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Chapter 1

	Friday Night Plans

	Mary Stenkirt checked her reflection in the bathroom mirror for the third time in ten minutes, tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ear only to pull it free again. The nervous energy thrumming through her veins made it impossible to stand still. Jack would be here any minute, and despite having seen him just yesterday, her stomach still fluttered with anticipation.

	Three weeks. That's all it had been since Jack Morples had asked her out after their shift together at Morrison's Hardware. Three weeks of constant text messages, stolen lunch breaks, and that electric feeling that comes with new love, when everything the other person says seems fascinating and every touch sends sparks across your skin.

	"Mary, he's here!" her mother called from downstairs, her voice carrying that particular tone that meant she wanted to have another Talk.

	Mary grabbed her jacket and hurried down the stairs, hoping to avoid exactly that. No such luck. Her mother stood at the bottom of the staircase, arms crossed, while through the front window Mary could see Jack's beat-up Ford Taurus idling in the driveway.

	"You're going to that place up on the mountain?" her mother asked.

	"Lover's Peak, Mom. It's just a scenic overlook. Half the couples in town go there."

	"That's what worries me." Her mother's expression softened slightly. "I just... you've only known him for three weeks, honey. And you'll be so far from town, so isolated up there."

	"Mom, Jack's great. You've met him twice now."

	"I know, I know. He seems like a nice boy." Her mother sighed, recognizing a losing battle. "Just... be home by midnight, okay? And keep your phone on."

	Mary kissed her mother's cheek. "I will. Promise."

	She hurried out the door before her father could emerge from his den with his own set of concerns. Parents, she thought with affection and exasperation, never seemed to understand that being careful and being young didn't always mix well.

	Jack was out of the car before she reached it, moving around to open the passenger door with an exaggerated bow. "Your chariot awaits, m'lady."

	Mary laughed, the sound bright in the cool evening air. "You're ridiculous."

	"Ridiculously charming?" He grinned, and Mary's heart did that stupid flip it had been doing since their first date. Jack wasn't classically handsome, his nose was a bit too large, his sandy hair perpetually messy but his smile transformed his entire face, crinkling the corners of his hazel eyes in a way that made Mary feel like she was the only person in the world.

	"Ridiculously something," she said, sliding into the passenger seat.

	Jack jogged back around to the driver's side, waving politely to Mary's mother, who watched from the front window. He started the engine, and the car shuddered to life with a rattling sound that made Mary raise an eyebrow.

	"She's temperamental," Jack said defensively, patting the dashboard. "But she runs. Most of the time."

	"That's encouraging."

	"Hey, she got us to the movies last week, didn't she? And to the lake. And"

	"Okay, okay, I trust your faithful steed." Mary reached over and squeezed his hand. "So, Lover's Peak?"

	Jack's expression shifted, becoming almost shy. It was one of the things Mary liked most about him, how he could be joking one moment and genuinely sweet the next. "Yeah. I mean, if you want to. I know it's kind of a cliché, but I thought... it's supposed to have an amazing view of the ocean. And we could just talk, you know? Away from everyone."

	Three weeks, and they'd barely had a moment truly alone. Quick kisses in parking lots, holding hands at the movies with other people around, brief moments before work shifts began. The idea of actual privacy, of being able to talk and touch without Mary's parents walking in or Jack's roommate making crude jokes, sent a thrill through her.

	"I'd love that," she said simply.

	Jack's grin returned, full force. He put the car in reverse, backing out of the driveway as Mary waved to her mother. As they pulled onto Oak Street, heading toward the highway that would take them up into the hills, Mary felt the last of her nervousness melt away.

	"So I have to tell you about what happened at work today," Jack said, launching into a story about a customer who'd insisted that hammers were a government conspiracy. Mary laughed in all the right places, watching the way his hands moved as he talked, animated and expressive.

