking. “What can I say? I like a challenge.”

“Oh please,” she teased, digging through the paper bag between her feet before ripping open a pack of jerky with her teeth. “You nearly broke your nose hopping that counter.”

“That floor was slippery.”

“Sure it was.”

She leaned back against the seat, chewing slowly as the Challenger thundered down the empty road.

“Two hundred bucks,” she said, waving a strip of jerky in the air. “Damn worth it.”

It had taken the police nearly three weeks to connect the dead gas station clerk to the abandoned coupe found off a gravel backroad outside Rapid City.

A teenage boy had been discovered slumped inside the vehicle first, blood dried across the steering wheel and dashboard, the engine burned out from being driven too hard for too long. A passing truck driver spotted smoke curling from the hood and called it in. At first, the bodies looked unrelated. Different locations. Different victims. Different circumstances.

But Detective Walter Grady knew better.

People didn’t end up dead around the same stolen car by coincidence.

Now another body sat in the morgue, and Grady could feel the case slipping further beneath his skin with every passing hour. Whoever this son of a bitch was, he wasn’t slowing down. And if Grady didn’t catch him soon, more bodies were going to drop across South Dakota highways before anyone even knew his name.

“Are the images developed yet?” Grady barked as he pushed through the darkroom doors.

The cramped room smelled of chemicals, wet paper, and stale cigarette smoke. Strips of dripping film hung from wires beneath dim red lights while technicians hovered over trays of developing photographs. Grainy security images slowly surfaced through chemical baths one frame at a time.

A young photo technician glanced up nervously. 

“We’re working on it, sir. These old station cameras only capture about a frame a second. Half the shots come out blurry as hell.”

Grady exhaled sharply and rubbed a hand across his tired face.

“Then give me blurry,” he snapped. “Give me a jacket, a license plate, a damn shadow. I don’t care.”

The room fell silent.

Grady stepped closer to the hanging strips of film, staring at the barely visible figure caught near the gas pumps. Tall. Lean. Male. Face impossible to make out beneath the grain.

But Grady felt it in his gut.

This wasn’t some desperate drifter knocking over gas stations for pocket cash. 

Whoever this guy was, he was getting comfortable. 

Fast.

And comfortable killers got sloppy.

“I want every frame enlarged,” Grady ordered quietly. “Because somewhere in these pictures is the face of the man who’s going to kill again.”

No one spoke as the detective turned and stepped back into the dimly lit hallway, the weight of the case following close behind him like a shadow.
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Anna laughed softly, shaking her head as she leaned against the peeling wallpaper of the empty apartment hallway.

“Jesus, they’re getting dumber every damn time,” she muttered. “Nobody even fights back anymore.”

The apartment owner trembled where Andrew had him pinned against the wall, one grease-stained hand pressed firmly against the man’s chest. The hallway smelled like fresh paint, dust, and cheap cigarettes. Most of the units were still empty, doors closed tight beneath flickering overhead lights.

The whole building felt unfinished. Forgotten already.

Perfect place to disappear.

“Look,” Andrew said calmly, almost politely, tapping the barrel of the revolver against the man’s cheek, “we heard these places come furnished.”

The owner swallowed hard. Sweat rolled down the side of his face. “N-Nothing’s free,” he stammered. “Three hundred a month and the room’s yours. That’s the deal.”

Andrew glanced down the empty hallway and laughed under his breath.

“Do we look like the kind of people carrying around three hundred bucks for a dump like this?”

“This building’s brand new,” the man blurted quickly. “No tenants yet. Just opened this month.”

Anna smiled at that. Slow. Dangerous.

“Well, honey...” She stepped closer, her hand sliding lightly up the owner’s chest. “Then why not let us be your very first?”

Andrew’s eyes narrowed immediately.

“What the hell you think you’re doing?” he snapped, grabbing her wrist and pulling her hand away from the man.

Anna rolled her eyes dramatically.

“Oh relax, cowboy.” She yanked her hand free. “Little flirting never killed anybody.”

Andrew looked at the terrified owner slumped against the wall and smirked coldly.

“Yet,” he muttered.

Anna barked out a laugh.

“Besides,” she continued, smoothing her jacket, “how else is he gonna hand over the keys? Men get stupid when a pretty girl smiles at ’em.”

Andrew tilted his head. “You seem real experienced in that department.”

