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        Prologue

      
      Memories are the monsters of the mind. They are pieces of our past, our most private possessions, lurking in the void between our ears.

      Some come as gentle whispers, lulling us to sleep with tales of days gone by. Others are more insidious. They skulk through the shadows, lying dormant until a sound, a scent, or an innocent phrase awakens them. Like savage beasts, they roar out of the darkness, sinking their teeth into our consciousness and coloring every thought with the shades of our past. They are relentless in their pursuit to remind us of what has been and what will never be again.

      One of my earliest memories is of my grandfather reading Bible verses to me at bedtime. He always started with John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”

      After that, his selections varied. Sometimes, he’d read from Romans or the Book of Matthew, or even Revelation if he was in a fire-and-brimstone mood, but he always concluded with the same verse from Ecclesiastes. To this day, if I close my eyes, I can still hear his voice echoing in my mind:

      To everything, there is a season,

      A time for every purpose under heaven:

      A time to be born,

      And a time to die;

      A time to plant,

      And a time to pluck what is planted;

      A time to kill,

      And a time to heal;

      A time to break down,

      And a time to build up;

      A time to weep,

      And a time to laugh;

      A time to mourn,

      And a time to dance;

      A time to cast away stones,

      And a time to gather stones;

      A time to embrace,

      And a time to refrain from embracing;

      A time to gain,

      And a time to lose;

      A time to keep,

      And a time to throw away;

      A time to tear,

      And a time to sew;

      A time to keep silent,

      And a time to speak;

      A time to love,

      And a time to hate;

      A time of war,

      And a time of peace.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 1

        Genesis

      
      It all began with a big bang.

      The year was 1985. March 18, to be exact. I was lounging in the living room after school, enjoying some leftover pizza and watching a rerun of Miami Vice, when the phone rang.

      My mother, who was busy washing dishes in the kitchen, picked up the call. What happened next is something that will stay with me forever—the sound of the phone crashing to the floor, followed by a scream so gut-wrenching that it shook me to my core.

      The scene that followed seemed to unfold in slow motion. The pizza slice slipped from my hand, a greased comet descending onto our shag carpet, as I rushed to the kitchen in a blur. I remember my mother’s face, pale as a sheet, her eyes wide with a terror I had never seen before.

      Without a word, she dropped to her knees, still staring at the phone as if it were a venomous snake. I tried to ask her what was wrong, but my voice seemed to be stuck in my throat, a knot of confusion and fear that refused to give way.

      It was as if we’d been transported into an alternate universe. My mom, a woman built of the sturdiest steel, a pillar of strength and resilience, crumbled before me. Her shaking hands reached out for the phone as if trying to reorder the reality that had just fractured. Her lips moved, a silent prayer whispered to the air as she slowly picked it up again, her knuckles white.

      “Mom,” I finally managed to say, my heart pounding. “What is it? What’s happened?”

      She looked up at me, her eyes shining with tears. “It’s your father, Cole,” she said, her voice hollow and distant. “He’s…gone.”

      

      ***

      My father was thirty-nine years old when the 737 he was flying went down in a forest near Albany, New York. The event, dubbed Fright 119, made the front page of USA Today. It was the deadliest air disaster since the American Airlines crash that claimed 273 lives outside Chicago in 1979.

      The days that followed were a blur. The grief struck like a silent assassin, swift and deadly. It wormed its way into our lives until it was the air we breathed, the food we ate, the dreams we dreamed. My mother seemed to age overnight. She retreated into herself, a shell of the woman she used to be. And I found myself thrust into adulthood far sooner than I’d anticipated. At just sixteen, the weight of the world was on my shoulders.

      We laid my father to rest with full military honors on a rainy Tuesday morning in a peaceful part of Rochester’s Riverside Cemetery. To my surprise, I didn’t cry at all, not even when they lowered his casket into the ground. I couldn’t let myself cry, couldn’t let myself show the vulnerability that came with such a display. I was the man of the house now, the one my mother would lean on, the one who had to keep it together for both of us. Besides, crying was seen as a sign of weakness—something my father had instilled in me. So, out of respect for him, I didn’t shed a single tear.

      The closest I came to breaking down happened a few weeks later when my mother told me we were leaving Rochester and moving to her hometown of Evergreen, North Carolina. I had assumed we’d be in Rochester forever, or at least until I finished high school, but my mother had a different plan. She said that she could no longer bear the weight of the past or live in a town where every corner held a haunting memory of my father. Evergreen, with its mountain vistas and peaceful atmosphere, promised a fresh start—a chance to heal away from prying eyes and sympathetic faces.

      But I saw it as an unwelcome exile, an escape from the only home I had ever known. But most of all, I hated that it felt like a betrayal of my father’s memory. Where Mom wanted to escape the ghost of Dad, I wanted to stay and be haunted.

      You can guess what happened next.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 2

        The Exodus

      
      Saturday, August 17, 1985

      On a hazy Saturday afternoon, I stood by the window in my bedroom, watching my friends play football on the street. I’d never been the jealous type, but at that moment, I envied them. There they were, running and laughing under the summer sun, without a care in the world. And why shouldn’t they be? None of them had lost their dad, nor were they faced with the dread of leaving behind the only home they’d ever known. They would all graduate together, possibly attend the same college, and one day look back on their time in Rochester and remember with fondness the days of their childhood. I, on the other hand, would never have that privilege.

      “Are you going to stay mad at me forever?” my mother asked as she stood in the doorway to my room.

      “I don’t know, Mom. I guess only time will tell.” I knew she wanted me to meet her halfway, but I was stubborn, too caught up in my own grief and frustration to offer her any consolation.

      “You know, I understand why you’re upset, but I just can’t stay here. There are too many memories of your father. Every room, every photo, every article of clothing…they all remind me of him. And it’s just…too painful.”

      I wanted to respond, to tell her that leaving wouldn’t erase those memories, that the pain would follow us wherever we went. But as I looked at her, the lines of weary sorrow etched deep into her face, I found I didn’t have the heart to argue. Her eyes were swollen and red, the result of too many sleepless nights and rivers of tears. She was a woman on the brink, one who had suffered too much. So, as much as I wanted to stomp my foot and demand we stay, it was already done. I bit my tongue, swallowed my protest, and offered her a small nod.

      Her shoulders slumped in relief, and she let out another sigh. “Thank you,” she said. “For understanding. I’ll leave you alone now, but we’re leaving in fifteen minutes, so if you want to say your goodbyes, now’s the time.”

      

      ***

      It was five minutes past six when we backed out of the driveway. Even though I didn’t want to leave, I could only watch helplessly from the back seat as the only home I’d ever known disappeared in the rearview mirror. To make matters worse, a twelve-hour journey of desolate highways and monotonous landscapes awaited us, a cruel reminder of the future that was to come. I shuddered at the thought.

      Our exodus began with a drive south on I-390 to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. After that, we continued southwest along I-81, stopping for the night somewhere in the West Virginia mountains. The following morning, we hit the road early and drove until we arrived in Kingsport, Tennessee, then headed south on I-26 until we reached our exit.

      The town of Evergreen, North Carolina, was just a short distance from the interstate, yet it was far enough away to keep tourists from stopping for gas or to stretch their legs. With only one service station, and no restaurants or hotels to speak of, the town was a relic, a blip on the map.

      But the one thing it had was a church—a large wooden building painted chalk white and crowned with a steeple, where a bronze cross blazed under the sunlight. Above the double doors, the name White Hall Baptist Church was prominently displayed in bold black letters. It was the first thing that greeted you when you passed the sign announcing your arrival. You couldn’t miss it if you tried.

      Beyond the church, the road dipped down through a gap in the trees, veered right, and squeezed under a train trestle. Beyond that, nestled in a hollow, was the town itself, rising in layers against the backdrop of the Blue Ridge Mountains.

      By the time we reached Corwyn Street, it was nearly noon. The sun was shining brightly above us, which I took as a good omen. The summer had been marked by haze, but thanks to the cold front that had pushed through overnight, the air was clear and crisp, the sky its usual indigo hue. Littering the ground were shrinking puddles, the last remnants of the rain that had fallen overnight.

      Mom and Tabitha had been chatting since we left the interstate—something about a Barbie doll they saw in the store a few days earlier. I tried my best to tune out their chatter, but it was impossible to ignore. Squished in the back seat, I felt trapped and was starting to feel more caged animal than rational human. If I didn’t get out soon and have some time alone, I feared I might lose the last bits of sanity I had left.

      Suddenly, two teenage girls appeared by the roadside. They looked to be about my age, with blond hair and sun-kissed skin. One had freckles sprinkled across her face. My brain buzzed to life. They were seated on a green park bench outside a diner at the intersection of Corwyn and Lewellyn. They smiled and waved at me, and I waved back, hoping Mom hadn’t noticed. To her, I was still just a kid, every interaction with the opposite sex something to aw and fawn over. But I was a couple of years past puberty, and the way I saw it, I was but a stone’s throw from becoming a man.

      “Mommy, I have to use the bathroom.” Tabitha clutched her navy corduroy pants as the station wagon lurched forward under the traffic light.

      I rolled my eyes, the girls disappearing behind us, along with my smile.

      “Okay, sweetie. I think we’re almost there,” Mom replied cheerfully as she hung a right on Old Lockwood Road. I watched her reflection in the mirror and noticed she seemed just as relieved as I was. Not necessarily because of where we were headed, but more so because the trip was finally over.

      Traditional two-story homes with lush green lawns flanked the long street that snaked up to a part of town known as the Bluff. Most of the houses were older, looking like they had been there for a century or longer. Many were painted white, but there was a smattering of yellow, green, pink, and lilac. It was like looking into an Easter basket. Black shutters and steep gabled roofs dominated the structures. Brick chimneys stood at one end, or both, which I imagined came in handy in the winter. But the ones I admired the most were held captive by masses of thick ivy that climbed up the sides and over the walls like creeping death.

