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PROLOGUE

No one ever wakes up thinking, I’m going to die on a dark road tonight, but that’s the point, isn’t it? You’re young and free, with your entire life ahead of you. You’re busy falling in love, arguing over stupid things with your family, thinking of the perfect witty comment for Instagram. You take chances. You drive too fast and drink too much. Time unwinds in front of you like a luxurious, brightly colored ball of yarn. You think you have years to get it right. Then, all of a sudden, you meet the wrong person, and it’s over.

Death didn’t come for me with a beautiful burst of light or angels singing, or anything, really. It was sharp, piercing pain, his eyes staring into mine as he choked me, and surprise. Even as my throat collapsed and blood vessels broke in my eyes, I thought someone was going to drive down the highway. Someone was going to see. There would be headlights and screaming.

Well, there was screaming. Until, like I said, he choked it all out of me.

I’m not the only one here. Many of us are still waiting, lingering in the air like whispers. We don’t talk about our deaths, or how we each made our fatal mistake, but I imagine we all knew about the Cold Creek Highway long before our bodies were dumped in a ditch or buried in the woods under a blanket of damp moss. You couldn’t grow up in the North without your parents warning you, or the clerk at the gas station telling you to watch out, or walking past posters of the victims with their sweet, hopeful smiles. All those grainy photos lined up in rows like they were in some sort of tragic yearbook. Graduating to nowhere.

How many victims are there? The newspapers will tell you that twenty cases have been connected to the highway, more than half were First Nations, all of them young. Truth is no one knows for sure. Their bones are scattered, their names a brief note in a missing persons file.

You’re wondering how someone could get away with all these killings unnoticed. It’s a fair question—if you’ve never driven the nearly five-hundred-mile highway that stretches west through the mountains to the coast in a long, undulating swath of gray. The towns and First Nations communities are small and far apart, with no buses or other sources of public transportation.

The forest is a wall of thick impenetrable trees and dense underbrush that scratches at skin already welted from blackflies and mosquitoes. The mountains are sheer, the ravines deep and lined with jagged rocks or loose gravel that can slide a body all the way down and never return it. The rivers swell with rain and swallow anything in their path. Bears, cougars, and wolves carry off bones. Shrubs and ferns grow over the rest. The land is made for hiding.

There are only a few police stations, some with a handful of officers. It wasn’t like it is now, with computers and databanks. There was no communication, no obvious pattern to the murders. Or maybe it was just blatant racism that had the police overlooking the problem. What was one more missing First Nations girl to them? Thousands were already missing or murdered across the country. White victims were given more attention, more press.

By the time the RCMP realized that someone was hunting more than deer in the North and formed a task force, the cases went back decades. Witnesses forgot crucial details. Evidence was lost or destroyed. DNA had been recovered, but there were multiple samples that never matched to anyone. The original suspect was thought to be a trucker or a logger, someone transient. They speculated that he’d died and one, or more, had taken his place.

The town erected a billboard warning women not to hitchhike. As if that would stop a girl hell-bent on running away or looking for a good time. The police promised to step up their patrols, while vigilantes with shotguns took nightly drives and swore that they’d put an end to it. But women still went missing. Sometimes from the highway, other times from nearby communities. They were seen at a party or walking home, then never again.

Northerners said that there was something evil in those mountains. The highway was haunted, and so was the town of Cold Creek—the last real stop for gas and provisions before taking your chances on the dark road ahead. It was also the last place several women had been seen.

Others said danger was just part of living in that rugged and remote terrain. Death of some type was always certain. Bored kids would get into trouble. Poverty led to violence.

Tourists spoke about blinding headlights in their rearview mirrors that disappeared just as quickly. Teens told stories around fires and scared each other on shadowed trails, then giggled in relief when their friends leapt out. The highway was a favorite topic for sleepovers and Ouija boards. Every year someone dressed as a killer truck driver on Halloween.

Maybe you’re thinking, Why would anyone ever visit such a terrible place, let alone live there? Well, the North taketh away, but the North also giveth. The valley between the mountains is rich with soil, and crops flourish. There is hunting, fishing, and cheap land, unencumbered by pesky neighbors and city rules. Most of the townspeople are third- or fourth-generation, but others come searching for work in logging and mining and never leave.

I imagine it was easy for them to tell themselves that it was only unwary women and girls who fell victim to the highway. They had been too trusting. Too reckless. People were wiser now.

And they were right, for a while.

Several years passed without any girls having the bad luck to get murdered. The town relaxed, which was its first mistake. The heat rose that summer, broke records, and teenagers flooded out to the lake for the weekends. Girls walked to the bathrooms alone, skinny-dipped in the moonlight, and flashed truckers, until another body was found in the long, yellowed grass by the side of the road. An unfortunate motorist had stopped to pick wildflowers and got more than he bargained for. The dead woman was suspected to be a drug-addicted prostitute.

There was a public vigil and there were community safety meetings, but in private most people thought that it was the woman’s lifestyle that led to her death. Who was to say it wasn’t her pimp or her drug dealer? But then, not two years later, a high school girl disappeared from a party in a cattle field bordering the highway. No evidence, no arrests. Days later, the farmer’s dog uncovered her decomposing body in a culvert. Her photo was added to the posters.

Amateur sleuths hit the internet, opening Facebook groups and Reddit threads, tracing license plates and old prison records. Journalists wrote in-depth articles and scored book deals, hoping they’d succeed where the police had failed. But they haven’t. No one has.

Our families and friends keep our roadside crosses painted and bring fresh flowers, teddy bears, and LED candles. The candles flicker for weeks until their batteries run out. People say silent prayers as they drive past. We hear them, and then we watch you leave us behind.

You want to know which one I am, where I fit into the timeline of broken lives. Does it matter? We all share the same story, even if our killers are different, and we want to tell you our secrets. But that’s the thing with whispers. You have to listen closely to hear us.