“Oh, don’t start.”

“I’m just saying, dollface, you keep touching every idiot we rob.”

“And you keep acting jealous every time I do.”

“Maybe because I don’t like idiots looking at what’s mine.”

The apartment owner stood frozen between them, eyes darting back and forth like he’d somehow wandered into the middle of a lovers’ argument he wanted no part of.

Andrew looked back at him suddenly, smile gone.

“Like my lady said,” he murmured, raising the gun slightly, “we need a place to stay for a while.”

The owner shakily straightened himself. Somehow, despite the gun in his face, he still found enough courage to speak.

“I ain’t giving you freeloaders a damn thing,” he spat. “You wanna room? Pay for it. Otherwise, I’m calling the cops.”

Silence settled over the hallway.

Anna slowly looked toward Andrew.

Andrew looked back at her.

Then they both smiled.

The gun came up fast.

The shot thundered through the empty apartment building, echoing down the vacant halls.

The owner collapsed against the wall before crumpling to the floor in a heap. For a moment, the only sound left was the buzzing overhead light.

Anna stepped over the body casually and crouched near the man’s waistband, pulling free a ring of keys labeled 301.

“Well,” she said brightly, twirling the keys around her finger, “that was easier than paperwork.”

Andrew smirked, slipping the revolver back into his waistband.

“Nice pick, dollface.”

He wrapped an arm around her shoulders as they started down the empty hallway together.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s move into 301.”

Wyoming was home now.

At least for a little while.
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“SON OF A GODDAMN BITCH.”

Detective Walter Grady stared as the photo technicians carefully clipped four dripping photographs onto a wire stretched across the darkroom. The images swayed slightly beneath the dim red glow overhead, chemicals still sliding from the corners of the glossy paper.

Grainy. Blurred. Imperfect.

But clear enough.

“Sir?” one of the younger officers asked cautiously from behind him.

Grady stepped closer to the hanging photographs, eyes narrowing hard on the tall dark-haired man caught near the gas pumps in one frame. Another showed him leaning beside a stolen car, cigarette hanging from his mouth like he didn’t have a care in the world.

Grady felt his jaw tighten.

“I know this man,” he muttered darkly. 

“That’s Andrew Mitchell Stone.”

The room went quiet.

“I’ve been chasing that bastard for the better part of a year now,” Grady continued. “Robberies. Dead drifters. Stolen vehicles. Couple homicides they could never fully pin on him.”

He pointed toward the image.

“Every time we get close, he disappears across another state line before we can get cuffs on him.”

Officer Raymond Mercer stepped beside him, squinting at the second photograph hanging from the wire. In this one, a woman stood partially turned away from the camera beside Andrew, dark hair whipping across her face beneath the station lights.

“Who’s the female with him?” Mercer asked quietly.

Grady stared at the photograph for a long moment.

“Never seen her before.”

That bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

Andrew always worked alone.

Always.

“Get me something on her,” Grady barked suddenly, turning toward the room full of officers and technicians. “Name, address, missing persons, arrests—I don’t give a damn what it is. I want to know who she is before they put another body in the ground.”

The darkroom erupted into movement.

Back then, investigations moved slower. No computers. No instant databases. No surveillance cameras on every street corner tracking every move. Most gas stations barely had security systems worth a damn, and the few photographs they managed to pull came from outdated film cameras that captured grainy still images every few seconds.

But newspapers? Television? Telephone poles? Those still worked just fine.

Once Grady had a face, he could make the whole damn country look for it. Officer Jack Rourke leaned toward another photograph as a technician hung it up to dry.

“There’s a car,” he said suddenly, pointing toward the edge of the frame. “Might be enough to pull a plate.”

Mercer stepped closer. “Looks like a Challenger.”

“Get that image enlarged,” Grady ordered immediately. “I want every damn inch of that photograph cleaned up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Grady lit another cigarette, smoke curling through the chemical-heavy air as he stared at Andrew’s blurry face hanging from the wire.

For the first time in a year, the bastard had slipped up.

And now that Grady had his image, there’d be nowhere left to hide.

By morning, Andrew Mitchell Stone’s face would be plastered across newspapers, flashed across late-night television broadcasts, pinned to police station boards, and stapled to telephone poles from South Dakota to Wyoming.

Sooner or later, somebody would recognize him.