      “There it is,” my mother boasted, looking through a bug-splattered windshield at a nineteenth-century Victorian that sat near the end of the cul-de-sac.

      I leaned forward and peered out at the looming structure. At a minimum, it needed a fresh coat of paint and some landscaping work. I also noticed the swing on the front porch was broken and would need to be repaired. But overall, it wasn’t as bad as I had imagined.

      “Don’t you just love it?”

      “I like the tree,” I said, staring at the black maple in the front yard, which by my estimation was at least thirty feet tall. Finding something positive to say was critical, or she would be on my case for the rest of the day.

      Tabitha clapped her hands playfully. “Doll house.”

      “Good girl, Tabby cat,” Mom replied in a high-pitched voice, the kind you only use when speaking to children. Sometimes I thought she did it just to annoy me. “Oh, how I wish your father were here to see it.” She glanced at me in the mirror and winced, seeming to immediately recognize her error.

      “Yeah, but if Dad were still alive, we’d be at home where we belong, wouldn’t we?” I forced myself out of the car and slammed the door with unnecessary force.

      The moving truck in the driveway had been parked there when we pulled up. The gate was down, and half of our belongings were already inside, so they had clearly been at it for a while. Tabitha’s bed rested on the tailgate, along with a nightstand and dresser that were ready to be unloaded next.

      I drew in a breath of mountain air, hoping to soothe my anxiety, but it reeked of pine and decay. It was trash collection day, and the bins were still lined up at the ends of the driveways. Across the street, one had toppled over, its contents scattered across the sidewalk, likely picked through in the predawn hours by dogs or raccoons or whatever other godforsaken creatures roamed the woods in these parts.

      I followed the movers into the house. The first thing I noticed was the unmistakable odor of mothballs, which I presumed was a holdover from the house’s previous owner. Her last name was something forgettable, like Jones or Smith. Tiny particles of dust floated effortlessly in streams of yolk-colored light that bled in through the tobacco drapes. I buried my nose in the bend of my arm and headed for the staircase, racing immediately to the second floor with a single purpose in mind: to claim the largest room as my own. At the end of the hall was a room painted olive green. In the center was a wooden ceiling fan in the shape of an old airplane propeller, and there was a large picture window that overlooked the backyard.

      “This one’s mine,” I declared, loud enough so the entire house could hear me. I stood by the window and peered down at our yard, which was framed by a wooden fence and a creek meandering along the back edge of the property. Beyond it lay a sea of white pines, firs, beech, and birch trees that stretched out in undulating waves as far as the eye could see. Near the top of a nearby ridge, hidden almost entirely by a canopy of emerald-green foliage, stood a small cabin. If not for the thin ribbon of smoke coming from its chimney, I might not have noticed it at all.

      “Good choice,” came the voice of my mother as she appeared in the doorway behind me, Tabitha clinging to her leg like a primate. “I’ll take the one at the other end so I can be closer to Tabby.”

      “Good idea,” I said, thinking that was the first thing she had said all day I agreed with.

      

      ***

      When we were done unloading all the boxes and the moving truck drove away, I wandered down to the basement—a dark, musty underbelly of a place, where the air was dense with the smell of mildew. Rusted pipes zigzagged along the ceiling, disappearing into the brick walls. I flicked on the electric bulb that hung from a wire, and it bathed the room in a jaundiced light. There were stacks of cardboard boxes and old trunks lining the walls, remnants of the house’s previous owner. In one corner was an old furnace, its body covered in a layer of gray dust and cobwebs. Against the far wall stood a large wooden workbench littered with old tools and jars of rusty nails and screws.

      Suddenly, my attention was drawn to a stack of old newspapers at the end of the workbench. Curious, I walked over and picked up one of the papers. It was recent, only a few weeks old. The headline screamed out, CASE OF MISSING TEENS STILL UNSOLVED AFTER NEARLY TWO YEARS.

      My pulse quickened as my eyes darted down to the subtitle: “Police, Town Residents, Still Baffled.” The pictures in the accompanying black-and-white photographs were about my age—fifteen, maybe sixteen at most. I sat down on the stool next to the workbench and started reading the article. The first few paragraphs outlined the basic facts to the case: two years ago, on a warm September night, three teenagers—William Bender, his twin sister Samantha, and longtime friend Michael McNeely, all from the neighboring town of Linville—had mysteriously vanished from the town of Evergreen after attending the annual Fall Festival.

      The article went on to mention that the teens were last seen leaving the fairgrounds just before midnight and were never seen or heard from again. Despite the best efforts of law enforcement, no evidence was ever recovered, and no credible leads ever surfaced.

      Their disappearance had sparked an uproar in the quiet community of Evergreen, with town residents offering reward money, organizing search parties, and even hiring private detectives, all to no avail. The case had since gone cold, leaving their families to deal with the unresolved pain.

      My heart pounded as I digested the information. A potential triple homicide in the town I had just moved to? It was as if death had followed me. Or perhaps, I had followed it. The thought sent an icy chill down my spine. I placed the newspaper down on the workbench, the images of those fresh, young faces still staring back at me.

      Just then, the doorbell rang, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Above me, I could hear the click-clack of my mother’s heels on the hardwood as she made her way to the front door.

      “Cole!” Her voice pierced the silence like a knife. Usually a shout like that meant I was in trouble, but this was more of a get your ass up here and introduce yourself to our guests kind of tone.

      I groaned, forcing myself up from the stool. “What now?” Shaking off the sense of dread, I ascended the creaky staircase and pushed open the basement door. Reaching the foyer, I noticed a woman standing in the doorway, holding a casserole dish.

      “This is Cole, my oldest,” my mom said as I slid into the space beside her.

      “Well, hello. I’m Cindy Davenport. And this,” she added as she moved to the side, “is my daughter, Amanda.”

      Amanda peeked out from behind her mother and waved. The sight of her took my breath away. I knew it was rude to stare, but I couldn’t help it. Amanda was breathtakingly beautiful.

      “I’m afraid he’s not much of a talker,” Mom said as she tried in vain to brush away the wisps of brown hair that had fallen in front of my eyes.

      Fortunately, her words snapped me out of my trance. “Pleasure to meet you. Both of you.” I smiled at Amanda, then turned and shot a disapproving glance at my mom. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m afraid I’m a little busy unpacking.”

      “I could help,” offered Amanda, suddenly animated. “That is, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Mercer?”

      I must have had quite the look of shock on my face. After all, it wasn’t every day that a girl showed interest in doing something with me, much less basically visiting my room. It wasn’t set up as such yet, but still. I stared expectantly at my mom while she pondered Amanda’s request.

      “Not at all, dear, and how polite of you to ask.” She gave me a quick glance and nodded slightly toward the stairs. “And where are my manners?” She turned back to Cindy. “Please come in. I’m so glad you stopped by. Let’s put that casserole in the oven before it gets cold, shall we?”

      Amanda slipped by me and bounded up the stairs, while her mother headed into the living room.

      “I like your room,” she said cheerfully as she looked around. She immediately went to the window. “My house is right there,” she said, pointing to a lemon-yellow two-story just up the street.

      Now that I was close enough to smell her lavender perfume, I realized we were almost the same height. Our eyes seemed almost perfectly aligned, in constellation with each other despite my height surpassing her own slightly.

      “So, you’re into comics,” she said, noticing the one I’d left on the bed.

      My eyes probably looked like they were about to pop out of my head. If I’d known a girl was going to be in my room that day, especially one as stunning as Amanda Davenport, I would have burned the damn things or at least shoved them into the back of the closet. Trying to play it cool, I said, “Uh, I was when I was younger, but not anymore.”

      “Punisher, rad!” she said as she sat down on the bed and flipped open the cover.

      “You like comics?” Back in Rochester, none of the girls had been into comics. In fact, they often teased me about it.

      “Who doesn’t?” she said as she thumbed through the pages.

      I pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Now came the crucial question.

      “All right. If you like comics so much, are you team Marvel or team DC?” I was casual about it, but I had to ask. It mattered.

      She looked up and replied without a second thought. “Is that even a question? Definitely Marvel. No offense, but DC loses me with the capes.”

      Oh my God. I think I’m in love.

      “So what’s it like in New York City?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “Hell if I know,” I answered casually as I started putting away my clothes in the dresser. “I grew up in Rochester.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “On the other side of the state.”

      “Oh.” I detected a hint of disappointment. “But you’ve been to the Big Apple, right?”

      “A few times.”

      “What’s it like?” By the glint in her eyes, I could tell she imagined it the way most people do: a magical place with glittering skyscrapers, Broadway shows, and high fashion. In reality, it was nothing more than an overcrowded, crime-infested concrete jungle where the sun never reached the streets—a sprawling, twisted prison of flesh and steel ready to devour anyone foolish enough to set foot inside the city limits.

      “It’s, uh…pretty awesome,” I replied, not having the heart to tell her the truth. “So what do you do around here for fun?”

      She tossed the comic to the side and leaned back on her hands. “Not much, I’m afraid. There’s a theater in town and a diner. They have good burgers and milkshakes if you like that sort of thing. Oh, and they’re building a skating rink, but it won’t be open until spring.”

      “Really? Ice-skating?”

      She shook her head. “Roller-skating. It doesn’t get cold enough here for ice-skating, at least not normally, but they do have an ice rink open in the square during the holidays.”

      I had been playing hockey since I was old enough to skate, but that possibility seemed remote here. I doubted if anyone in Evergreen even knew how to spell the word hockey.

      “So, do you need any help putting away your things?”

      I glanced around at the scattered boxes and oversized bags, a forest of luggage that resembled an obstacle course more than an organized moving process. “Do you want to help? I mean, if you’d rather go downstairs, I’m sure we could find something more fun to do.”

      “No! I mean, no thank you. Not that I don’t enjoy spending every waking moment with my mother, but if I have to listen to her talk about the upcoming church revival one more time, I think I might lose it.”

