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Chapter One

 


 


"Why couldn't you pack more like Scarlet? You look
like you're going away for a year, not a week." Mike tossed another
one of Kylie's bags into the trailer.

"Just because we're camping in the wilderness doesn't
mean I have to turn savage. There are certain things a woman can't
live without." Kylie sorted through her oversized purse as she sat
on the tailgate. "I can't find my bug spray," she muttered.

Scarlet had looked forward to the big camping trip
all year. A small group of their graduating college class was
celebrating by driving five hours north into the virgin B.C.
wilderness. They were going to party hard as they kissed four years
of servitude good-bye. At the end of the month they'd be walking
down the aisle to accept their Bachelor of Science degrees at their
graduation ceremony. It was bitter-sweet since Scarlet wasn’t sure
what she’d do with her life once she was expected to grow up and
become a contributing member of society. Time passed so fast. It
seemed like just yesterday she was the awkward freshman.

“You okay?” asked Carl.

She’d zoned out, happily hovering on the periphery as
Kylie and Mike hashed out their differences. Scarlet refocused her
attention on Carl’s blue eyes. “I’m fine.” As much as she looked
forward to the trip, she wasn’t so sure about her date. Somehow in
the last few weeks of classes, she’d spent more time with Carl. One
thing led to another and people started assuming they were a
couple.

“I brought a cooler with drinks if you get too
hot.”

“Thanks.” She smiled politely and then joined Kylie
at the trailer. It didn’t feel right to call Carl her boyfriend. He
was too obliging, too clingy, and he still felt like a stranger.
Essentially, he was. Scarlet wasn’t sure what she wanted in a
relationship, but she was sure she’d recognize a good one when she
found it.

“Look how Scarlet’s dressed, Kylie. Jeans and a
T-shirt, like the rest of us. How do you expect to rough it in
heels?”

“I don’t plan to traipse through the forest. Why do
you think I brought all this stuff?”

Scarlet and Kylie had become good friends the past
year. The only wedge between them was the fact Mike had asked
Scarlet out first. Although she never brought it up, Mike continued
to show favoritism towards her, apparently without notice. She’d
overheard the couple fight in the hallway about the topic when they
thought she wasn’t listening. But Mike wasn’t her type. As time
went on, she wondered if she even had a type. Perhaps she was
destined to live alone—no love or companionship besides the stray
cats she’d likely start taking in.

She really hoped everyone could put aside their
differences for the week and just let loose. This was supposed to
be her last chance at reckless abandon before her life consisted of
nine to five with nothing more than Friday to look forward to each
week. She’d seen how the corporate ladder had stolen the life from
both her parents. They were drones, not really living. When she was
a child, she’d have to fight just to get their attention away from
their cellphone or computer for two minutes. Was that what she was
destined to become? Would there come a day when a pink and orange
sunset or afternoon rainbow wouldn’t bring her joy? Scarlet wished
she had all the answers, but for now she just wanted to go numb and
enjoy.

After the last of the supplies were sorted and
loaded, the six of them boarded the SUV and headed for the highway.
She sat in the middle row next to Carl, with Brenda and John in the
rear. Scarlet pulled out her iPod and slipped the earphones in. As
bad as it may be, she didn’t have the desire to get to know her
date during the long drive. She wanted to escape into her music,
let the world go away, and just coast along with the lyrics. Music
seemed to be her only link to sanity these days with exams, essays,
part-time jobs, and her lack of a love life taking its toll on her.
Why couldn’t she have it all? She’d done her thesis in English on
the impact of classic fairy tales on society, in particular young
women. It had been an educational assignment, one which forced her
to reflect on her own ideals. Didn’t every girl want a prince to
come save her from her dismal life? She craved to know the love all
these heroes and heroines felt for each other. But just as she’d
concluded in her last paragraph, reality was a bitch.

Scarlet must have drifted off slightly, because a
hand to her thigh roused her to full consciousness. Carl was saying
something. She plucked the earphones from her ears.

“Have you ever been this far north?”

She scowled, trying to bring herself back to the
waking world. “Um, no, not since I was a little girl. My
grandfather took me hiking a few times. That’s all.”

“It’s really something special.” Then he tilted his
head, his hand still on her thigh. “Like you.”

“Carl, I hope you don’t have the wrong idea about
this weekend.” Kylie had said she was only allowed to come if she
had a date. That’s when Carl conveniently suggested coming along.
Scarlet may not be a blushing virgin, but she wasn’t cheap. She’d
had one failed sexual experience as a senior in high school and
nothing since. And certainly had no plans to get busy with Carl in
a pop tent. There may be no happily ever after waiting for her like
in the world of fiction, but shouldn’t she at least feel a spark of
desire for a man before sex? She only felt annoyance for Carl,
certainly nothing arousing enough to want to encourage his
advance.