And when they did, Walter Grady planned to be waiting.
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“Jesus Christ, television out here is fucking awful,” Andrew groaned as he hurled the remote onto the coffee table. “Three channels, all grainy as shit, and every asshole on screen looks like a ghost.”

The tiny apartment smelled like cigarettes, cheap beer, and fresh pie. Empty bottles cluttered the coffee table beside overflowing ashtrays and a half-loaded revolver.

From the kitchen, Anna appeared carrying a steaming cherry pie in oven mitts, an apron wrapped around her waist.

“Well maybe if you quit bitching for five seconds,” she said, “you’d enjoy the atmosphere.”

Andrew looked up the second he saw the pie and grinned like a kid on Christmas morning.

“Doll...” he breathed dramatically. “You made cherry pie?”

Anna set it down carefully on the table. “Your favorite.”

“Jesus fuckin’ Christ, I could marry you.”

“You say that every time I bake something.”

“Yeah, and I mean it every goddamn time.”

She laughed softly and slipped off the oven mitts before dropping onto the couch beside him. The apartment lights flickered overhead while rain hammered against the windows outside.

“You’d kill for pie,” Anna teased as she grabbed a knife from the table and sliced into the crust.

The same knife they’d used less than an hour ago on the grocery delivery boy currently bleeding out near the front door.

Andrew glanced toward the body sprawled across the floor, then back toward the pie.

“Doll,” he said casually, “we literally HAVE.”

Anna burst out laughing.

“Ordering ingredients was a nightmare,” she complained while scooping a slice onto a plate. “Thought that kid was gonna realize something was off when I told him I wasn’t paying.”

Andrew smirked. “Nah. Kid was too busy staring at your ass.”

Anna pointed the bloody pie knife toward him. “You jealous again?”

“I ain’t jealous.”

“You shot the last guy who flirted with me.”

“That asshole had it coming.”

“He asked me what time it was, Andrew.”

“And now he knows what time it is permanently.”

Anna laughed so hard she nearly dropped the pie server.

“Jesus Christ, you’re insane.”

“Takes one to love one, dollface.”

She handed him the plate. Andrew took it carefully, staring at the steaming cherry filling like it was the greatest thing he’d ever seen.

Outside, thunder rattled the apartment windows. 

Inside, a dead body bled quietly onto the carpet while Andrew Mitchell Stone happily took his first bite of pie.

“Worth every fucking homicide,” he muttered with his mouth full.

“Good,” Anna said, licking cherry filling from her fork as she leaned back against the couch. “There’s more where that came from.” 

Andrew groaned happily as he shoveled another bite into his mouth. “Jesus Christ, doll, if you keep baking my favorites like this, I swear to God I’ll take you to Vegas and marry you right on the damn strip.”

Anna laughed loudly.

“We ain’t even near Vegas, idiot. Eat your pie.” She pointed her fork at him. “And quit talking with your mouth full, you sound like a dying truck engine.”

Andrew smirked and leaned back against the couch cushions, balancing the plate on his knee.

“So...” he said casually, tilting his head toward the body bleeding beside the front door. “Which one of us is cleaning up that mess?”

Anna immediately groaned.

“Oh my God, Andrew, we are literally eating right now.”

“There’s blood reaching the welcome mat.”

“And?”

“And it’s bothering me while I’m trying to enjoy pie.”

Anna rolled her eyes dramatically.

“Your macho ego can wait ten damn minutes. We’ll clean him up after dessert like we always do.”

“Yeah, well, last time ‘after dessert’ turned into you falling asleep and me dragging a dead guy down three flights of stairs alone.”

Anna pointed the fork at him again. “And you complained the whole time.”

“Because his fat ass got stuck in the stairwell.”

“That was ONE time.”

Andrew laughed under his breath and finished the last bite of pie.

About twenty minutes later, Anna stood near the kitchen struggling to shove the delivery boy’s body into a large metal trash bin she’d dragged in from the alley outside.

The lid refused to close.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” she grunted, sitting on top of the lid and bouncing slightly. “Why won’t this asshole FIT?”

Andrew sat on the couch watching her over the rim of his beer bottle, clearly entertained.

“Maybe because human beings don’t fold like laundry, dollface.”

“Oh shut up and help me.”

“You’re the one who said you had it handled.”

Anna glared at him. “My mother always told me if a man doesn’t help clean up a mess, he’s usually part of the mess.”