      “Oh God…”

      “Exactly. Not that I don’t believe in God or anything, it’s just…the endless preaching can be a bit too much sometimes. In case you weren’t aware, you’re smack dab in the middle of the Bible Belt.”

      “Oh, I’m aware,” I said, rolling my eyes slightly.

      “Does that mean you don’t believe in God?”

      I was taken aback by the directness of her question. Where I was from, most people kept that kind of thing to themselves.

      “What if I don’t? Does it matter?”

      “No, I guess not. I was only curious. Everyone here does. They think you’re the devil if you don’t.”

      “I used to believe in God,” I said as I turned and gazed out the window. I paused, watching as two blue jays flew across the yard and landed on a rock near the creek. “But that was before my dad passed away. Now, I’m not sure what I believe in anymore.”

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” she said gently. “Things like that can make you question everything.”

      “When I was young, he flew a lot…like, every day. At night, I remember lying in bed, listening as my mom prayed to God to keep him safe. Eventually, I came to believe that my mom and God had worked out an agreement. Silly, right?”

      “No,” she said thoughtfully. “We believe all sorts of things when we’re young. I mean, I used to believe in Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny.”

      “The day of the crash, I remember asking myself if I had heard her pray the night before, as if one more prayer might have changed things.” I turned away from the window, my eyes meeting hers. Her expression was soft, empathetic, and for a moment, it calmed the storm within me.

      “You know, it’s not anyone’s fault what happened,” she said, touching my arm. “Even if your mother didn’t pray that night, it wouldn’t have changed the outcome.”

      I nodded, not entirely convinced but appreciating her attempt to make me feel better. “You’re probably right. So,” I said, composing myself, “do you still want to help?”

      “Sure.”

      “In that case, why don’t you start with those boxes over there, while I tackle these?”

      “Got a pocketknife?” she asked as she got to her feet.

      That confirmed it. In my sixteen years on this earth, I had never met another girl like Amanda Davenport. She was the perfect combination: gorgeous, enjoyed comics, and knew how to use a pocketknife. If we had been eighteen, I’d have gotten down on one knee and proposed right then and there.

      I tossed her the pocketknife and she caught it with ease, flipping it open and testing the blade against her thumb. She nodded approvingly, then turned to the boxes and began slicing through the layers of tape.

      “Do you know who your homeroom teacher is this year?” she inquired as she opened the box labeled TROPHIES AND AWARDS. “I think I have Mr. Simon. He was my geometry teacher last year.”

      My class schedule had arrived by mail the week before, and I had managed to sneak it into my room before my mom could see it. I dug through a nearby box until I found it, then scanned the paper to find the name Dale Richardson.

      “Too bad. But my best friend Kimberly has him too. She’s sweet. You’ll like her. What about your other classes?”

      I handed her the piece of paper so she could look for herself.

      “Well, we have gym together,” she said, sounding pleased. “But that’s about it. At least we’ll see each other in the hallway sometimes.”

      “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it.” Truthfully, I would have preferred to have all of my classes with her, but gym was better than nothing. I was just relieved it wasn’t English class. I couldn’t tell a participle from a prepositional phrase if my life depended on it.

      She handed the schedule back to me, then reached into the box and pulled out a trophy. “Holston High Math Olympiad,” she read from the brass plate. “You’re a mathlete?”

      Why hadn’t I gotten rid of these before the move?

      “To be clear, I’m an athlete first,” I said in my defense. “But yes, I happen to also be good at math and science. You seem surprised.”

      “No, I didn’t mean it like that, it’s just…” She blushed. “I didn’t peg you as the academic type, that’s all.”

      “Well, appearances can be deceiving.” I made space on top of the dresser and arranged the trophies. “What about you? Any academic achievements I should be aware of? Spelling bee champ? National Honor Society member?”

      “Hardly. I do okay in school, but I’m not exceptional at any one subject. However, I love to read.”

      “You mean comics?”

      She grinned. “No, not comics. I mean books—fiction, preferably.”

      “Like what?”

      “Fantasy mostly,” she admitted with a shy laugh, looking down at her shoes. “But also classics, like Jane Austen and F. Scott Fitzgerald. I like stories that whisk me away to another world. And if there happens to be a good love story involved, all the better.”

      “Let me get this straight.” I placed another trophy and stepped back to admire my work. “You like comics, clearly know your way around a knife, and enjoy reading fantasy? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re more of a guy than some of the guys I know.”

      “Gee, thanks!” She crossed her arms.

      I could tell by the way she crossed her arms that she was mildly offended, but that wasn’t my intent. “No. It’s not a bad thing. It’s just that you’re different from the girls back home. Different from any girl I’ve ever met. In a good way.”

      She uncrossed her arms and flashed a smile. “Well, you’re different too, Mr. Math Olympiad slash hockey star.”

      Before I could respond, her mother called her name from downstairs. “Amanda Gertrude!”

      “Gertrude?” It was a name more suited for someone five times her age.

      “Don’t start. I’m coming, Mom!” She grinned. “This was fun. We should do it again sometime.”

      “Definitely. Maybe next time you can introduce me to the world of fantasy novels.”

      “Deal,” she said, then shot me a playful look as she darted out the door.

      If she was going for alluring, it worked. I was sold on Amanda Davenport hook, line, and sinker.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 3

        Calm Before the Storm

      
      Even though I missed home, I found myself adapting to this new change more easily than I thought I would. The slow pace, the friendly faces, the unexpected friendships—specifically the one with Amanda—were making the transition easier.

      On the Saturday before school began, Amanda called me around noon and said she had something to show me. She advised me to put on some shoes I didn’t mind getting dirty, so I grabbed an old pair of Nikes from the hall closet and met her on the front porch.

      Behind my house, on the other side of the creek, was a thick and dark forest. As we ventured into the woods, it felt like if we had left Evergreen and entered an entirely new world, a world straight from the pages of her fantasy novels. The towering canopy overhead was dizzying, so I focused on Amanda. Honestly, it was hard to concentrate on anything else. Her face was so painfully angelic, her movements as graceful as a dancer’s. She didn’t just walk, she glided. Surprisingly I felt completely at ease around her, which was odd considering all the awkward interactions I’d had with girls back home.

      “How do you like it here so far?” she asked as we strolled along the dirt path.

      “I hate to admit it, but this place is starting to grow on me,” I said as I carefully stepped over a turtle basking in the sunlight. “It’s not home, but it’s not so bad either. It’s just different, that’s all.”

      “Different how?”

      “Well, for starters, there are no mountains where I come from…and nowhere near the humidity… And these bugs…” I slapped at a mosquito as it landed on my arm.

      “You don’t have humidity in Rochester?”

      “Not like this. The wind blows off the lake most of the time, so even in the summer it stays cool.”

      “At least you’ll get a tan here.” She flashed a crooked smile.

      I looked down at my arm. My skin wasn’t exactly pale, but it certainly wasn’t the golden honey color of hers either. Still, I didn’t want her to think there was anything unusual about me.

      “I never really thanked you for helping me unpack the other day,” I said as we climbed over a fallen tree. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said, her voice soft in the quiet of the forest. “But honestly, I should probably be the one thanking you.”

      “Oh, right…the whole revival thing… Then allow me to at least thank you for being so friendly to me. To be honest, I didn’t know what to expect when we moved here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve always heard stories of Northerners moving to the South and being treated like outsiders. I guess I was afraid I wouldn’t fit in, that I wouldn’t be accepted.”

      We walked on for a few seconds in silence.

      “For what it’s worth, I don’t see you as an outsider,” she said. “And as far as everyone else, I wouldn’t worry about them. Once they get to know you, they’ll accept you like one of their own.” We reached the top of a small hill, stopping to catch our breaths. “Think about it from their perspective. If I’m someone who’s lived in Evergreen my whole life and one day a family comes in from New York, full of big city ideas and crazy accents, what am I to think?”

      Was she seriously lecturing me on accents? “I don’t know.”

      “Let me put it this way: Most of them have probably never stepped foot outside of Evergreen, let alone been to a place like New York. So, can you blame them for being a bit wary?”

      “I guess not. But doesn’t the fact that my mom grew up here count for something?”

      “It does, but that was a long time ago. Besides, she’s been in the evil North for so long that she probably forgot to pass on her Christian upbringing to you and your sister,” she said in a deliberately overdramatic tone. “That’s what they think, at least.”

      “And what do you think?” Her opinion was the only one that really mattered to me.

      “Honestly?” We started walking again, taking a few steps forward before she continued speaking. “I see two sides of you. One is kind, compassionate, and has a good heart. I realized that the first time we met. However…” Her expression became more serious. “There’s a darker side to you—not necessarily evil, but not entirely good either.”

      Her words made the hairs on my neck stand on end. I had never thought of myself as having a dark side before. Sure, I got angry, especially since the funeral. But was it really that bad?

      “Okay, now it’s your turn,” she said, breaking through my thoughts.

      “Me?”

      She nodded, seemingly amused by this back-and-forth. “Same question.”

      I racked my brain. I wasn’t particularly good at thinking on my feet, but I settled on something I thought would be satisfactory. “All right, I’ve got it. I’m sure everyone says you’re beautiful, so I won’t start there,” I said, glancing at her from the corner of my eye. When I caught her blushing, I continued. “Instead, I see a girl who’s fiercely independent. A girl who has the whole world in her eyes and the strength to challenge what she doesn’t agree with. But then there’s this part of you that’s…guarded. Like there’s some wall you’ve built around yourself, and only a few ever get to see over it.”

      Her eyes widened as if surprised. Then she looked down and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, her cheeks turning pinker. A moment passed before her gaze landed on mine, her eyes sparkling with an unreadable emotion. “Well…” She cleared her throat and let out a soft laugh. “You’re better at this than I thought you’d be.”

      “So, I was right?”

      She gave a small nod. “Yes, you’re right.”