“Why do you say that?”

She looked at her leg, and he immediately pulled his
hand away, a slight smile on his lips. “My hand must have a mind of
its own.”

Not cute. Scarlet would just try her best to
have a fun week. Once they were settled on their campground, she
could do her own thing, hang out with her girlfriends, and not stay
bound at the hip with her so-called date.

She looked out her window. They were in the thick of
the forest. The road was narrow, carved through a living entity.
There was only a meager amount of light since the forest canopy had
grown over, creating a tunnel for their vehicle to pass through.
The trees along the road were massive, moss-covered, and
foreboding. This place was either where fairy tales were made or
perhaps nightmares. What lurked in these woods? Were they even
prepared for bears and wolves? She’d put faith into the men
organizing the camping trip, just happy that Kylie had invited her
to come along. Now she wasn’t so sure.

Scarlet leaned forward to check the clock on the
dashboard. She couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep for hours when
it only felt like minutes. Her stomach protested since she hadn’t
had lunch before they left.

“How much longer?” she asked Mike.

“I want to get as far off the grid as possible. After
another couple hours I’ll off-road as far as I can, then we’ll
hike.”

“Hike?” Kylie complained. “I’ll be late by then. And
how will we carry all my stuff without the trailer?”

“I told you not to pack so much,” said Mike.

Scarlet leaned back in her seat and away from the
bickering, which wouldn’t let up. Part of her was excited about
their little adventure, while the other part was apprehensive. She
wanted to have fun, not become a statistic if Mike, Carl, or John
didn’t have the outdoorsman skills required for surviving this far
away from civilization. They all looked pretty soft to her.

By the time Mike slowed the truck to a crawl, she was
itching to stretch her legs. As soon as they stopped, she opened
the door and hopped out. The sound of insects was strong, droning
around her from all directions. The sun had set, only the
headlights providing illumination. Unlike earlier, the air had a
sharp chill, sending a shiver racing down her spine. Scarlet looked
around, only finding shadows of trees looming around them. Each
step on the forest floor sounded obscenely loud in the hushed
surroundings. Everything, besides the insects, seemed to be asleep.
Or coming to life for the night. The thought of predators kept her
from roaming too far from the parked vehicle.

“Okay, ladies. Grab what you can carry.” Mike donned
a hat with a light attached. He looked like an idiot. Brenda had
taken off into the darkness, having complained about needing to pee
for the past hour.

Scarlet hadn’t packed much, just an oversized
backpack, which she now shrugged over her shoulders. She waited for
everyone else to get organized, eager to settle down for the
night.

“So booze is more important than my supplies?” Kylie
followed behind Carl and Mike, who were carrying either side of a
large alcohol-filled cooler. The bottles and ice inside clattered
with each step. If they’d wanted to keep their presence
unobtrusive, they were failing.

“Hey, we came here to party, no?”

John was already half baked, coming up the rear with
a bottle in one hand and a portable stereo in the other. Scarlet
kept an open mind, knowing things could either turn out very well
or very badly.

They trudged through the underbrush with only an
assortment of flashlights. It was eerie travelling through the
woods at this hour. She’d imagined making this trek with plenty of
natural light. Setting up their pop tents would be a challenge.

Scarlet had to be honest with herself. This trip
wasn’t just about having fun, it was an escape. A big part of her
wanted to run away from life, to follow her dreams, and to
experience true love. She wasn’t sure what she’d find in the B.C.
wilderness, but her overactive imagination conjured up knights in
shining armor, warriors, and rugged cowboys. But she was no fool.
Those heroes would only exist in the pages of the romance novels
stacked up beside her bed back home.

Kylie screamed, sending adrenaline spiking through
Scarlet’s bloodstream. The sound echoed around them, too loud and
out of place.

“What is it?” asked Mike.

“I stepped on something squishy.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Mike exhaled his
irritation, but pointed up ahead where the light from his hat
highlighted a small clearing within the tight weave of trees.
“We’ll set up camp over there.”

They all dropped their loads and started to set up
the pop tents, but didn’t get far. The guys started to drink, and
their priority of getting settled soon fizzled away. Laughter grew
louder by the minute.

“Come on, Scarlet, let’s go explore.” Carl grabbed
her hand and tugged her off the stump she’d been sitting on. The
others were already wandering around, hooting and hollering in the
darkness. She tripped along, following the sound of voices ahead.
Kylie was laughing now, the power of alcohol dousing her
inhibitions.

“Look! It’s a cabin.” Mike’s voice was just ahead.
Carl let go of her hand and disappeared around the trees. A
multitude of light beams danced along the wooden structure as her
five friends converged on the cottage. It wasn’t large, but still
felt out of place so removed from the main road. Surely it was
abandoned
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