 

 

PART ONE




CHAPTER 1

Hailey

JUNE 2018

The door creaked open behind me. Footsteps shuffled across the floor to where I lay on my side, facing the wall and scrolling through photos on my phone, videos. He stopped inches from the bed. He thought he was being sneaky, but the mattress dipped as he leaned over, breathing across the back of my neck, stirring the hairs there. Little puffs of bubble-gum-toothpaste-scented air.

“Hailey? You awake?”

I rolled over, met my little cousin face-to-face. His brown eyes were delighted, his dark hair damp and spiking out in all different directions like he’d rubbed a towel over it. He climbed up beside me, sprawled on his back, his head on my other pillow, and kicked one of his legs in the air. He was wearing shorts and his knees were scratched. He smelled of suntan lotion.

“Are you still sad?”

I blinked hard. “Yes.”

He flipped onto his side, squirmed closer, and ran his toy car up my shoulder to my neck with a vroom, vroom sound. “Mommy said I’m not supposed to bother you.”

“So why are you in here?” I narrowed my eyes, but he just giggled and bumped his head under my chin, his fine hair tickling my nose.

“Can I come with you if you go to the doctor?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Vaughn said if you didn’t get better soon, they would take you to see the doctor. They have toys in the waiting room.” He looked at me hopefully.

“I’m not sick.”

Lana’s voice called out from the kitchen. “Cash? Where are you?”

His eyes widened. “Here, you can sleep with Billy. He’s my favorite.” He shoved a red truck into my hand and scurried out of the room, socks sliding as he rounded the corner.

I put the truck on my night table. My water glass was empty, and I needed to go to the bathroom. I sat up and hung my head, tried to run my hands through my hair, but it was all in knots. My phone buzzed on the bed. I swiped my thumb across the screen. Jonny.

Come to the lake tonight.

I texted back. Not in the mood, loser-face.

It might help, lame-ass.

I pushed the truck back and forth with one finger, its wheels squeaking on the wood surface. The lake. I hadn’t been there for weeks. The water would be getting warmer. I listened to the noises out in the kitchen. Lana banging dishes, Cash pleading for more cookies. They smelled good. Maybe I’d feel like eating today. I took a shaky breath and messaged Jonny back.

I’ll think about it. Text you later.

The hallway was lined with photos of Cash as a baby, then as a toddler, the most recent one with his baseball bat over his shoulder. Photos of Vaughn and Lana on their wedding day. Cash standing between them, holding their hands and smiling proudly in his suit. A painting of an RCMP officer on the back of his horse, next to an official certificate. I peered closer. Erick Vaughn. I’d forgotten his first name was Erick. Even Lana didn’t call him that.

I walked into their country-cute kitchen with the scrubbed-clean butcher-block counters, the cheerful yellow bowl of red apples.

My aunt Lana was standing at the counter, blending something. The ice made loud crunching sounds as it broke up. She spotted me out of the corner of her eye and shut off the machine.

“Hailey!” She gestured to the green slush. “Want to share a smoothie?”

“I could use some coffee.”

“Sit, sit. I’ll get you a cup.”

“Thanks.”

She set down the coffee, then flitted about the kitchen, cutting fruit and arranging pieces on a plate with cookies. She carried it over and placed it in front of me. She’d peeled an apple and orange, slicing them into careful sections as though I were six like Cash.

She sat across from me. Her hair was as black as my mom’s had been, but Lana’s was cut in a sleek bob that skimmed her toned shoulders. She did yoga and Pilates, got up early and made Vaughn breakfast. Ironed his uniforms, always greeted him at the door. I wondered if it was hard being the sergeant’s wife. If she worried that he might not make it home one night. I used to worry about Dad when he drove up the mountain alone. Turned out I was right to be scared.

Cash looked at me from where he was building something with Legos in front of the TV. I stuck my tongue out. He grinned, all gap-toothed, then he saw my cookies and frowned at his mom.

“No fair!”

“When you clean your room, you can have more too.” Cash groaned, and she turned back to me. “Remember, before you shower, that you need to leave the window wide open. We haven’t gotten the fan fixed yet. If you need more shampoo and conditioner, soap, let me know.”

“I can buy my personal stuff. I was hoping to get a job at the diner.”

“Oh, if you want, but there will be a little money after the estate settles, and Vaughn was planning on investing some for your college fund. Maybe get you a car.”

“There might not be much.”

She set down her fork. “We should start sorting through your dad’s belongings.”

“Can’t it wait?”

“Well . . .” She looked so uncomfortable that somehow it made it all seem worse. More final, if that was even possible. “Vaughn thinks we should list the house soon, so it can sell this summer for a good price. He knows someone who wants to buy your dad’s tools and—”

“No.” When I saw her startled look, I added, “They’re mine.”

“What are you going to do with tools?”

“Store them at Jonny’s.”

Lana wrinkled her forehead at the tone of my voice. “I’m sure Vaughn wouldn’t mind if you wanted to put them in our garage.”

“I don’t know . . .” I mumbled. “He keeps it so clean.”

She searched my face. “He makes you nervous.”

He made everyone nervous. I shook my head, but I couldn’t meet her eyes, and she sighed.

“I know you kids call him the Iceman, but he’s not always like that. You see how he is with Cash. He’s only tough because he cares about this town.”

Yeah, Vaughn seemed okay with Cash, considering he wasn’t his father, and didn’t complain about the toys left lying everywhere or having to watch the same Disney movies on repeat, but when Vaughn was in uniform, he’d ticket someone for doing a few kilometers over the limit, then get them for having a burnt-out license plate light. He had tossed people in jail overnight just for arguing with him. I’d never met Lana’s first husband, some photographer in Seattle who left her broke. He didn’t visit Cash. When she moved back a couple of years ago, she met Vaughn at a memorial for the highway victims. Now she only had to work part-time at the florist’s, drove a shiny Acura with leather seats, and lived in a four-bedroom house. It was like there were two Vaughns. I didn’t want to be around either of them.

“Everything’s just so different.”