	This was what the past three weeks had been like, easy. Comfortable in a way that felt both brand new and oddly familiar. Mary had dated before, had even thought she was in love once, but nothing had felt like this. Like she'd found someone who actually got her, who thought her sarcasm was funny rather than off-putting, who texted her terrible puns at two in the morning just because he'd thought of them and wanted to share.

	"You're staring," Jack said, glancing over at her with a smile.

	"Maybe I like what I'm looking at."

	He reached over and took her hand, lacing their fingers together. "Good. Because I definitely like what I'm looking at."

	The sun was starting to set as they merged onto Highway 17, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink. The road began to climb almost immediately, winding up into the coastal hills. Other cars dotted the highway, people heading home from work, a few other couples probably headed to the same destination.

	Mary felt a contentment settle over her, warm and golden. The radio played something soft and forgettable, the heater in Jack's car wheezed its best effort against the cooling evening air, and ahead of them, the winding road promised privacy and possibilities.

	"You know what?" Mary said suddenly.

	"What?"

	"I'm really glad you asked me out that day."

	Jack squeezed her hand. "Yeah? Well, I'm really glad you said yes. Almost didn't, you know. Ask you out, I mean. Thought you were way out of my league."

	"Please. You made me laugh so hard I snorted in front of Mrs. Patterson. That's when I knew I was in trouble."

	They laughed together as the car climbed higher, leaving the town behind. Neither of them noticed the sign they passed, weathered and easy to miss in the fading light: BLACKWOOD SANITARIUM - 5 MILES. Neither of them could have known that at that very moment, something terrible was making its way through the darkening woods, moving inexorably toward the same destination.

	All they knew was this moment, this feeling, this perfect evening spreading out before them like a promise.

	The road wound on, carrying them higher into the hills, toward Lover's Peak.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Winding Road

	The highway narrowed as they climbed, the painted center line fading in places where the asphalt had cracked and been poorly repaired. Jack handled the curves with practiced ease, one hand on the wheel, the other still holding Mary's. The sun had dipped below the horizon now, leaving behind streaks of purple and deep blue that bled into the darkening sky.

	"So tell me something," Jack said, his eyes on the road. "Something I don't know yet."

	Mary thought for a moment, watching the trees that lined the road grow denser, their branches reaching overhead like gnarled fingers. "I can't whistle."

	Jack laughed. "What?"

	"I mean it. Can't do it. Never could. My brother spent an entire summer when we were kids trying to teach me, and I just... nothing. My mouth doesn't work that way."

	"Everyone can whistle."

	"Then I'm not everyone." Mary squeezed his hand. "Your turn. Tell me something."

	"Hmm." Jack slowed for a particularly sharp turn, the car's headlights sweeping across a wall of dark pines. "Okay. I'm terrified of birds."

	"Birds?"

	"Not like seeing them or whatever. But if one gets too close? Panic. My sister had a parakeet when I was seven, and it got out of its cage and came right at my face. I've been weird about them ever since."

	Mary tried not to laugh and failed. "So pigeons in the park..."

	"Are Satan's minions, yes."

	They continued like this as the road wound higher, trading small confessions and stories, the kind of details that fill in the spaces between first impressions and real knowing someone. Mary learned that Jack had wanted to be an astronaut as a kid but got motion sick too easily. Jack learned that Mary had a birthmark shaped like a crescent moon on her left shoulder blade and that she'd once convinced her entire third-grade class that her family owned a castle in Scotland.

	The landscape changed as they climbed. The trees pressed closer to the road, creating a tunnel of darkness that their headlights barely penetrated. Houses became sparse, then disappeared entirely. The occasional mailbox marked invisible driveways that led to unseen homes tucked back in the woods. Mary caught glimpses of the ocean between breaks in the trees, far below now, reflecting the last light of day like hammered silver.

	"It's beautiful up here," she said softly. "Lonely, though."

	"Yeah." Jack glanced at the odometer. "We should be getting close. The peak is about fifteen miles up from the highway turnoff."