Andrew nearly choked laughing.

“Your mother also stabbed a bartender with a fork.”

“She had her reasons.”

The trash can lid popped back open again with a loud metallic clang. Anna cursed under her breath and shoved harder against it. “For the love of God—his damn leg keeps sticking out!”

Andrew snorted.

“You know, watching you wrestle a corpse might be the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh fuck you.”

“I’m serious.”

Anna grabbed an empty beer bottle off the counter and threw it toward him. It smashed against the wall beside the couch.

Andrew jumped. “Jesus Christ, woman!”

“You gonna help or keep sitting there drinking like some trailer park king?”

Andrew groaned dramatically and slammed his beer onto the coffee table.

“Dammit, Anna, move.”

She slid off the trash can with an annoyed huff as Andrew walked over to the body.

He grabbed the delivery boy beneath the arms and dragged him toward the apartment window leading out to the fire escape.

“You know,” Anna said casually, watching him work, “normal couples buy rugs together.”

“Yeah?” Andrew grunted. “Normal couples are fucking boring.”

He shoved the body over the edge of the fire escape. A second later, a loud metallic crash echoed from the alley below as the corpse landed inside the dumpster.

Andrew dusted his hands together proudly.

“There. Problem solved.”

Anna smiled sweetly and walked over, kissing him on the cheek.

“Thank you, dollface.”

Andrew smirked. “Yeah, yeah.”

“You’re the best.”

“I know.”
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The body turned up two days later along a stretch of highway near the Wyoming border.

A truck driver spotted vultures circling the ditch just after sunrise and pulled over to investigate. By noon, Detective Walter Grady stood beside the scene with cigarette smoke curling around his face as officers photographed the remains.

The victim was nineteen years old. Multiple stab wounds. Wallet missing. And parked half a mile down the road sat another stolen vehicle with South Dakota plates.

Grady stared at the car silently while Officer Raymond Mercer approached from behind carrying a folder tucked beneath his arm.

“Vehicle came back registered to a missing college kid outta Rapid City,” Mercer said. “Witnesses say he was last seen talking to a dark-haired woman at a roadside diner three nights ago.”

Grady’s expression darkened instantly.

“The girl again.”

Mercer nodded. “Looks that way.”

Grady crouched beside the abandoned car, studying the muddy tire tracks leading back onto the highway. Another vehicle had definitely been here recently. Fresh tracks. Bigger tires.

They’d switched cars again.

“Son of a bitch...” Grady muttered.

For the last year, Andrew Mitchell Stone had stayed just out of reach. Robberies. Assaults. Dead bodies left across highways and motel rooms. Never enough evidence to fully pin him down. A fingerprint here. Grainy photographs there. Witnesses who could never quite remember his face correctly.

But now?

Now bodies were dropping faster.

And Andrew wasn’t acting alone anymore.

Grady stood slowly, jaw tight as Wyoming wind whipped across the roadside.

“They’re moving west,” he said.

Mercer looked toward the endless highway disappearing into the mountains. “Wyoming’s a big damn state.”

“Exactly why he picked it.”

No social media. 

No instant alerts. 

No cameras watching every gas station corner. In 1972, killers could vanish if they stayed moving long enough.

But not completely.

Grady had already ordered Andrew’s grainy photograph printed in newspapers across South Dakota. Local stations were beginning to run the image during late-night broadcasts. Telephone poles, diners, sheriff stations—Andrew Mitchell Stone’s face was slowly spreading across the Midwest one blurry photograph at a time.

Sooner or later, someone would recognize him.

The question was how many more bodies would pile up before that happened.

Mercer lit a cigarette beside him. “So what now?”

Grady stared down the empty Wyoming highway.

“Now,” he said quietly, “we hunt.”
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THEY WERE GONE within the month.

Newspapers across Wyoming had their grainy photographs splashed across the front pages. Late-night television broadcasts flashed Andrew’s face beside blurry images of the stolen 1970 Dodge Challenger while news anchors warned viewers not to approach the suspects.

Everywhere they went, people stared a little too long now.

Gas stations. Diners. Grocery stores.

Twice, Andrew caught strangers whispering near payphones after Anna stepped out of a store. Once, an old woman in a diner nearly dropped her coffee when she recognized him from television.

Walter Grady was getting closer.