Lana reached over and held my hand. “I know, give it some time. We don’t have to clear out the house right away. It’s so beautiful. It will sell fast.”

I shaped my lips into a polite smile. “Thanks.” I pulled my hand away slowly, hoping she wouldn’t notice anything was wrong, but she was still giving me that concerned look.

“Vaughn has a Moose Lodge meeting tonight. How about we make popcorn and watch a movie? Or we could just talk?”

“Some of my friends are going to see the new Avengers at the theater and I thought I might meet up with them. I’ll take my bike, so you don’t have to drive me.” I didn’t want to lie, but I had to get out of here for a few hours. Jonny was right. I needed the lake. The woods.

“Okay. Well, don’t stay out too late.” She searched her mind like she was trying to think of an appropriate curfew for a seventeen-year-old. “Maybe eleven?”

“It’s a long movie and we might get some food after.”

She looked at me, hesitating, and I realized she wasn’t sure if she should be firmer. It was just as weird for her as it was for me. This new relationship.

“I’ll text you.”

“That would be great.” Her face relaxed. I got up and took my dishes to the sink, put them away, and slipped a couple of cookies under my sleeve.

“I’m going to have a shower.” Before I left the living room, I crouched beside Cash, dropped the cookies into his hand, and whispered into his ear, “Thanks for the truck.”

Four texts—one asking if I’d gotten to the movie theater okay, another asking me to text her when the movie was over, then two more when she thought I was at Dairy Queen. Hope you’re having fun! Moments later: Let me know when you’re on your way home. Except that their house wasn’t my home. I texted that my battery was dying. I’d try to be back by eleven.

I shoved my phone into my bag, wrapped my arms around my knees, and pressed my face against my cold skin. Was this what it was like to have a mom? Would my mom have texted all the time? I didn’t remember much about her, little things like her reading me stories and doing cute voices, the smell of her oil paints. Dad said she was easygoing and fun, but she died when I was five. Maybe she would have changed. Maybe we would have argued.

Dad would say I should give Lana a chance. It wasn’t her fault she wasn’t around for most of my life. When Mom got sick, Lana had called every day, sent flowers, and she visited at the end, when Mom was dying, and stayed for the funeral. She tried to keep in touch, but Dad and I were happy doing our own thing, and by the time she did move back, we were strangers.

My thoughts were broken by a scream as one of the girls leapt off the dock into the lake—a black abyss at this time of night. People stood around with flashlights and lanterns. More splashes, then laughing. Music pulsed across the water—southern rap with a lot of bass. I squeezed my eyes shut, focused on the heat coming off the bonfire, the flickering orange light. My shirt was almost dry, the bikini top string tangled in my hair, but my bottoms were still damp under my cutoffs.

Someone sat beside me, bumped my shoulder. I opened one eye—then both when I realized it was Jonny. His chest was bare, tanned flesh in goose bumps, and his board shorts dripped onto the sand. He stared into the fire with his arms resting loosely on his bent knees. I dragged my fingers through the fine grains, swirled them into a motocross track.

“You need to improve your speed on the corners.” I pushed a finger hard into a groove. “I went over the video from your last race. You kept your foot on the rear brake too long.”

Jonny glanced down and grinned, his white teeth flashing. “Thanks, Coach.” He wore his dollar-store Ray-Bans on top of his wet hair, deepened from its usual soft brown to chocolate. He was letting it grow out in tousled waves, like a surfer, his sideburns blending into the shadow along his jaw. His shape felt bigger next to me. I didn’t know if it was because he was putting on more muscle from working longer hours on the farm, or because I felt so small lately.

He met my eyes. “You okay?”

“Yeah.”

We watched the dock for a few moments. He tapped out a cigarette from a pack, squeezed it between his lips as he searched his pockets for a lighter. I frowned.

He shrugged. “It’s my last pack.”

I looked hard at the side of his face. He sighed, plucked the cigarette from his mouth, and jammed it into the sand. I took the pack from him, poured the rest of my beer over it.

“Jesus, Hailey. I just bought those.”

“Dumbass.”

“That’s my middle name.” He spread his arms wide until I forced a smile. If I didn’t react, he’d keep putting himself down. I hated that as much as he hated when I was sad.

“I have to get back before Vaughn comes home.”

“I still can’t believe you live with the Iceman.”

“Tell me about it.” My knees wobbled when I stood and swung my bag over my shoulder. Two beers. Enough to give me a buzz, but not so much that Lana might notice.

“You taking the logging road? No moon tonight.”

“I have my flashlight.”

Jonny squinted at me. “Maybe you should get a ride with someone.” I glanced at where they were putting tents up, rolling out sleeping bags. Most of them planned to spend the night, and there wasn’t anyone I wanted to be stuck with all the way back into town.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Okay, text later.” He thumped my calf muscle with a soft fist.

My mountain bike tires were quiet on the dirt road as I passed groups of campers sitting by their fires and propane lanterns, playing cards at a picnic table. No one noticed me. The road was pitch-black as it led out of the campground, the music fading. I leaned forward and flicked on my flashlight strapped to the handlebars. When I reached the highway, I stopped and looked both ways. No headlights. I shifted my backpack straps higher on my shoulder. I had to bike a few miles to the old logging road on the other side—a shortcut back to town. It would still take thirty minutes.

My pace was easy for the first mile, but when I reached the yellow billboard, I stood up and pumped harder, my breath coming out in huffs. I didn’t like riding by the sign during the day, and it was even creepier at night, the way the women’s faces and names shimmered, the words glowing white. WOMEN—DON’T HITCHHIKE. DANGEROUS HIGHWAY! “Missing” posters for some of the women were still attached to stakes around the billboard like gravestones. Even the air seemed colder out here and chilled me to the bone underneath my hoodie.

When the sign was behind me, I slowed my pedaling and coasted for a bit. With one hand, I grabbed my cell out of my front pocket and checked the battery. Five percent. I turned it off to save the last bit of juice. A car came over the crest, but I saw it in time, its headlights lighting up the sky. I dropped the bike in the ditch, tires still spinning, and hid behind a bush.