      “About the independence or about you being guarded?”

      “Both, I suppose.”

      The wind picked up then, stirring the leaves and whipping strands of her hair across her face. She brushed them away with a somewhat troubled expression.

      “You know, I remember what it was like to be the new kid in town,” she said as we trudged up another hill.

      “You didn’t grow up here?”

      “I moved here when I was ten.” She picked up a maple leaf and tore at it with the ends of her fingers.

      “I would have never guessed.”

      “Because of my accent?”

      “That, and this place seems to suit you. So where did you live before Evergreen?”

      “Greenville, South Carolina. It’s not New York, but it’s bigger than Evergreen. My parents were both born and raised there.”

      “Speaking of your parents, they seem like nice people. Your dad said hello to me yesterday when I was out working in the yard.”

      “Oh, you mean Ronnie? He’s my stepdad. My mom remarried a few years ago. Ronnie’s great, though, and he’s good to us.”

      “That’s good to hear,” I replied, trying to hide the curiosity in my voice. It was clear there was a story hidden somewhere behind those words. I wanted to ask more but felt it wasn’t my place.

      We continued walking, hopping over a tiny stream that was nothing more than a series of puddles tied together by a thin ribbon of water.

      “Do you ever wonder what it would be like to be a tree?” she asked, lifting her gaze toward the heavens.

      “No, I can’t say that I have.”

      “Well, I have,” she said serenely. “I think about things like that all the time. That doesn’t make me weird, does it?”

      “Maybe a little,” I teased, and she nudged me with her elbow. “But seriously,” I mused, “I think it would be lonely to be a tree.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because you’re stuck in one place forever. But on the other hand, you get to watch everything grow around you. You become a part of the landscape, a kind of silent witness to the passage of time.”

      She seemed to appreciate my response. “No one’s ever answered it that way before.”

      How many people had she asked? “Okay, so what do you think?”

      “I don’t think the trees are lonely at all.” She looked up again and smiled. “In fact, I imagine them as one big family, all standing together, stretching their arms toward the sun. When the wind blows, if I close my eyes, I can hear them whispering to one another in a language only they understand.” She paused, closing her eyes as if to listen to the secret language of the trees. “Just think about all the things they’ve seen over the years. Oh, to be one of them but for a day.”

      Had I stood there for a century, I would have never thought about the trees the way Amanda did. I was analytical, great at math and science, but when it came to imagining things from a different perspective or indulging in whimsical thoughts, I was out of my element.

      For the next twenty minutes, she talked about the trees in a way that almost made them seem human. The old oak that had seen farmers come and go, the cherry tree that blushes with blossoms each spring, the willow down by the river that weeps in the rain. Her words painted a picture of a world so vastly different from what I knew, so beautifully serene that I couldn’t help but be entranced.

      When we reached the top of a hill, we found ourselves standing at an overlook. An entire forest stretched out before us, a sea of green waves rolling beneath the cobalt sky.

      For a moment, we both just stood there, drinking in the sight. From here, the trees did look like family—an endless clan of giants standing guard over the earth’s secrets, leaves fluttering in the breeze like a million green tongues whispering tales of the ages.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” she asked. “You can see everything from here.”

      “Yeah…breathtaking.”

      “Come on.” She took my hand and led me out onto the smooth limestone ledge.

      Below us, a river cut its way through the forest, winding and twisting like a silver thread stitched into the green fabric of the landscape. The sunlight played on the water, creating shifting patterns that danced and shimmered.

      Amanda positioned herself as close to the edge as possible without risking a fall, letting her feet dangle dangerously over the side. I enjoyed being with her, but there was something about her reckless nature that frightened me.

      “This is my favorite place in the entire world,” she said, her eyes reflecting the brilliant colors before us like a mirror. “I bet you don’t get views like this in Rochester.”

      “You’re right,” I said, thinking the only thing that even compared was the view of Lake Ontario from the Charlotte-Genesee Lighthouse.

      “There’s our street,” she said, pointing to a thin strip of gray that twisted like a serpent among the houses.

      It took me a moment to get my bearings, but I found the head of Old Lockwood Road and followed it up to the Bluff. I saw her house first, then mine. They were familiar but different somehow from this perspective.

      “And there’s the diner over there, and Milford’s, and the library… And look, see the ball fields over by the river? I used to play softball there.”

      “Where’s the school?” I asked, knowing it would start in a couple of days.

      “There.” She pointed it out.

      From a distance, the building wasn’t particularly impressive. It appeared to be constructed of brick with a flat black roof, and I could see the loop where the buses lined up in the mornings and afternoons. Behind it, there was a sports complex with baseball, softball, and football fields. The word SAINTS was painted in large green letters outlined in white in the end zones, and a giant fleur-de-lis marked the midfield. I was a fan of the New Orleans Saints and probably would have played football if my mom hadn’t deemed it too dangerous. Instead, she allowed me to play hockey, as if that were a safer choice. By the time I was ten, I had already broken my left forearm and lost two teeth. Go figure.

      We stayed there on the ledge for a long time that afternoon, peering down at our lives from above, like two gods surveying their creation.

      When the sun started to set, we made our way back down the mountain and carved our initials into the trunk of a giant hemlock that stood like a sentinel at the edge of a clearing. Amanda said it was to mark my inaugural climb up the mountain.

      “For posterity,” she said, flashing a playful smile.

      Although I had only been in Evergreen for a week, this was the best day so far. I was amazed at how easily I’d put Rochester behind me, and it was all thanks to Amanda. If everyone else in Evergreen was as friendly as she was, my time here might turn out to be better than I had originally anticipated.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 4

        Trials and Tribulations

      
      When I woke up on Monday morning, my stomach was tied in knots. The first day of school was nerve-racking enough, but being the new guy in a small town, where the only person I knew was Amanda, made it doubly so.

      I dressed in jeans and a simple T-shirt, not wanting to draw any more attention to myself than necessary, then made my way downstairs, where my mom was busy preparing breakfast.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” she said, looking up from the stove where she was flipping pancakes. “Are you excited for your first day?”

      “Excited isn’t exactly the word I’d use,” I replied, forcing a half smile as I grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl on the counter. The smell of pancakes was mouthwatering, but the anxiety churning in my stomach made the idea of consuming anything impossible.

      “Nervous?”

      “A little.”

      “Well, that’s to be expected. But don’t worry, in a few days, everything will be just fine.”

      I forced a smile again, wanting to believe her. But I was more than a little skeptical.

      The ride to school was a blur. My mother did her best to lift my spirits with anecdotes about her high school years. She told me stories of the friendships she’d built and the pranks they’d pulled, but all I could think about was how different this all was.

      As soon as we reached the school, I jumped out of the car, eager to escape my mom’s well-intentioned cheerfulness. Kids were gathered in groups, chatting away about their summer adventures. I felt like an outsider looking in, and for a moment, I considered running back to the car and begging my mom to take me home. But then I saw her. Amanda, leaning against a tree, waving enthusiastically from across the parking lot. Just the sight of her face eased the knot in my stomach.

      “How come you didn’t ride the bus?” she asked as I jogged up to her. “I saved you a seat.”

      “Sorry. Mom insisted on driving me,” I explained. “She’s trying to make me feel better about the whole ‘new kid’ thing.”

      Amanda laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, you’re not the only new kid. There’s a transfer student from Texas.” She pointed toward a girl in a green shirt standing near the bike rack who seemed as out of place as I felt.

      “That’s…comforting,” I said, the corners of my mouth lifting in a more genuine smile this time. “Well, thank you for saving me a seat. Tomorrow, I promise.”

      Amanda grinned and gave me a friendly punch on the shoulder as we made our way into the building. “Don’t worry, we’ll have you blending in with the natives in no time.”

      

      ***

      In a small town, gossip spreads quicker than the plague, so I suspected most of my classmates were already aware of who I was. That also meant they knew what had happened to my dad. The silver lining was that it absolved me from any long-winded and awkward explanations, so at least I had that going for me.

      As I stepped into homeroom, I lowered my eyes and quickly moved past the first row of desks. A couple of girls glanced at me with mild interest as I made my way to the back, finding an open seat next to a boy with thick glasses. So far, so good.

      As the room filled up, it was just as I expected: the smart kids were in the front, the popular ones and bullies took the back, and the rest, who fell into what I liked to call social purgatory, were somewhere in between. The second thing I noticed was that almost everyone here had tanned skin. I had inherited my fair skin from my mother’s side, along with dark brown hair, which didn’t help my case, but at least I didn’t have freckles.

      “Good mornin’,” said Dale Richardson, a heavyset man with thinning hair and glasses. He shut the door and plopped his worn-out briefcase onto the desk. “Y’all take your seats.”

      Does anyone here talk normally?

      When the bell rang, Mr. Richardson picked up his clipboard and scanned the list of names. Even from my seat, I could see him going through the page systematically from left to right, top to bottom. Suddenly, he paused midway through. I took a deep breath, bracing myself.

      “I believe we have a new student joining us today.” His smile stretched unnaturally wide. Why did teachers enjoy the public embarrassment ritual so much?

      “Mr. Mercer? Mr. Cole Mercer?” His eyes scanned the room until they landed on me.

      Damn. My pale skin must have given me away.

      “Please stand up, young man, and introduce yourself to the class.”

      I managed to slide out of the seat without tripping over the many backpacks strewn across the floor. Since I had mastered the art of internalizing embarrassment, blushing wasn’t a concern for me. Still, standing before a room full of strangers made me slightly uneasy.

      “What do you want to know?” I asked as I wiped the hair away from my eyes.

      “Just the basics,” he said as he jotted something on the roster. “Name…where you’re from…a hobby, perhaps…”

      I knew something like this might happen, which is why I had rehearsed it in my head at least a hundred times over the weekend. “Hi, I’m Cole,” I began with an involuntary wave. “I’m from Rochester, New York, and I’m into hockey.”