“Good thing we switched cars,” Andrew muttered as the stolen 1971 Pontiac Firebird Trans Am tore down the empty highway. “That college idiot in Wyoming practically handed us the keys.”

The Firebird’s engine rumbled beneath them, smooth and fast, the kind of car only rich kids drove. Chrome gleamed beneath the afternoon sun while Wyoming disappeared slowly behind them in the rearview mirror.

Anna leaned back in the passenger seat, boots on the dashboard as cigarette smoke curled around her face.

“That college kid though...” she said with a small laugh. “Jesus Christ, Andrew. Did you really have to go that overboard?”

Andrew glanced sideways at her.

“Doll, he put his hands on you.”

“He smacked my ass.”

“Exactly.” Andrew tightened his grip on the wheel. “And that ass belongs to me.”

Anna barked out a laugh.

“You are unbelievable.”

“No,” Andrew corrected with a grin. “I’m possessive.”

She rolled her eyes dramatically before taking another drag from her cigarette and passing it over. Andrew took it between his fingers and inhaled deeply.

“So where we headed now?” Anna asked.

“Colorado, dollface. Lay low for a while, let the cops chase ghosts.”

“And then?”

Andrew smirked.

“Then we make a beeline straight to Vegas.”

Anna groaned loudly. “Jesus Christ, you’re still serious about Vegas?”

“Told you already,” Andrew laughed, slapping the steering wheel. “You keep baking pies like that and I’m marrying your ass on the damn strip.”

Anna reached forward and twisted the radio dial. Static crackled through the speakers before a local news station finally came through clearly.

“...authorities continue searching for Andrew Mitchell Stone in connection with multiple robberies and several homicides across South Dakota and Wyoming...”

Andrew’s smirk faded slightly.

“...Stone is considered armed and extremely dangerous. Described as a white male in his mid-twenties, possibly twenty-four years of age, standing over six feet tall with a strong build, shoulder-length brown hair, and loose curls. Witnesses report Stone is often seen wearing a long black trench-style coat over a white shirt and jeans. Police now believe he may be traveling with an unidentified female accomplice described as having dark hair and believed to be in her early twenties...”

Anna slowly lowered the cigarette from her lips.

“...their current whereabouts remain unknown. Last confirmed sightings place the suspects somewhere in Wyoming near the state line. Citizens are advised not to approach either individual and to contact authorities immediately...”

Andrew let out a low whistle.

“Well, shit.”

Anna stared at the radio for another second before switching it off completely. Silence filled the car except for the roar of the engine and the highway rushing beneath them.

Then she looked over at him and smirked.

“Famous now, huh?”

Andrew grinned slowly, cigarette smoke curling from his mouth as Colorado signs appeared in the distance.

“Yeah,” he muttered. 

“Let’s just hope fame don’t get us killed.”
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Colorado greeted them with mountains, pine trees, and enough isolation to disappear forever. The stolen Firebird wound through the narrow roads leading toward Rocky Mountain National Park, towering cliffs rising on either side while fog rolled low through the trees.

Anna leaned forward in her seat, staring out the windshield.

“My God, Andrew,” she muttered. “There’s like... nothing out here.”

Andrew smirked behind the wheel.

“Exactly.”

He slowed the car as they passed a cluster of cabins tucked between the trees, smoke drifting from a few chimneys beneath the cold mountain air. Farther ahead sat a tiny roadside diner glowing beneath a flickering neon sign.

“Ain’t nothin’ out here but cabins, diners, and enough mountains to hide a damn army,” Andrew said. “Nobody’s finding shit in these woods.”

Anna smiled slowly at that.

“Well,” she said, crossing one leg over the other, “we got six hundred bucks left to our names. I say food first... then we find ourselves a cabin.”

Andrew glanced sideways at her and grinned.

“Dollface, I like the way you think.”

He pulled the Firebird into the gravel diner parking lot, tires crunching beneath them.

News hadn’t fully reached Colorado yet.

Back in Wyoming, police were still chasing leads, pinning grainy photographs to station walls and questioning truck stops along the highway. Out here in the mountains, nobody looked twice at a young couple passing through town.

Not yet.

Andrew stepped out first, stretching, as cold mountain air hit him. Anna followed beside him, wrapping her jacket tighter around herself before he immediately smacked her ass as they headed toward the diner entrance.

Anna yelped and laughed loudly.

“Andrew!”