The car passed. I got back on my bike. The highway began to slope up, a gradual hill, then it flattened out to a long bridge, with cement barriers on each side to stop vehicles from rolling into the ravine and the creek below. I was traveling faster now, wheels humming, backpack bouncing against my shoulders. It felt better to be in my body instead of my head, the exertion familiar—breathe deeply, flex my leg muscles, work against the pain. Then, halfway up the hill, a new noise. The rumble of a large vehicle. Coming fast. Headlights flooded the road in front of me. Damn—no way I could get out of sight.

The pitch of the engine changed. It was slowing.

Someone who knew me? One of the guys from the campground? Probably on a beer run. I glanced over my shoulder. The headlights were high and blinding. Definitely a truck, but I didn’t recognize the grille, and I couldn’t make out the driver.

I turned around and kept pedaling. The truck was almost at a crawl. If it was one of the guys, they would have stuck their head out the window and said something. Unless they were trying to freak me out—in which case I was going to kick their ass. I pressed down hard with my legs and kept my gaze focused where the cement barrier ended a few yards ahead.

Tires close beside me. The heat of the rubber. The scrape of the window being rolled down.

I dared a glance, nearly losing control as my front tire hit a pothole. A white Chevy truck. Stripes of blue, yellow, and red down the side. Light bar on the roof. Not a creep. Just a cop patrolling the highway. My relief ended as soon as I heard the voice.

“Hailey? What the hell?”

I let the bike slow to a stop and looked through the open window. Vaughn’s face was barely lit from the dash, but I recognized the blond hair cut so short you could see his scalp, the pale blue hooded eyes, and the frown that made my stomach tighten.

“Were you at the lake?”

What was the point in answering? He already knew. There was no other reason to be out here, and the ends of my hair were damp. We locked eyes. Vaughn’s frown deepened.

“Put your bike in the back.”

I dropped the tailgate and lifted my bike into the box. He’d switched on his hazards, the red light pulsing across the road, flashing onto my arms and face. He didn’t get out to help, which was a good thing. I needed time to think how I was going to explain this. I opened the door and climbed in. He watched as I pulled on my seat belt, then blasted the heat, adjusting the vents in my direction. He put the truck in gear and pulled back onto the highway.

He glanced over. “Lana said you were going to a movie.”

“We came out to the lake after.”

“Did you tell her that?”

“My phone died.” I rubbed at my cold legs, fiddled with my necklace, carved pieces of elk bone on a leather string. Dad had given it to me. The last time I’d ridden in Vaughn’s truck was when he’d come to the house to tell me about the accident. He’d pulled in so quietly I hadn’t heard the car engine, just the knock on the door. Then his words like static on a radio.

Went over the bank. Driving too fast. Died on impact.

I took a few breaths, blinked away the hazy dots, and shuffled my feet. They bumped into something. A black tote bag on the floorboards. I moved it to the side.

“Careful. That’s camera equipment.” He looked at me again. I wished he’d pay attention to the road. Every time his eyes met mine, I felt a clutch of uneasiness. “Why were you alone?”

“Everyone’s staying at the campground.” I kept my gaze focused on the white line. “I thought you had a meeting at the lodge.”

“I left early. Got a domestic call.”

“Oh.” I chewed my lip, wondering if I knew the people involved. There were only summer cabins and a few farms past the lake. It was odd that Vaughn hadn’t sent another officer out on the call, considering he wasn’t even in uniform, and I was surprised he hadn’t stopped at the campsite. The Iceman loved busting kids for anything—he didn’t need an excuse to hassle us.

He gave me a hard look. “You been drinking?”

“I’m underage.” I dropped my head against the seat and closed my eyes partway. The seat fabric smelled like oranges, something citrus, but with an earthy undertone. A woman’s perfume? It didn’t smell like Lana. Maybe he’d cleaned recently. The dash and door were shiny. I glanced at him from the side. His square jaw jutting out, that long stare down his nose, his large hands flexing on the wheel. Jonny said Vaughn liked to make people feel powerless, and it worked. Ever since I’d moved into his house, I felt like I had to get everything approved by him.

“Don’t bullshit me. I can smell the beer.”

“Dad wouldn’t care.”

“For God’s sake, Hailey. You know how many girls ruin their lives when they hit your age? They hang out with the wrong guys, drink, do drugs.”

“Not me.”

“Sure.” He laughed. “And Jonny Miller’s a saint. Been a few thefts lately. If we raided his dad’s farm right now, bet you we’d find all kinds of stolen dirt bike parts.”

My stomach did a hard flip. The truck felt hot. Vaughn’s cologne mixed sickeningly with that fruity perfume smell.

He paused, let out a frustrated sigh. “Listen, you think you’re all grown up, but Cold Creek is rough. I’ve seen a lot of bad things, okay? It’s easy to get into trouble around here. Someone like you, a pretty girl without a dad, you have to be even more careful.”

I stared out the window. Dad used to call me pretty, but he didn’t sound like that when he said it. Like it was a bad thing.

“How you look, what you wear, it attracts attention.” Vaughn shifted in his seat. I glanced over. He was looking down at my cutoffs. “People get the wrong idea.”

Heat climbed my throat, my face. Why was he saying these things? My shorts weren’t tight or cut too high. Half the girls in town wore them so the front pockets showed.

“I was only on the highway for a few minutes. I was going to take the logging road.”

“You think someone can’t kill you in a few minutes?”

“Nobody’s going to kill me.” I tried not to roll my eyes, but he must have heard the sneer in my voice, because his head snapped around.

“You think this is funny? Lana’s friend was murdered on this highway, remember? She was just having fun at the lake too, and look what happened to her.”

“She was hitchhiking,” I mumbled. “It was a long time ago.”

“Yeah, and more girls have been killed since, so while you’re living with us, there will be no more parties, and no more lake.”