      “Ice fairy,” someone muttered under their breath.

      Why did there always have to be someone who felt the need to crack a joke? I shot a quick glance toward the voice. A worm of a guy, who looked like he might be the result of an incestuous relationship, was smirking from across the room, his arms crossed over his chest.

      Several students snickered, emboldened by his audacity.

      The idea that I couldn’t blush was proven wrong as heat flooded my cheeks. I turned to Mr. Richardson, hoping he would intercede on my behalf.

      “All right,” Mr. Richardson said, barely suppressing a smile. “So, New York, huh?” The laughter faded. “I had an Aunt Marie who lived in Buffalo years ago…but she’s dead now.” He paused, glancing up at the ceiling. “Anyway, what brings you to Evergreen, Cole?”

      “My mom,” I said, still a bit annoyed by his reaction and the fact that I was left standing. I felt like an exhibit at the zoo: on display for the entire world to see. “She was raised here.”

      “My dad said she used to give the best hand jobs in town,” remarked a chubby kid named Lenny sitting a few seats away.

      This time, everyone laughed.

      I glanced at Mr. Richardson again, expecting him to squash the growing chaos. Instead, he shook his head as if he were disappointed, but did nothing to stop it. What a worthless excuse of a teacher.

      I never really understood where my anger came from, like it was drawn from some mysterious well deep within my soul. But at that moment, the origin didn’t matter because, regardless of where it began, it surged through me like electricity when you touch a live wire.

      With a scowl, I turned my attention back to Lenny, shooting him a nasty look, the kind that said take it back or else, but he was either too stupid to notice or too brazen to care. Regardless, it didn’t matter. As I tossed around the idea of punching him right there in front of everyone, I couldn’t help but think of the headline in tomorrow morning’s paper: YANKEE TRANSPLANT ASSAULTS LOCAL BOY—PRAYERS AND CASSEROLES NEEDED. That wasn’t something I wanted to deal with.

      “Settle down, class,” Mr. Richardson interjected. Finally. “Mr. Sanders, if I hear another comment like that from you, you’ll be in Mr. Dent’s office so fast it’ll make your head spin. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Mr. Richardson,” Lenny mumbled, turning back to face the front.

      Even from the side, I could see the hint of a smile lingering on his face.

      “Thank you, Cole.” Mr. Richardson gestured for me to take my seat again.

      For the rest of homeroom, I sat silently, staring a hole into the side of Lenny’s oversized head. Even though I knew nothing about him, I hated him and had already decided that sooner or later I would make him eat his words.

      

      ***

      By the time school ended, I wanted nothing more than to get as far away from Evergreen High School and everyone in it as I could. I needed time to think, so instead of taking the bus home, I opted for the shortcut through the woods that Amanda had showed me. Part of me wished she could join me, but another part appreciated the solitude, as it allowed me time to calm down.

      Today had not gone according to plan, if there ever was one to begin with. In fact, it was even worse than I had imagined. Being new was bad enough, but now everyone probably thought I was weak because I didn’t stand up to Lenny. If they only knew.

      As I emerged from the trees and made the turn for home, I could see my mom standing in the doorway. The sight of her reignited my anger.

      “Why didn’t you take the bus?” she asked as I trudged up the sidewalk.

      “Didn’t feel like it,” I muttered, hardly making eye contact.

      “All right. Well, how was school?” Her overly hopeful smile made it clear she was expecting to hear that everything had gone wonderfully. But I was in no mood for chitchat.

      “Like everything else here, it sucked,” I snapped as I brushed past her on my way to the kitchen.

      “Cole, how many times have I told you to watch your language?”

      “Not now, Mom.” I dropped my bag on the couch in the living room. “I’m not in the mood.” I entered the kitchen, crossing the parquet floor to the refrigerator. Anger always made me hungry, and after the day I’d had, I was starving.

      She trailed after me. “What happened?”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it, okay?” I hoped she’d take the hint and leave me alone before things got worse.

      “No, not okay. I’m your mother and I want to know what happened.”

      I looked for a way out, but I was trapped. Which summed up my entire life. “I don’t know!” I shouted, spinning around. “Where do you want me to start? I mean, this whole thing sucks—the school, the town, these inbred rednecks I’m forced to be around. Shit, even the teachers suck.”

      “Young man, that’s quite enough.”

      I realized that I had crossed the line, but I was too angry to care. I was always swearing in my mind, so saying it out loud seemed like the logical progression. A sin is a sin, even in your thoughts, as I had learned in Sunday school, so if I was already sinning, I might as well enjoy the satisfaction that comes with it.

      She tried to reason with me. “Look, I know this is not an ideal situation, but I need you to work with me here.”

      “Not ideal? Not ideal! That’s the understatement of the century! This is as far from ideal as you can possibly get.” I reached into the fridge and grabbed a can of soda, then stole a pear from the basket and headed for my room.

      “Stop right there!”

      I froze on the stairs, mustering all my willpower to keep from going nuclear.

      “You’re not the only one struggling with this,” she said. “I’m hurting too, and so is your sister.”

      I turned on my heel with fresh determination. She had pushed the wrong button. “She’s four,” I growled, gesturing toward Tabitha’s room. “She barely knows how to get herself dressed in the morning. And you—” I caught myself.

      “What about me?”

      I wanted to stop, or maybe I didn’t. Regardless, I couldn’t. “I heard you,” I spat out. “The week before Dad died.” I had been holding on to that detail for months, waiting for just the right moment. “You were speaking to that lawyer behind his back. Were you planning on getting a divorce?” I seized the stair railing with my one free hand and leaned forward, towering over her in an overt attempt at intimidation.

      A look of guilt washed across her small face.

      “I bet you’re happy he’s gone!” My voice was low and harsh. I had never spoken to my mother with such venom, but it felt liberating. Perhaps Amanda was right about me having a dark side.

      “ENOUGH!” She recovered quickly from my verbal assault and pointed a shaky finger at me. “Your father and I were going through a rough patch,” she admitted, her face pained. “But that doesn’t mean I ever stopped loving him. I miss him so much that I can hardly pull myself out of bed in the morning. So don’t you dare stand there and tell me I’m glad that he’s dead. I’m your mother, goddammit, and you have no right to say that to me.”

      She was right. I had crossed the line, and I felt terrible for doing so. “I’m sorry.” I descended to where she stood and threw my arms around her. She was my mother, after all, and I loved her dearly. But lately she felt more like an enemy than a friend. “I’ve just had an awful day,” I said, trying to ease the tension.

      “I’m sorry too.” She wiped away the tears from her face. “But the first day is always the toughest. Tomorrow will be better. Trust me.”

      

      ***

      Despite another restless night, the next day I awoke feeling marginally better. Tired of taking my anger out on my mother, I chose to direct my efforts toward someone who truly deserved it.

      I’d asked around, and from what I’d been told, Lenny Sanders was the meanest guy in town. He stood six foot two, weighed 250 pounds, and was built like a dump truck. On the surface, he appeared unstoppable, but the one thing I had learned about bullies, and people in general, was that they all had a weakness. If I had any chance of getting the better of Lenny, I would need to find his, and fast.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t our old pal, Hand Job,” said Lenny as I walked up to the bus stop. Behind him, his minions laughed.

      One of the boys was taller than Lenny and skinny as a rail, with a head of red hair and a face covered in freckles. The other boy was shorter, stockier, and had a birthmark on his neck that he tried to hide with the collar of his flannel cutoff.

      “This your stop too, huh, Mercer?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Lucky you.”

      After what had happened the day before, I wasn’t in the mood for Lenny’s antics. I also knew that if I stood any chance of being taken seriously, I couldn’t back down this time.

      “I don’t appreciate what you said in class yesterday about my mom,” I said, staring into his hateful eyes.

      “Aw, did I hit a nerve?”

      I despised guys like Lenny Sanders. I was nowhere near his size, but I was tough, and I had a temper. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the reputation here that I had in Rochester, or Lenny would have thought twice about provoking me. Even with his size, the one thing he lacked was speed, and I had that in spades. But I was also smart enough to know when I was outnumbered, so I had to be careful. Otherwise, I’d end up with a broken nose, or worse.

      “You fellas are all getting along, aren’t you?”

      The voice came from behind us, smooth as silk. I turned to find Amanda standing there, an easy smile on her lips. Somehow, I hadn’t heard her approach. Her blond hair was pulled back into a casual ponytail, and she was dressed in cutoff denim shorts and a white top with lace on the sleeves.

      “Oh, hey, Amanda.” Lenny’s scowl vanished, clearly taken with her. Who could blame him? “I didn’t hear you walk up.”

      Amanda ignored him and looked at me. “Hey there, Cole,” she said.

      “Hey yourself.”

      She gave me a nod and then glanced at Lenny and his goons. “You boys aren’t giving my friend a hard time, are you?”

      “Us?” Lenny’s laughter was forced, too high, as if he was trying to impress Amanda. “We’re just having a friendly conversation. Right, Cole?” He looked at me expectantly, a smug grin plastered on his face.

      I felt the tension rising in my throat, but I couldn’t show any fear, not now. Amanda was watching.

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “See? Cole and me, we’re cool.” He slung an arm around me.

      I tensed under his grip, managing to keep the loathing from my face.

      “That’s good to hear. Because I’d hate to have to tell your dad you’re fighting again,” said Amanda.

      Lenny instantly froze, his arm slowly slipping from my shoulder. “No need to do that.” He gave a nervous laugh. “Like I said, we’re all cool here.”

      

      ***

      The ride to school was mostly quiet. Lenny sat at the back, brooding. I was certain he had a slew of insults ready for me, but with Amanda by my side, he was handcuffed.

      We got off the bus and let Lenny and his two dim-witted friends go ahead of us. “You seem to have cast quite the spell over Lenny,” I commented, watching as the trio disappeared into the bustling crowd of students.