	A sign appeared in the headlights, and Jack slowed. Mary read it aloud: "Blackwood Sanitarium - 2 Miles." Below the main text, someone had spray-painted in red: STAY AWAY.

	"Cheerful," Mary said, trying to keep her tone light.

	"Oh yeah, that place." Jack nodded. "It's been there for years. I think. I remember my dad talking about it. They treat mental patients there."

	Mary peered into the darkness, trying to see any sign of buildings, but the forest was impenetrable. 

	Can't imagine working somewhere like that." Jack shuddered. "All those people, locked up in the middle of nowhere."

	They drove in silence for a moment, and Mary found herself thinking about the sanitarium, a building full of disturbed minds, isolated in these dark hills. The thought made her skin prickle. She told herself she was being silly, letting the spooky setting get to her, but she couldn't shake the image of barred windows and echoing halls.

	"There," Jack said, pointing ahead.

	Through the trees, Mary saw lights, not the warm yellow of house lights, but the cooler glow of car headlights and interior dome lights. As they rounded the next curve, the forest suddenly opened up, and Lover's Peak revealed itself.

	The overlook was exactly as advertised, a wide, paved area carved into the clifftop, big enough for maybe six or seven cars to park. A low stone wall, crumbling in places, marked the cliff's edge. Beyond it, nothing but air and, far below, the dark expanse of the ocean. The view must have been spectacular during the day. Now, in the gathering darkness, it was both beautiful and vaguely menacing, all that empty space, that long drop to the rocks and water below.

	Two cars were already parked there. One, a newer Toyota, had its windows completely fogged. The other, an old Buick, was dark, but Mary could make out the silhouettes of two people in the front seat, heads close together.

	"Popular spot," Jack murmured, pulling into a space as far from the other cars as possible, near the northern edge of the overlook.

	He killed the engine, and suddenly the night felt very present. Without the sound of the car, Mary could hear the wind whistling around them, the distant crash of waves on rocks, and the faint rustle of the forest at their backs.

	"Cold?" Jack asked, noticing her shiver.

	"A little. It's windier up here than I expected."

	Jack reached into the back seat and pulled out a blanket, threadbare but clean. "Came prepared. Well, sort of prepared. This thing has seen better days."

	Mary wrapped it around her shoulders gratefully. The car's heater had died somewhere around the ten-mile mark, and the temperature had dropped significantly as they'd climbed. Her phone screen showed 9:32 PM and, she noticed with a small frown, only one bar of signal.

	"Not much reception up here," she said.

	Jack checked his own phone. "Yeah, I've got basically nothing. It's pretty remote. But hey, that's kind of the point, right? Away from everything?"

	He was right, of course. That was exactly what she'd wanted, time alone with him, away from the world. So why did the isolation suddenly feel less romantic and more... exposed?

	Mary pushed the feeling aside. She was being ridiculous, letting one creepy sign about an old asylum get under her skin. She looked at Jack, at the way the moonlight because the moon had risen now, three-quarters full and bright, caught the planes of his face, and felt her anxiety melt away.

	"Come here," she said softly.

	Jack leaned across the center console, and Mary met him halfway. Their kiss was gentle at first, then deeper, and Mary felt that familiar electricity run through her. This was what she'd wanted. This moment, this person, this feeling of being exactly where she was supposed to be.

	When they broke apart, both slightly breathless, Jack grinned. "So, was the drive worth it?"

	"Ask me again later," Mary teased, pulling him back in for another kiss.

	Behind them, unseen and unheard, the forest held its secrets. The sanitarium sat dark and silent two miles down the road, its empty windows seeing nothing, its halls echoing with nothing but wind. The other couples in their cars noticed nothing unusual, and heard nothing alarming.

	The night stretched out before them, full of promise and possibility, and none of them, not Jack, not Mary, not the other lovers lost in their own worlds had any idea that they weren't alone on the peak.

	Not yet.

	 