“Like ever?”

“Not without me or Lana.”

“That’s crazy. Why can’t—”

“That’s the rule. If you break it, I’ll lock up your bike, understand?”

I clenched my jaw so tight I could feel my teeth grinding together. He’d been wanting me out of my room, so I finally go out for a couple of hours, and this is what I get? Served me right for thinking anything could be the same again. I should have stayed in bed.

We drove in silence until we were off the highway and through the quiet neighborhood where they lived. He pulled to a stop at the end of their street by the mailboxes. I could just see the white trim of their house in the distance. I looked over, confused.

It was dark in the truck with the dashboard lights off. His body close. He was big, his shoulders bunched. He had turned the radio down. I didn’t remember him doing that.

“I’m going to the station to fill out a report.” He stretched his arm across the back of the seat and twisted toward me. “I’ll keep tonight’s adventure between us.”

“You’re not going to tell Lana?” What was going on? He’d just handed down his stupid rule, and now he was giving me a pass?

“Your aunt doesn’t need more problems. She has enough to deal with, don’t you think?”

Right. Another mouth to feed. A headache. A kid neither of them wanted.

I nodded.

“Good girl.” He patted my leg, then reached across me. I flinched, pressed back against the seat. The door swung open. “Go on. I’ll wait until you get into the house.”

I slipped out of the truck, closing the door softly so that I didn’t wake Lana in case she was sleeping, and got my bike. It wasn’t until I reached the front steps that I heard the truck drive off. When I glanced over my shoulder, I caught a flash of red taillights through the trees.

Lana was curled up in a chair in the living room, book in hand, her face lit with a soft glow from the lamp. “Hi, sweetie.” She gave me a warm smile. “You have a good time?”

I hovered in the doorway. I wanted to get to the bedroom and put this entire night behind me. “Yeah. Sorry I’m late. Battery died.”

“You must have thought I was a lunatic with all my texts.” She laughed. “Guess I have to get used to it. I thought it would be a few more years before I had a teenager in the house.” She looked at her watch and yawned. “I should get to bed. Vaughn’s meeting is running late too.”

I forced myself to smile and say good night. While I brushed my teeth, I thought about what she had said. Vaughn must have told her he was going to be late before he picked me up because I never saw him using his phone. So why didn’t he want Lana to know he was out on a call tonight? What was the big deal? He went on calls all the time. Unless that was a lie too and he was really somewhere else. Then I remembered that faint perfume scent on his seats. I stopped brushing my teeth and stared at myself in the mirror, my eyes wide as it sank in.

He wasn’t covering for me. I was covering for him.




CHAPTER 2

The vinyl seat on my bike was burning hot as I slid a leg over. I squinted against the bright sun and coasted around the building, my chocolate-banana milkshake balanced on the handlebars. The parking lot bordered a small rest area with picnic tables and totem poles. The tallest one had an eagle on top, wide wings outstretched, the carvings painted in red, black, and white.

Mason’s Diner and Dairy Queen were the only places most of us hung out because we could afford the food. Jonny was sitting on the open tailgate of his truck, with Andy and a couple of other guys standing around. I’d gone to a movie with Andy once, mostly because he kept asking. A failed experiment.

Two girls walked over, staring at their phones, thumbs flicking. Motocross bunnies. The only time they talked to me was if they thought I could hook them up with Jonny. Everything about school had been a waste of time, and it was going to suck even more without Jonny next year. At least he wasn’t going away to college.

I stopped in the shade behind the building, tugged my cell free from my pocket, and found my last conversation with Jonny. We’d texted after he got home from the lake, but I was waiting to tell him about my ride with Vaughn. I could barely look at Lana this morning. I’d stayed in the bedroom for hours, then told her that I was handing out résumés around town.

My finger tapped across the keyboard, adding to our long thread. Hey, loser-face. Can’t get through your fan club. Meet you at the workshop.

Jonny looked down at his cell, laughed, then glanced around the parking lot until he spotted me. He gave a thumbs-up. Over his shoulder I noticed a flash of white coming down the street. Vaughn’s truck? I wasn’t waiting to find out. I spun around so fast I hit a girl in the legs with my wheel. She lost her balance on the edge of the sidewalk and nearly dropped her burger. Simone, I realized when I saw her inky black hair and hipster glasses. Andy’s sister.

“Hey! Watch it.”

“Sorry.” I wheeled away, darted between the buildings until I was out front by the picnic tables. Kids were laughing, pushing and shoving each other as they waited for their food. I used them to block any view of me, glanced over my shoulder to make sure the coast was clear, then cut across the baseball field and disappeared into the woods. I’d take the trail, then stay on the side roads. Jonny and I had a few secret routes. We used to race our bikes home before he got a truck.

Cold Creek was small, even smaller if you knew how to get around on a bike. The downtown was really only a few streets, with a truck stop, the diner, a motel. The rest of the area was rural, with large farms and people who didn’t much like other people. Those houses usually had a few pickup trucks in the yard, collapsing fences, tarps on the roof, loose chickens, and a dog or two. I didn’t cut across those properties or I’d end up with shotgun pellets in my back.

Ten minutes later I was zipping around the corner near my neighbor’s house, my brakes clenching so hard they squealed. I coasted up their driveway, shushing their dog when he barked, and crossed through the trees to my house. At the edge of our property, I stopped to look around. No white truck. My heart slowed, my skin cooled, breath returned to normal. Stupid. Of course Vaughn wasn’t following me. I leaned my bike against the railing and climbed the steps.

Lana was right—my house was beautiful. Dad had converted an old orchard barn, built a rock fireplace by hand, and refinished all the wood floors. They still smelled faintly of apple. It was impossible to think of someone else living here. What would they change? Would they paint the walls? Rip out the sky-blue cupboards and the nook Dad had made from the barn doors?

I’d come over a few times since the funeral, once with Lana for more clothes, a couple of times with Jonny. We sat in silence, played video games, Fortnite, Call of Duty. When I couldn’t see the screen because I was crying too hard, he pulled my head down onto his shoulder.