“What?” he grinned. “Just making sure it’s still mine.”

“You are unbelievable.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

He wrapped an arm around her waist as they walked inside together looking more like two love-struck idiots on vacation than fugitives with bodies trailing behind them across state lines.

The diner smelled like coffee, bacon grease, and cigarette smoke. A handful of truckers sat scattered near the windows while an older waitress stood behind the register chewing gum loudly.

Anna leaned against Andrew as he kissed the side of her head dramatically. The waitress narrowed her eyes immediately.

“This ain’t no make-out joint,” she barked. “You ordering or leaving?”

Andrew laughed under his breath.

“Easy there, sweetheart. We’re ordering.”

The waitress slid two menus across the counter. 

“What’ll it be?”

“Two burgers to go,” Anna answered. “Fries too.”

“Pie?” the waitress asked.

Andrew perked up instantly.

“Cherry?”

“Fresh this morning.”

“Hell yes.”

Anna rolled her eyes while the waitress scribbled down the order.

As she turned away, Andrew casually nodded toward the cabins they’d passed outside.

“Those cabins for rent?” he asked.

The waitress pointed her pen toward the back window. “Office building across the road. Old man named Curtis runs ’em.”

Andrew smiled.

“Appreciate it.”

The waitress looked them both over one more time before walking toward the kitchen. For now, they were just another young couple drifting through Colorado.

But eventually, the mountains would hear the screams too.
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Their order came fast, shoved into greasy paper bags alongside two sodas and a steaming container holding slices of cherry pie. Anna grabbed the food while Andrew tossed cash onto the counter. They stepped back outside into the cold mountain air together.

“Honestly,” Anna said as they crossed the gravel lot, “didn’t think you were actually gonna pay her.”

Andrew snorted.

“What, in the middle of a packed diner?” He unlocked the Firebird and slid behind the wheel. “Ain’t dropping bodies every five damn minutes, dollface.”

Anna laughed as she climbed into the passenger seat and immediately started digging through the food bag.

“Besides,” Andrew added as he started the engine, “it was twenty-five bucks. We ain’t going broke over cheeseburgers.”

Anna smirked. “Look at you getting responsible.”

“Don’t ruin my reputation.”

The Firebird rolled slowly across the road toward the cabin office sitting beneath a glowing neon VACANCY sign. Behind it, rows of small cabins disappeared deep into the trees. Pine branches swayed overhead while fog drifted between the mountains.

Andrew glanced sideways at Anna.

“And doll...” he said carefully, “depending how this goes, I may or may not have to kill this Curtis guy.”

Anna burst out laughing.

“Oh my God, here we go again.”

“I’m serious.”

“You’re always serious.”

“You were practically batting your damn eyelashes at the waitress back there.”

Anna clutched her chest dramatically. “Jealousy is not attractive on you, Andrew.”

“Yeah? Neither is every asshole staring at your chest.”

She grinned wider at that.

The Firebird parked outside the office. Anna tossed the food bag onto the backseat before stepping out of the Firebird, humming softly to herself. Andrew adjusted the collar of his long black trench coat, slammed the driver’s door shut, and followed close behind her toward the office entrance. 

A bell chimed overhead the second they entered.

The office smelled like dust, old wood, and cigarette smoke. Shelves lined the walls holding cheap souvenirs, postcards, keychains, and snow globes from the Rockies.

A bald man in his late thirties stepped out from a back room.

“What can I do for ya?” he asked.

“Need a cabin for a few nights,” Andrew answered casually, his eyes drifting toward the collectible junk scattered across the front desk. His fingers picked up a small metal keychain shaped like a bear trap.

“Keychain’s twenty bucks,” the man said immediately. “Cabins are eighty-five a night.”

He slid a clipboard across the desk.

Anna looked at the price, then slowly leaned against the counter.

“What if we brought that down a little?” she asked sweetly.

Andrew closed his eyes briefly.

“Oh for fuck’s sake...” he muttered under his breath.

Curtis looked up instantly. His eyes lingered a little too long on Anna’s breasts while she smiled innocently and twirled one of her curls around her finger.

“I could probably do seventy-five,” Curtis said quickly.

Anna beamed. “See? I knew you were nice.”

Andrew stared at the ceiling like God himself was testing him.

“And maybe,” Anna added casually, nodding toward the souvenirs, “a little welcome gift? First time in the Rockies and all.”