      Amanda shrugged, her ponytail swishing as she moved. “I just know what buttons to push. Lenny’s a big talker when he’s around his friends. But when it comes to his dad, he’s a scared little boy.”

      It was hard to imagine Lenny being scared of anything or anyone, but the way he had backed down at Amanda’s threat was telling, like watching a snarling rottweiler turn into a whimpering puppy at a single command. Which begged the question: What was his dad like?

      “What about Lenny’s mom? Is he afraid of her too?”

      “She bailed on Lenny when he was five,” she said as we turned down the hall toward her homeroom. “Ran off with some guy from Charlotte, and no one ever heard from her again. Well, this is it,” she said, stopping in front of room 213. She reached out to open the door but paused as her fingers brushed against the handle. “You know, Cole,” she said without looking at me, “not everyone’s as lucky as we are. Lenny might act tough, but he’s got his own cross to bear. Maybe think about that the next time you two butt heads.”

      

      ***

      I managed to get through the rest of the morning without any issues. Thankfully, the only class I had with Lenny was homeroom, and since I was technically no longer the new guy, I became yesterday’s news. Lunch, however, was an altogether different proposition. The previous day, I had joined a couple of guys from my chemistry class, but I knew that making it my regular spot would be social suicide. Aside from Amanda, no one really knew much about me, so I couldn’t afford to give them the impression that I was a nerd.

      As I made my way through the line, I piled on food, trying to distract myself from the impending task of finding a seat. I scanned the lunchroom and found Amanda sitting with Kimberly and a group of cheerleaders at a table that was already packed.

      Continuing my scan, the clock in my head began to count down. I knew I had just ten seconds to find a seat before drawing unwanted attention. Three…two…one… At the last second, I noticed a table across the cafeteria near the salad bar with several empty seats. It made me hesitate, but I was out of time, so I put on a hopeful expression and headed over. Judging by the three guys sitting there, they didn’t seem to be popular or particularly bright, which meant they likely belonged to the Social Purgatory Club.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      “New guy, right?” one of them asked.

      “That’s the rumor,” I replied, trying to match their laid-back attitude.

      “Have a seat, Yankee,” said a Black kid I recognized from pre-calc named Jackson West.

      I settled down and shook my miniature carton of milk. “What’s up, fellas?”

      “Not much,” said Eugene Grymes, a tall skinny guy with paler skin than mine. It was clear my presence annoyed him. “Just trying to make it through another day at the Rock.”

      The Rock—that’s what they called Evergreen High. Not because it in any way resembled Alcatraz, but because its foundation was literally carved out of limestone.

      “Okay…” I said slowly, arching a brow at his tone.

      “Don’t mind Eugene,” said Gabe Evans, a stocky guy with short brown hair. “He’s still mad at his mom for walking in on him last night while he was having inappropriate thoughts of Misty Greer.”

      Eugene turned a shade redder than a stop sign, glaring daggers at Gabe, while Jackson nearly choked on his milk. I couldn’t help but join in, suddenly feeling a strange sense of camaraderie with these outcasts.

      “You’ll wanna be careful with this one, Yankee.” Jackson chuckled, gesturing to Gabe with his chicken leg. “He’s got more secrets than the CIA.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.” I could tell immediately that Jackson was the leader of this group. He had a confidence that the others lacked, and judging by his playful banter, he knew how to keep the peace.

      To save Eugene from further humiliation, I thought it best to shift the conversation. Plus, my mind was still occupied with plotting my revenge on Lenny. Despite Amanda’s cautionary words about him, I wasn’t one to easily forgive or forget.

      “What do you guys know about Lenny Sanders?” I asked, seeking their opinion. “Is he as big of a jackass as he appears to be?”

      “Please watch your language,” squeaked Eugene, glaring up at me from under his lashes as he nibbled on a cracker.

      Had I unintentionally said something offensive? It wouldn’t have been the first time. Or worse, were they friends with that idiot? “Seriously?”

      “He’s not allowed to swear,” Gabe explained, his mouth filled with mashed potatoes. “His mother grounds him if he even says ‘damn.’”

      “Damn, I’m sorry man. I won’t do it again,” I said, my voice thick with malice. There was that dark side again.

      Eugene looked as if he might pop. He grabbed his tray and backpack, stood up, and left the table in a hurry.

      “Come on, I didn’t mean it,” I called after him. “Eugene!” I looked to see if anyone had noticed. They hadn’t. People like Eugene often went unnoticed.

      “Don’t mind him,” said Jackson. “His mom and dad have him wound up tighter than shit.”

      At least someone shared my fondness for swearing.

      “One of these days, he’s going to come unraveled,” added Jackson as he finished off his chicken leg.

      “You’re right,” said Gabe. “I just hope I’m not around when it happens.”

      “So, Yankee, we hear you live up on the Bluff?” asked Jackson.

      “That’s right. What about you guys?”

      “Winston Street,” Gabe replied.

      “Drexler Avenue,” added Jackson.

      The way they spoke made it clear they expected me to know these places, and maybe I should have. It wasn’t as if Evergreen was a sprawling metropolis or anything. It had a dozen streets, tops. Still, I had only been in town a week and hadn’t yet ventured beyond the school or the woods behind my house.

      “How do you afford it up there on the Bluff anyway?” Gabe asked. “Almost everyone up there is a doctor or lawyer.”

      Jackson must have kicked him under the table because he jumped like he had been shot.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s just you and your mom, right?” Gabe asked.

      “And my sister.”

      “Right, your sister. Just seems like a lot of space for just three people. Not judging or anything.”

      “What can I say, we got a good deal on the house,” I replied, unsure why I felt the need to justify myself. “Plus, my grandfather left us some money when he passed away a few years ago, so…” It wasn’t entirely false. He did leave us a few thousand dollars when he passed, but the truth was Dad had a healthy insurance policy with the airline, so technically Mom never had to work again, as long as we managed our expenses wisely.

      “That’s cool,” Jackson said. “So what’s it like up on the Bluff?”

      “It’s all right, but you can’t beat the view.” I glanced back at Amanda, who was chatting and smiling.

      “Ah, the view,” Jackson repeated, a teasing smirk on his face. “I see what you mean.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but you know she’s seeing Rusty Givens, right?” Gabe interjected.

      Gabe’s words felt like a punch to the gut. “Who’s Rusty Givens?”

      “He’s a senior,” Gabe said, twisting the knife further.

      “And don’t forget captain of the football team,” Jackson added.

      “Yeah, I was getting to that.” Gabe seemed annoyed that Jackson had stolen his thunder.

      “That’s funny,” I said, cutting in. “She didn’t mention anything about Rusty when she was at my house last week.”

      “Hold on.” Jackson raised an eyebrow. “Amanda Davenport was at your house?”

      “That’s right. For two whole hours.”

      “Holy shit! Dude, you’re my hero.” Jackson high-fived me across the table.

      But Gabe seemed less impressed.

      “What, no high five?” I asked, extending my hand toward him.

      Gabe frowned, shaking his head. “I hate to burst your bubble, Casanova, but Rusty and Amanda have been together since middle school, and everyone knows they’ll get married someday. Plus, the rumor is she’s sick again, so I’d temper my expectations if I were you.”

      Sick? Again? My stomach sank. “What do you mean?”

      Gabe shrugged. “She’s missed a lot of school over the years due to her…condition. And from what I hear, it’s back.”

      “What kind of condition?”

      “Cancer,” he replied, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Leukemia.”

      A bitter taste spread throughout my mouth. I looked at Amanda, her laughter tinkling like bells in the lunchroom. She was vibrant, beautiful, and full of life. It was impossible to align this image with the one Gabe was describing.

      “I had no idea…” I felt the blood rushing out of my face. The cafeteria noise dulled to a hum, and all I could see was Amanda’s smile, now tainted with a haunting sadness. Our interactions whipped through my mind with a new lens, her quiet and melancholy moments with me clicking into a horrible kind of sense. I swallowed hard, struggling to gain control over my emotions.

      “Hey, man,” Jackson said, pulling me out of my daze. “You all right?”

      “Yeah.” But in reality, I was far from all right. This new revelation about Amanda left me feeling like I was walking a tightrope, being buffeted by an angry wind.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah,” I managed to say again. “I’m fine. Listen, I know we just met, but you guys seem pretty cool. Want to hang out at my place Friday night, maybe play some video games?”

      “Us, on the Bluff?” asked Jackson, eyes wide. “I’m in.”

      “Me too,” said Gabe.

      “Awesome. It’s settled, then.”

      “Hold on,” Gabe said, glancing at Jackson. “What about Eugene? Shouldn’t we invite him too?”

      Jackson gave a slight shrug. “Oh, right…Eugene. Well, it’s not really up to me.” He turned to me then. “What do you think, Cole?”

      “Sure,” I said. “The more the merrier. Why don’t you guys come over around seven? That’ll give me plenty of time get everything ready.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 5

        Acts

      
      No one was happier than I was when the final bell rang on Friday afternoon. Despite the rocky start, I had survived the first week, but it was going to be a while before I felt settled enough to call this place home.

      I rushed home the moment I was dismissed, a plan forming in my head. The house was empty and quiet, giving me plenty of time to prepare for the evening. I set up the Atari in the living room, arranged snacks on the coffee table, and stocked the fridge with sodas.

      While I was setting up, my thoughts kept drifting back to what Gabe had told me about Amanda. She seemed so perfectly ordinary. But behind her blue eyes and cheerful demeanor, she was fighting a battle that no one else could see. I wished there was a way I could help her, but what could I possibly do?

      At five minutes to seven, Gabe and Jackson showed up on their BMX bikes.

      “Where’s Eugene?” I asked, only mildly surprised by his absence.

      Jackson sighed, rolling his eyes. “He wanted me to tell you thanks, but he’s tied up with some family thing. Maybe next time.”

      “His loss,” I said, inviting them in.