Dad’s red plaid coat was on the hook by the door. The one he wore when he was burning brush or splitting cedar. I slid my arms through the sleeves, breathed in the smoky smell, his Old Spice cologne. His coffee mug was on the sink. I wrapped my hand around the mug, placing my fingers exactly where his would have rested, and carried it with me as I walked around the house.

My favorite photo of me and Dad was still on his dresser. The two of us standing on a pebbled shore, our canoe behind us, bright red against the blue-green northern lake. Our old hunting dog, Boomer, spent most of the time snoozing while we reeled in fish. We were unstoppable that day. Dad said it was almost unfair to everyone else, we were such a good team. He let me hold the biggest of our catch, a rainbow trout, and leaned down with his arm slung over my shoulder, our heads pressed together. Same strawberry blond hair, same green eyes, same freckles. He liked to say we had the same heart too, but his had stopped beating, and now mine ached all the time.

Beside the photo of me and Dad, there was one of my parents on their wedding day, the silver frame engraved with their names and the date. Finn & Rachel McBride. Two Become One. Dad looked young in his suit, only twenty-three, his usually wild hair neatly trimmed and slicked back, my mom smiling up at him, all raven tresses and white skin, her dress with belled sleeves. An ethereal fairy creature who had somehow fallen in love with an awkward Irish lumberjack.

I glanced at my mom’s paintings displayed around the room, pretty landscapes, all local scenery. When I was ready, I’d ask Lana if we could put my mom’s artwork and some of the household stuff in storage. It was hard to think of a day when I’d have my own place. What would it be like with no parents? My future was a long bridge hanging over a dark hole.

I sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the fireplace, where I used to sprawl with my iPad or watch TV while I waited for Dad to come home, listening for the crunch of his tires on the gravel, the slam of his truck door. I closed my eyes, imagined him walking in, excited to tell me about something he’d seen in the woods, a black bear, a new trail, a good fishing spot.

Why were you driving so fast on the logging road, Dad? You knew it was dangerous. We had plans. You and me against the world. That’s what you said. Losing Mom to cancer was supposed to be the worst thing I ever had to go through, but now you’re gone too, and I don’t know how I am going to make it. Why didn’t you get the will changed? How could you leave me with him?

I waited. Maybe there’d be a knock, a mysterious cold breeze. People talked about that. How they got messages from family or friends after they died. But the house stayed silent.

The shop was behind the house, in what used to be a storage building for the orchard. Dad had put windows in and insulated it, added a workbench. He’d said that every man needed a wolf den. His throwing knives, four of them, were still stuck in the target. I tugged them out and got into position. I was wearing a tank top, so my biceps were able to flex smoothly. I held my breath, then released the knife. My goal was to cut a piece of twine. I’d nicked a corner. Not good enough. Back in position, I raised my arm, but a knock on the side window startled me and the throw went wild. The knife hit the wall. Jonny made a face at me through the glass.

I opened the door. “Took you long enough.”

“Had to make a stop.” He pulled up a stool beside the workbench and reached down for the glasses and the whiskey we’d hidden behind the old paint cans. He poured us each a splash and we clinked our glasses. Dad’s last bottle.

I leaned against the bench and studied the target, the frayed piece of twine.

Jonny followed my gaze. “Your ninja moves need some work.”

“You’re just jealous because your aim is shit.” I swished some of the whiskey through my teeth like I’d seen Dad do sometimes. I felt him even more in the shop. His tools were still on the bench, his crossbow and fishing rods hanging over the gun safe, his hip waders and outdoor coats on their hooks by the door. His quad was still caked with mud from his last ride.

“Did you sign up for the race?”

“Yeah.”

“That track has a lot of sand on it, so keep your weight back.” Jonny was fast and daring—the bike floated when he came off a jump, his legs in the air behind him, one hand gripping his seat. He just needed to win a few more events, get a sponsor, and he could turn pro.

He nodded. “Let’s go to the pit next weekend.”

“Okay.” I looked at my dirt bike leaning on its kickstand. “I want to ride up to the silver mine one day too, but I can’t go anywhere until we fix my bike.” Dad knew everything about the mountains around there, but he never showed anyone except me how to find the old miner’s cabin. So deep in the forest, so hushed and quiet, it was like being in another world.

“Your wish is my command.” Jonny pulled a newspaper-wrapped bundle from his backpack, lifted it into the air like a trophy.

“You got the carburetor! Was anyone at the farm?”

“Just the dogs. I almost got bit!” He laughed.

“I told you to use smoked salmon. Did you see the puppies?” I took the carburetor from him, checked it over. For months I’d been slipping into Cooper’s barn at night, visiting with the dogs and playing with the mom, a pretty border collie. She was due a couple of weeks ago. I’d wanted to buy one of the puppies for Dad’s birthday, but Cooper kept raising the price.

“They’re cute. You want to sneak over and look?”

I shook my head. “We need to lie low. Vaughn busted me last night. He pulled right up beside me and just about gave me a heart attack.”

“Holy shit.” His eyes widened, pools of blue in his tanned face.

“Yeah, and he knows about the thefts. He was talking about you.”

We hadn’t meant to become thieves, but bikes were expensive. It took me two summers working with Dad to pay for half of my Honda CRF 150, and Jonny fixed everyone’s bikes and lawn mowers to get his 250. We were always needing parts and gas. We hit the rich people, the people we didn’t like. We weren’t short of targets. There were a lot of jerks in Cold Creek.

“The Iceman.” Jonny drew the words out long and slow. He was thinking about last fall, when Vaughn caught him riding his dirt bike on the paved roads. He was only crossing a short section, but Vaughn still impounded his bike, and made him walk home carrying all his gear.

“If you have anything on the property, get rid of it.”

“Yeah, okay.” He frowned. “What else did he say?”