Curtis laughed nervously. “Yeah... sure. Pick a keychain.”

Andrew leaned closer toward Anna.

“Doll, you are milking the hell outta this.”

She ignored him completely.

Curtis grabbed a key from the wall labeled 220 and slid it across the desk.

“Far cabin near the woods,” he explained. “More private.”

Andrew immediately didn’t like the way the guy smiled when he said private. They signed fake names, fake ages, fake marriage information, then handed over enough cash for three nights.

“Thank you, doll,” Anna said brightly as she grabbed the cabin key.

Andrew casually pocketed the bear-trap keychain before following her back outside.

The second the office door shut behind them, he stopped near the car.

“What the hell was that?” he asked.

Anna blinked innocently. “What?”

“You practically climbed across the damn counter.”

“Oh relax,” she laughed, opening the passenger door. “I got us a discount, didn’t I?”

“Guy was looking at you like he wanted to unzip your skin.”

“And?”

“And I didn’t like it.”

Anna grinned while climbing into the car. “You’re cute when you’re homicidal.”

“I’m always homicidal.”

“Fair point.”

Andrew slid into the driver’s seat still grumbling to himself as he started the engine again.

The Firebird rolled slowly down the winding dirt road toward the last cabin tucked deep within the trees. Cabin 220 sat isolated near the edge of the woods, porch light flickering softly beneath the mountain fog.

Andrew parked and killed the engine.

“Well,” he muttered, staring at the cabin, “here’s home for the next few days.”

Anna grabbed the food bag and opened the door.

“Perfect,” she said. “I need a shower and I’m starving.”
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“Told you this cabin was great,” Andrew said around a mouthful of cherry pie.

The tiny cabin smelled like grease, cigarette smoke, and mountain rain drifting through the cracked window near the table. Outside, wind rattled the pine trees while the old heater hummed loudly in the corner.

Anna leaned back in her chair and shoved a handful of fries into her mouth.

“It’s nice,” she mumbled. “But maybe someday we should get a place that’s actually ours. Stop running around like lunatics for five minutes.”

Andrew paused mid-bite, cherry filling dripping onto the styrofoam container in his lap.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered, staring at her. “You talking with your mouth full like that should honestly be illegal.”

Anna grinned immediately, knowing exactly what she was doing to him.

“Oh yeah?”

Slowly, just to annoy him, she unbuttoned the top two buttons of her shirt before grabbing her drink. Black lace peeked through beneath the fabric.

“It’s hot in here,” she complained innocently.

Andrew nearly dropped the fork.

“Doll...”

She smirked and shoved another fry into her mouth.

“Are you seriously trying to kill me right now?” he asked, eyes glued to her breasts across the table.

Anna giggled. “Please. These cabin walls are thinner than paper. Whole damn mountain would hear you lose your mind.”

She leaned forward across the table to grab the cheeseburger box, and Andrew visibly stopped functioning for a second.

“Okay,” he said, pointing the fork at her dramatically. “Either button the shirt back up...”

Anna took a giant bite of her burger while staring directly at him.

“...or quit looking at me like that before I forget how to behave.”

She laughed around the bite of food.

“What if I do neither?”

Andrew leaned back slowly in his chair, shaking his head.

“Then whatever happens next is entirely your fault.”

Anna snorted loudly. “You are so dramatic.”

“Yeah?” Andrew took another bite of pie without looking away from her. “And you’re enjoying every second of it.”

By ten o’clock, the mountains had gone completely black. Fog rolled between the cabins while pine trees creaked softly in the wind outside.

Andrew stepped out of the shower tugging a towel through his damp curls while Anna lay sprawled across the bed half asleep beneath the blankets.

He smirked.

“Didn’t think you’d be passed out already after all that praise you were giving me an hour ago.”

Anna groaned into the pillow.

“Shut up and let me sleep.”

Andrew laughed quietly while buttoning his shirt.

“Fine. I got something to take care of anyway.”

She cracked one eye open lazily. “Andrew...”

“What?”

“That look on your face usually means somebody’s about to have a bad night.”

Andrew slipped on his black trench coat and grinned.

“Go back to sleep, dollface.”

He stepped outside into the freezing mountain air.

The cabin grounds sat silent beneath the darkness, rows of empty cabins stretching between the trees. No headlights. No voices. Just wind and isolation.