      When Mom got home, we ordered pizza and grabbed sodas from the fridge before retreating to my room and locking the door. Mom had a reputation for barging in unannounced, which might have been all right when I was twelve, but not anymore.

      While we sat around swapping stories about cars and girls, I decided to ask a question that had been on my mind a lot since we moved in.

      “Do either of you know who lives way up there on the mountain?” I asked, glancing out the window where the shadowy silhouette of the imposing peak loomed under the twilight sky.

      Gabe and Jackson exchanged glances before Jackson finally responded. “Old Man Finch,” he said as he grabbed for another piece of pizza.

      “Who’s Old Man Finch?” I asked.

      “Only the meanest son of a bitch in Evergreen,” said Gabe. “There used to be a bet that if anyone could make it up to the old man’s house and back, there’d be a crisp Benjamin waiting for them at the bottom.”

      “A hundred dollars? No way.”

      “Yeah, but that was before—” Gabe’s expression turned grim.

      “Before what?”

      “Before the murders,” Jackson said. “Now, no one dares set foot on that mountain.”

      “Murders? What murders?”

      Gabe and Jackson exchanged another look before Gabe continued, his voice barely more than a whisper. “A couple of years ago, three teenagers went missing, and everyone swears Old Man Finch had something to do with it.”

      My mind raced. “You mean the Linville Three?”

      Gabe nodded solemnly. “Exactly. According to reports, they were last seen in the woods near the foot of the mountain, but nobody knows for sure if they actually went up there.”

      “Maybe he didn’t do it,” I suggested, trying to give an old man the benefit of the doubt.

      “Oh, he definitely did it,” said Jackson. “And everyone knows it. They’re just too afraid to confront him. The police, the residents, everybody. They all steer clear of Old Man Finch.”

      “Why? Is he dangerous?”

      “That’s what they say,” said Jackson. “Legend has it he was a war hero. A sniper. Took down more enemy soldiers than anyone else in his battalion. When he came back, he wasn’t the same. He became reclusive, choosing to live up on that mountain alone.”

      I considered that. “Then maybe he’s just a lonely old man who wants to be left alone.”

      “Or he’s a crafty old man who’s mastered the art of murder,” Gabe chimed in. “And even if he isn’t, there’s something off about him. Some say he’s a warlock who sold his soul for immortality, while others claim he can control animals with his mind. That’s why the wildlife up there is so aggressive. They protect him.”

      “And that’s not even the half of it,” Jackson added. “My dad told me about this one time, when he was a kid, he and his friends decided to hike to the top of the mountain. He said that as soon as he crossed into Finch’s territory, things got weird. The air became colder, clothes felt heavier, and he felt eyes on him everywhere he went.”

      “Did they make it to the top?” I asked.

      Jackson wagged his head back and forth. “No. They got about halfway up when they started hearing footsteps and growls. He said they were so frightened by what they heard that they turned and got the hell out of there.”

      “Come on, guys,” I said, trying to retain my skepticism in the face of their haunting tales. “These stories are just old wives’ tales, meant to scare kids from wandering too far off. There’s got to be a logical explanation for everything.”

      “Maybe,” Gabe conceded, leaning back in his chair. “Regardless, it would take a whole suitcase of hundred-dollar bills to convince me to step foot anywhere near Old Man Finch’s place.”

      “Me too,” Jackson said quickly. “That place gives me the creeps even from down here.”

      I glanced at the distant light filtering through the gaps in the trees. It seemed unlikely, but what if the stories were true? What if Old Man Finch really was responsible for the disappearance of the Linville Three? Either way, I knew right then and there that this was one mystery I couldn’t ignore.

      

      ***

      A week passed before the old man crossed my mind again. One morning before school, as I reached into the closet to grab a jacket, I accidentally knocked a book off the top shelf. It was the North American Book of Birds, a relic from my childhood. I hadn’t looked at it in years. The book landed open on page 113, and right there, staring me dead in the face, was a picture of an American goldfinch. This brought back memories of the story Jackson and Gabe had told me. Although I considered them friends, their wild tales often stretched the boundaries of belief, so I needed to hear the story from someone trustworthy, someone who wouldn’t stretch the truth. Luckily, I knew where to find such a person.

      “Hey, wait up,” I called out, quickening my pace to catch up with Amanda as she walked briskly toward the bus stop.

      “What’s up?” she asked as I fell in step with her.

      “Nothing much. I figured we could walk to the bus stop together. You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Not at all. I could use the company.”

      We walked in silence for a few moments, my mind wrestling with how to approach the topic. Although Amanda and I had gotten off to a quick start, we hadn’t talked much lately, so I was concerned how she would perceive my sudden interest in the town’s shady past.

      “So, how have you been?” she asked.

      “Good… Busy,” I said, wondering if it sounded convincing. I didn’t want her to think I had been ignoring her, but I wasn’t exactly sure how to go about these things. We were neighbors, but I didn’t want to be the guy who dropped by her place every day just to say hi. That would seem creepy. “How have you been? I noticed you and your mom driving around on Saturday. I waved, but I guess you didn’t see me.”

      “Sorry about that. Where did you see us?” she asked as we eased down the hill.

      “In town. We were on our way back from Milford’s.”

      “Oh. I guess I don’t recognize your mom’s car yet.” She frowned. “I’ll commit it to memory so next time I can at least wave back.”

      “Speaking of waving, why does everyone do that around here?”

      She laughed. “It’s just our way of being friendly. Don’t they do things like that in New York?”

      “They do, but not to be friendly. It’s usually more of a one-finger salute, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh. Oh!”

      We both laughed as we continued our walk.

      “Listen,” I said after a bit, “there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. That house, the one up near the top of the mountain…have you ever noticed it?”

      “You mean the Finch place?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one.” I knew she’d know it. She was like an encyclopedia for all things Evergreen. “What can you tell me about it?”

      She gave me a sidelong glance, her eyebrows pulling together. “Why the sudden interest in the Finch place?”

      “Just curious, I guess. At night, I can see the light from the window in my room. I noticed it the first day we moved in and wondered why someone would want to live all the way up on the mountain instead of down here with the rest of us.”

      She drew in a long breath as we neared the bottom of the hill. I got the sense a story was coming.

      “I’m not saying I believe it,” she began, “but they say the old man who lives up there killed some kids a few years ago. The story goes that three teenagers got lost in the fog on their way from Linville to Evergreen. They accidentally stumbled upon Finch’s place on the mountain and were never seen again. Legend is he buried them in the very spot where his garden now grows. But no one’s ever been able to prove it.”

      “So you don’t buy into it?”

      “Nah,” she said. “It’s like most things around here: not nearly as sensational as people make them out to be.”

      “And what about the old man…Mr. Finch? Is it true what they say about him being a warlock?”

      “Warlock?” She laughed out loud, her shoulders shaking. “He’s a recluse, for sure, but a warlock? Let me guess, Gabe and Jackson told you that, didn’t they?”

      I shrugged, a sheepish grin tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Maybe.”

      Still giggling, she shook her head. “If you didn’t know, those two have a habit of bending the truth, especially if it gets a rise out of someone. They’ve been doing it for years. No, Mr. Finch isn’t a warlock. He’s old, and he’s alone. Lives off the grid, grows his own food. That’s about it.”

      “Why all the stories, then?”

      “Probably because people are afraid of what they don’t understand,” she said. “Mr. Finch is different. He chose a life away from the prying eyes of Evergreen, away from technology and all the hassles of modern living. To him, it’s peace. But to everyone else, it’s a mystery, and mysteries scare people. So they make up stories.”

      “And the missing teens?” I asked, glancing nervously at the mountain again.

      “That really is a mystery,” she admitted. “They did disappear, that much is true. But if you’re asking me what I think happened to them, I believe they lost their way in the woods and never made it out, or they accidentally fell in the river and drowned. Who knows? It’s not unheard of in these parts. These mountains,” she continued as we approached the bus stop, “have claimed numerous lives over the years.”

      When we arrived at the bus stop, it was deserted except for Mrs. Milligan’s golden retriever, Junior, who had trailed us up the street. I looked around for Lenny and the others, but there was no sign of them. I was thankful, but Amanda appeared alarmed by their absence.

      “I’m not complaining”—I scanned the area to make sure they weren’t hiding behind a tree—“but does Lenny often miss the bus?”

      “No, he’s here every morning, rain or shine.”

      I didn’t give it another thought until we got to school and Lenny wasn’t in homeroom. Then, when I didn’t see him at lunch, I also started to worry. A guy like Lenny would never miss out on all-you-can-eat pizza.

      Lenny’s absence continued for the rest of the week and signaled that something was terribly wrong. When the final bell sounded on Friday afternoon, I took the shortcut through the woods to get ahead of the bus, retrieved the telescope from the box in the basement, and hurried up the stairs as quickly as I could.

      Normally, I would never have ventured into my mom’s room, but these circumstances were anything but normal. From what I understood, Lenny was not the type to miss school, not because he cared about learning, but because he was dedicated to making everyone around him miserable. A guy like that didn’t take sick days.

      From the window in Mom’s room, I had a clear view all the way down the hill to the Flats, an area of James Street where many of the town’s poorer residents lived.

      Lenny’s place, if you could even call it that, was situated on the opposite side of Hanley Creek, just past the bridge. It was connected to the garage where his dad tinkered on old cars.

      I set up the tripod and aimed the telescope down the hill. It took a while, but I finally got it into focus. Not a single light was on in the entire place. I say that as if it were a grand mansion with many rooms, but in reality, it only had five.

      To satisfy my curiosity, I pulled the BMX out of the garage and took off for the Flats.

      At the end of Old Lockwood Road, I hung a right on Mallory Lane and followed it to the stop sign. Taking another right, I found myself on James Street, marking the start of the Flats. It was my first time on this road, and as I pedaled past the dilapidated old houses, I quickly understood why none of my classmates ventured down here. It was scary as hell—like a scene from Halloween or A Nightmare on Elm Street.