“He was lecturing me about how I dressed, and he was staring at my shorts. Right here.” I spread my hand across my thigh.

“You think he was creeping on you?”

I pulled the knife out of the wall, remembering how Vaughn had looked at my legs. “More like he was warning me. But now I can’t go to the lake without him or Lana.”

“That is so messed up. What was he even doing out there?”

“That’s the strange part. He said he got a call about a domestic. Then he told me that we could keep it between ourselves, but I think he didn’t want Lana to know he wasn’t at the Moose Lodge meeting. Swear to God I could smell perfume in his truck.”

“He’s cheating on her.”

“Maybe.” I spun the knife, like how Dad taught me, the silver flashing. The knife soared end over end, stabbed in dead center. I walked over and tugged the knife free from the target.

“Are you going to tell her?”

“I don’t have any proof.” I shrugged, thinking of Vaughn’s other warning. “I don’t want to cause problems. I’m going to keep my mouth shut.”

Jonny looked thoughtful. “You could try to catch him.”

“Hell, no. I’m staying out of this—and you are too.” I pointed the knife at him. “You going to help me fix this dirt bike or what?”

I grabbed Dad’s toolbox without waiting for Jonny to reply, slid to my knees in front of my bike, and began unbolting the old carburetor. A moment later I felt Jonny beside me.

The first time we’d worked on a dirt bike together, I was eight years old and our dads were talking in our driveway—Jonny and his dad had come to get deer sausages. Jonny was a shy, skinny kid, wearing hand-me-downs from his brothers. Nothing ever fit right. He was a grade ahead of me, but I knew who he was, saw him sitting by himself at recess or following his brothers around. I’d been trying to tighten the chain on my dirt bike and sensed he was watching me. After a few minutes of his feet scuffing the gravel as he slowly moved closer, he’d crouched near my tire.

“What are you doing?”

“Don’t you know anything about bikes?”

He’d shrugged. “I know about tractors.”

“Grab a wrench.”

He’d glanced at his dad, and in a low voice said, “You got snacks?” So I’d raided our fridge, then showed him how to change the spark plugs, clean the chain and the air filter. He started coming over after school, on weekends, and I taught him to ride. Soon he was better than me.

Junior high, he got taller, stronger, and gained a reputation for kicking anyone’s butt if they teased me. Girls decided they liked his blue eyes and dark eyelashes, his tanned skin, and his cheeky sense of humor. Everyone admired him for his daring on the racetrack. He had lots of friends, but I still kept to myself. We spent all our weekends together. It was like at school he felt he had to be cool Jonny, but with me he could talk about how his brothers were giving him a hard time, or how his family was having money problems. We shared our dreams. I was going to have a log cabin on a lake, my own dog. Jonny was going to race all over the world. No one would stop us.

I wanted it to still be true.




CHAPTER 3

Mason’s Diner smelled like burgers and homemade bread, bacon frying in a skillet. It was perfect, and painful. Dad and I went for lunch at the diner at least once a week. Sometimes he’d pull me out of school for the rest of the afternoon so we could take the canoe and catch the evening bite. Come on, you need a break. Let’s go get some fresh air in our lungs. There wasn’t much of anything that Dad didn’t think could be fixed by spending time in the woods.

I thought the diner would be slow on a Wednesday, but most of the tables and booths were filled with loggers, road crews, construction workers. Then there were the truckers, their caps and shirts emblazoned with company names. Johnson Hauling, A&D Transport, Northern Freight. One of the stools at the counter was free.

I slid into the open spot between a couple of old guys. Amber noticed me right away and paused beside my shoulder, menus under her arm.

“Hey! You staying for lunch?”

“Maybe.” I hadn’t planned on it until I saw her. Usually she worked the night shift. Her white peasant blouse gaped to show smooth, tanned skin, layers of dangling necklaces. She smelled like coconut lotion and looked like a folk singer with her long, cherry-colored hair, a nose ring, no makeup around her bright blue eyes. Beaded earrings. She’d been at the diner for a couple of months, but I didn’t know her whole story—she wasn’t from around here.

“Is Mason working?”

“Of course. That man doesn’t miss a day.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s in the stockroom, but he’ll be out in a minute. I better go help this table.” I watched from the side as she walked away, her faded jeans loose and sitting low on her hips.

Mason came out wiping his hands on a towel. “Haywire, nice to see you.”

“You too.” I relaxed a little. He’d used my nickname, the one he’d given me after watching me ride my dirt bike at the track. Mason might be a retired logger and rumored to have been in a biker gang at one time—he rode a sweet Harley—but he was more like my favorite uncle. Salt-and-pepper hair, a beard streaked gray, and serious brown eyes that made me feel like he was really listening when I talked. When he bought the diner a couple of years ago, he asked Dad to tell him the history of each black-and-white photo on the walls. There was even a shot of the miner’s cabin. I thought it was cool that Mason didn’t rip out all the old décor.

“What’s this?” Mason pointed at the envelope I’d set on the counter.

“My résumé. I don’t have much experience, but I’m a quick learner.”

“I could use a hard worker for the summer.” He picked up the envelope and slid my résumé out. I was about to tell him that I was willing to take any position—dishwasher, cook, waitress—but he’d turned toward the door, his shoulders stiff, the friendly smile gone.

“Afternoon, Officers.”

I snapped my head around. Vaughn had walked in with another cop. Constable Thompson. Younger than Vaughn. Maybe thirty? Tall, with tidy dark hair, clean-shaven, and the only First Nations cop in town. He’d arrived at the beginning of last summer and a lot of people thought it was to ease tension because of the highway, but it just got worse after the last victim was discovered. Her mom was First Nations, their family well known and liked. Thompson seemed okay. He’d shown up at a few parties, even the racetrack once or twice, but he didn’t hassle anyone.

I got to my feet. Too late. Vaughn was already coming over while Thompson found a table. Vaughn glanced at the résumé in Mason’s hand.

“Looking for a job?”