Andrew walked to the Firebird first and opened the glove compartment, slipping the hunting knife into the inside pocket of his coat.

“That asshole staring at my girl like that...” he muttered to himself while shutting the car door. “Yeah, I didn’t like that.”

The office still glowed faintly at the far end of the property.

Inside, Curtis stood behind the desk talking on the phone when the bell above the door chimed softly.

He looked up.

“Oh—hey,” Curtis said awkwardly. “Something wrong with the cabin?”

Andrew locked the front door behind himself before casually flipping the OPEN sign to CLOSED.

Curtis immediately noticed.

“...Buddy?” 

Andrew smiled calmly as he approached the desk.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “Something’s bothering me.”

Curtis slowly stepped back from the counter.

“If this is about the price, I can—”

“Nah.” Andrew climbed over the counter in one smooth motion. “This is about you forgetting whose woman you were staring at.”

Curtis raised his hands instantly.

“I didn’t know you two were together, I swear—”

“Wrong answer.”

Andrew shoved him backward into the shelves of souvenirs. Keychains and snow globes crashed onto the floor around them.

“See, the correct answer,” Andrew continued coldly, “was: ‘Sorry, Andrew. Won’t happen again.’”

Curtis stumbled backward in panic, hands raised as Andrew towered over him in the cramped office. Souvenirs rattled from the shelves when Curtis slammed into them.

“Look, man, let’s just calm down—”

Andrew slowly reached into the inside pocket of his trench coat.

The second Curtis saw the knife, the color drained from his face. A scream caught somewhere in his throat.

Then the office fell silent except for the faint hum of the overhead lights and the wind rattling softly outside the windows.

Outside, thunder rumbled somewhere deep in the mountains.

A few minutes later, Andrew stepped back around the desk adjusting the sleeve of his trench coat like nothing had happened.

He casually opened the cash drawer beneath the register and took back the money they’d paid for the cabin.

“Seventy-five bucks for three nights?” he muttered. “That’s robbery.”

The office lights clicked off behind him as he headed back down the road toward Cabin 220, whistling softly to himself beneath the mountain fog.

––––––––
[image: ]


Just as Andrew stepped back inside the cabin, Anna stood waiting near the foot of the bed wrapped tightly in a robe, arms crossed dramatically over her chest.

“Andrew,” she said sharply.

He shut and locked the cabin door behind him without a word. Blood stained the collar of his white shirt and streaked lightly across his jaw.

“He deserved it,” Andrew said casually.

Anna narrowed her eyes immediately.

“You went without me.”

Andrew blinked once. “What?”

“You heard me.” She stomped her foot like a pissed-off child. “You killed him without me.”

Andrew fought back a grin as he looked her over.

“Doll, he was staring at what was mine. Guy had it coming.”

Anna walked toward him slowly, fingers slipping along the collar of his trench coat before pulling it from his shoulders.

“It’s soaked in blood,” she complained, tossing it onto the chair near the table.

Andrew smirked proudly.

“Should’ve seen his face when he realized why I came back.”

Anna pouted dramatically. “Still rude not taking me.”

“Oh please,” Andrew laughed. “You would’ve made it take an extra hour just to flirt with him first.”

“That is not true.”

“You literally flirt with everybody.”

“Only because you get all jealous and homicidal after. It’s cute.”

Andrew shook his head, still grinning.

“You’re trouble.”

Anna slowly untied the knot of her robe just enough to tease him before stepping backward toward the bed. She let it slip off her shoulders to her feet.

“He was looking at this,” she said smugly. “And I didn’t like it.”

“That’s why he got what he got, should’ve seen the mess I did to his face,” Andrew answered immediately, moving closer.

Anna held a hand up dramatically.

“Uh-uh. This establishment charges by the hour.”

Andrew laughed loudly. “Oh really?”

“Mhm.” She climbed backward onto the bed. “Very expensive too.”

“Per hour huh? What’s your price...” Andrew asked, reaching into his jean pocket for the cash he’d just stolen.

Anna grinned as she slid back across the bed. “Seventy-five an hour.”

Andrew laughed and tossed the crumpled bills onto the blanket beside her.

“I’ll take three hours.”

Anna giggled as he climbed onto the bed over her, thunder rumbling softly outside the cabin windows while the lights flickered overhead.

The lights flickered once.

Then the room went dark.
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