“Yeah, but I should get going. Lana needs help.” I grabbed up my wallet, turned to Mason with a polite smile. “My cell number is on my résumé. I can start anytime.”

“Okay, kid. I’ll be in touch.”

“Awesome.” I began to move away, when Vaughn’s hand clamped down on my shoulder.

“It’s a hot day. I’ll give you a lift.”

“I’ve got my bike and—”

“We’ll put it in the back.” He turned to the other cop. “Coffee another time, Thompson?”

“No problem.” The cop gave me a polite smile. Amber was at his table, leaning against the side of the booth, her head dipping toward him as he asked about something on the menu. Mason had moved to the cash register. No one noticed that Vaughn’s hand was still on my shoulder, his thumb pressing against my neck as he guided me toward the front door.

Then I saw her—a girl from my school. Our eyes met. Her name slipped through. Emily. Black hair, pixie cut, lots of dark makeup, a ring in her lip. She’d left school early, something about drug dealing. Her gaze lifted from me to Vaughn, settled on his hand on my neck. Her eyes went blank and her mouth flattened like ice spreading across a lake.

She shifted toward the old couple at her table, hiding her face. I didn’t get a chance to see if Vaughn had noticed; we were already at the door, and he was pushing me through.

Now we were at the truck. He nodded at the passenger door, unlocking it with a remote key. I climbed in and sat stiff in the front seat while he threw my bike into the back.

The girl watched out the window as Vaughn drove away with me.

He hummed along with the radio, his hand loose on the wheel, sunglasses covering his eyes as he guided the truck through town. He was acting calm, but the air in the cab felt thick, even with the air-conditioning going full blast. Was he still pissed about picking me up Saturday night? He’d been working the last few days, so I only had to see him at dinner, when Lana was home.

I sat pressed against the door, waiting for another lecture and wondering if this was going to be my whole summer, riding around with Vaughn in his truck. As the minutes passed, I started to relax. Then he switched off the radio.

Vaughn glanced at his phone on the mount, tapped out something with one finger. “We have to make a run out to the lake. Possible squatter near the cabins.”

The lake was twenty minutes out of town. I’d be stuck with him for nearly an hour before we got back. “I was going to help Lana with chores.”

“You want to be an outdoor guide, right? Like your dad?”

I frowned. It wasn’t a secret—everyone knew I helped Dad—but I didn’t understand why Vaughn was bringing it up, and I didn’t like that hollow dizzy feeling I got when I remembered me and Dad talking about the future, designing our logo, imagining a website.

“You ever consider becoming a conservation officer? Better money. You’ll go on calls like this, catching poachers, off-season hunters. This will be good experience for you.”

“Lana is expecting me, and—”

“Text her.” He turned his head toward me, dark sunglasses covering his eyes. “Never mind, I’ll do it.” He lifted his phone, pressed the keypad with one hand. I wanted to call him out for breaking the distracted-driving laws, but the less we interacted, the better. The message whooshed. He was driving so fast we were already at the outskirts of town.

“Listen, Hailey. You can’t work at the diner.”

“Why not?”

“Too many lowlifes hang around there. Tell you what, how about you help us out with Cash? We’ll add the money to your college fund, give you a bit for an allowance.”

He wanted me to babysit. My mind blurred, a rush of confusion. I’d be stuck at their house all the time—and what did he mean by allowance? Like I couldn’t spend my own money?

“But at the diner I’ll make tips.”

“Yeah, and you’ll have men harassing you constantly.” He looked at me. “Then what? You’re going to ride your bike home at night? In the morning when the roads are empty?”

This couldn’t be real. He couldn’t be this paranoid.

“I’ve done it for years.”

“You want to end up like her?” He pointed through the windshield. I knew who he was talking about without seeing the guardrails ahead, the silver culvert. Shannon Emerson. We’d gone to school together. She was cute, with big brown eyes and brown hair. Eighteen. Only a year older than me. I would have been at the party too—the cattle-field campout was an annual event—but Dad and I had gone on a fishing trip. Now the farmer didn’t let anyone into his fields.

The cross on the shoulder was still fresh white, her name, birth date, and the date she died written in black. Her photo was anchored to the bottom in a gold frame. There were other crosses along the miles of highway. Whenever Dad and I had to travel to Forgotten, the next town to the north, I would sneak glances at them, not wanting to see them but feeling like I had to. They were so eerie and lost-looking. The rotting wood covered in moss, names worn away, flowers dried out. Mildewed teddy bears falling over.

Someone had left Shannon fresh flowers, a bundle of pink and white carnations. Her parents had left town, but they came back for the memorial walk last month. All the victims’ faces were familiar to me, their names. I’d been a little kid, or not even born, when most of them died, but I’d grown up with their photos and stories. Dad and I attended the memorial together.

“It’s coming up on a year,” Vaughn said, “and this anniversary is going to trigger a lot of people. The smell of summer, a bonfire, a hay field. It will bring that night back. Maybe they’ll remember seeing headlights. A truck that was in the wrong place. Maybe they overheard an argument that they didn’t pay attention to at the time. Something made Shannon take off.”

I didn’t want to talk about Shannon, or anyone, with Vaughn, but something struck me strange about what he was saying. “You think it was someone at the party?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know, but it’s never sat right with me. I’m going through all the statements again, having another talk with some of the kids who were there.”

I stared at the side of his face. “Everyone says it was the highway killer.”

“There’s never been one killer on that highway. There were at least two, maybe even three over the years, but this is someone new. I got to her body first, and there wasn’t much left of her, but that image is still burned into my brain. You ever hear the term overkill? Coroner said he beat her so hard he broke bones, then he strangled her. Whoever this guy is, he liked hurting her, and he’s not going to stop now.” Vaughn was taking the corners fast, tires squealing, my body forced against the door. “My bet is that he’s already looking for his next victim.”

I felt sick, acid burning in my empty stomach, lurching into my throat. I gripped the door handle as he took another bend. “Why are you telling me this?”

“You think you’re safe as long as you
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