      At the bend in the road, just across the little bridge, sat Herb’s Garage. According to Jackson, Herb’s had been the place to take your car if you needed any work done, but that was before Linville opened a state-of-the-art facility a few years back. Nowadays, Herb’s only serviced a couple of cars each month from a few loyal patrons.

      Attached to the garage was the modest house where Lenny and his dad lived. The doors to the garage were open, the lights were on, and the hood was up on a hunter-green ’76 Oldsmobile Cutlass. I laid my bike down in the grass and made my way across the yard to the front porch.

      Right on cue, the door swung open.

      “What do you want?” a man in a white tobacco-stained ribbed tank asked in a rough voice. He was middle-aged, big as a house, with a bald head and a goatee. But his features were familiar. This had to be Lenny’s dad.

      “Uh, my name is Cole. I go to school with Lenny,” I replied, my voice shaky.

      “Oh.” His scowl loosened. “You’re Marissa’s boy, right? I went to school with your mom.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What can I do you for, Cole?”

      “I was, um, checking on Lenny.” I tried to look around him, but he was so large he took up the entire doorway. “He wasn’t at school this week and…” My voice trailed off as he shifted slightly, giving me a narrow view of the house. It was poorly lit, messy, and smelled like bologna. I noticed Lenny standing at the top of the stairs, looking defeated.

      “Yeah, he hasn’t been feeling well,” he said, glancing back to make sure Lenny was still there. “He’ll be back on Monday, though; I promise you that.”

      His jaw was tightly clenched as if something I said or something he’d seen had angered him. It was clear he wanted me to leave, so I thanked him and backed off the porch.

      I turned and walked in a straight line to my bike, too afraid to turn around and see if he was watching me. I headed up James Street, eager to pedal up the hill and forget about the whole thing. That is, until I heard the screams.

      On the other side of the bridge, when the house was out of sight, I pulled over and hid my bike in the weeds. Creeping quietly through the tall grass, I doubled back toward the house, slid down the little piece of an embankment, and carefully crossed Hanley Creek, making sure not to fall in. Luckily, it was still fall and the leaves provided cover. Without them, I would have been completely exposed. From there, I spotted Lenny through the open window. He was retreating, his hands raised defensively. It took a few long seconds for my brain to process what I was seeing. Even from that distance, I could hear it—the sound of leather striking flesh. A scream followed. For a moment, I thought I had imagined the whole thing.

      Once the haze of confusion lifted, I quietly emerged from the trees and stealthily approached the house. I was quick like a cat, and in no time, I had crossed the yard. Upon reaching the house, I could feel the wood splinters picking at the back of my shirt as I slid along the wall. At the window, I cautiously raised my head and saw Lenny laying on the floor, clutching his head. His father was storming through the living room with long, hulking strides. That’s when I noticed it—the belt tightly wrapped around his right hand.

      That bastard. I hated Lenny, but this was far from a fair fight. I was starting to understand why he was the way he was. I lingered at the window a bit longer, watching Lenny slowly get to his feet. He held his head for a moment, then staggered up the stairs.

      

      ***

      By the time I got home, my stomach was twisted in knots. I regretted going down to the Flats. Now that I had seen it with my own eyes, I could no longer claim plausible deniability. Mom still wasn’t back from the store, and I struggled with whether I should tell someone about what I’d seen.

      While I contemplated what to do, I went to my room and tried to block it out. I wanted to erase it from my thoughts, but it lingered like a bad aftertaste, gnawing at my conscience.

      I dashed out of the house and went straight to Amanda’s place. She was sensible and would know what to do. Her window was open, the white lace curtains swaying gently in the evening breeze.

      I called out her name, hoping she would hear me. A moment later, she poked her head out the window, looking surprised to see me.

      “Hey,” she said, her brows knitting together in confusion. “Is everything all right? You look upset.”

      “Can we talk?”

      “Sure. Just give me a minute and I’ll be right down.” She disappeared from the window, leaving the curtains in her wake. “What’s going on?” she asked as she joined me outside.

      “I need to tell you something, but you have to promise to keep it a secret.”

      “That sounds ominous,” she said, crossing her arms.

      “Did you know that Lenny’s dad beats him?” The words felt odd to say out loud.

      “Shh, lower your voice,” she hissed, looking back to ensure no one was eavesdropping. She took hold of my arm and led me to the side of the porch. Her reaction made it clear she wasn’t hearing this for the first time. “Where did you hear that?”

      “I didn’t hear it. I saw it…with my own eyes,” I said, taking back my arm.

      She sighed and slumped down into the rocker. “I was afraid this was happening again.”

      “Again? You mean you knew about this?”

      Amanda nodded slowly, her eyes downcast. “Remember when school started, you asked me if Lenny had always been a jerk?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, he hasn’t. Not always. There was a time when Lenny was…happy.” She bit her lip, her eyes glistening in the dimming light of the evening. “But when his mom left, everything changed. His dad started drinking a lot… I guess to forget about her. After a while, the alcohol changed him. He became angry, and he started taking out his frustrations on Lenny. The cops even threw him in jail for a while, but that only made things worse. Then, a few years ago, it all stopped. Lenny started coming to school every day, doing his homework. I even saw his dad at church a couple of times. I was trying to help Lenny as much as I could, but Ronnie said it was best if I stay away from him. He didn’t want me to get mixed up in a bad situation, so I stopped.”

      “But you said things got better? What happened?”

      “I think it all started again when school let out last summer. I remember seeing Lenny with a black eye. He claimed it was from a fight with Tommy Rattner. Tommy has a twin named Troy and they’re both troublemakers, so I believed him.”

      “Who else knows about this?”

      “Just a few people.”

      “And no one does anything about it?”

      “What can we do? If you tell the police, Lenny gets hit. If you do nothing, Lenny still gets hit. Either way, he ends up facing his father’s wrath.”

      I understood the dilemma, but it didn’t stop me from wanting to speak up. How could I live with myself if I stayed silent? What if next time it was worse?

      “Well, I can’t just do nothing. I have to tell my mom what I saw.”

      “No, you can’t!” She stared at me with an intensity I had never seen from her before. “Promise me, please.”

      “Fine, but if it happens again, I will say something.”

      Before I could fully process the situation, Amanda stood up and kissed me on the cheek, her lips slightly chilled against my skin. “Thanks, Cole. I knew I could count on you.”

      The shock of it left me standing there rooted to the spot as she turned away, her long hair twirling around her like a stormy cloud. She ran off with a quick “See you tomorrow!” thrown over her shoulder, leaving me there with the weight of a secret too heavy for the two of us to bear.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 6

        Many Are Called

      
      On Monday morning, Lenny was back at school, just as his father had promised. But there was a knot on his head the size of a golf ball, and his left eye was the nastiest shade of purple I had ever seen. He looked like he’d been in a head-on collision with a Mack truck, and I supposed in a way he had. After all, Carl Sanders was roughly the size of a Volkswagen, and his fist had collided with Lenny’s head at over twenty miles per hour. Being a student of science, I knew that was akin to taking a fall from a two-story building. No one at school was brave enough to ask him about it, though. Not even the teachers. But I didn’t have to ask. I had seen it with my own two eyes.

      To make matters worse, Amanda was avoiding me. Maybe she was worried I’d bring up Lenny again or that I’d go back on my word and tell my mom, but I had no intentions of breaking my promise to her. What I had seen that day at Lenny’s was horrific, but I understood the complexities of our relationship and her fear. Still, two good things had come from the situation: one, I did what I set out to do, which was find Lenny’s weakness; and two, Amanda had kissed me, though I figured it was probably her way of ensuring my silence. But I didn’t care. Everyone has a price, and mine, apparently, was a kiss from a beautiful girl.

      As Mr. Richardson stood at his desk, droning on with the morning announcements, my mind was miles away. I went back and forth, thinking about Lenny and Old Man Finch, unsure which was worse: an abusive father or an elderly man possibly guilty of murder. In some ways, they seemed similar. As I had long suspected, Evergreen wasn’t as pristine as the church sign suggested, and there was something about that dark underbelly that intrigued me.

      “Mr. Mercer… Mr. Mercer!” Snapping out of my daydream, I looked up to see Mr. Richardson glaring at me over his glasses.

      “What?”

      “The pledge,” he indicated, gesturing toward the flag in the corner.

      Everyone else was already standing at attention, right hands placed over their hearts. They were all waiting for me. To avoid awkward moments like this in the future, I realized I would need to keep the daydreaming to a minimum.

      

      ***

      That afternoon, I sat in my bedroom, gazing out the window at a steady rain. The story of Old Man Finch and the Linville Three lingered in my mind, refusing to let go. I considered the possibilities, like whether he had actually committed murder. If he had, were the bodies really buried beneath his garden? Then another thought crossed my mind. Even in a small town like Evergreen, kids don’t vanish without attracting a lot of media attention, which meant that there must be numerous newspaper articles detailing their disappearances. And if so, perhaps there was a way to pin down the facts of the case, maybe even discover something the police hadn’t.

      I phoned Gabe and Jackson and told them to meet me at the library ASAP. They were already waiting for me when I arrived.

      “So what’s going on?” Jackson asked as I leaned my bike against the rack.

      “We’re going to find out if those rumors about Old Man Finch are true,” I replied, lowering the hood on my poncho.

      Gabe frowned. “You mean…the murder business?”

      I nodded.

      Jackson gave a low whistle. “You sure about this, man?”

      “Positive. I want to get to the bottom of this, one way or another.”

      “Gabe, you cool with this?” Jackson asked.

      Gabe hesitated, glancing from me to Jackson and back again. His brows were drawn together in a serious expression that sat oddly on his freckled face. Then, with a determined nod, he said, “What the hell…it’s not like I have anything better to do.”

      “All right, Yankee.” Jackson sighed, clapping me on the back. “Lead the way.”

      The Evergreen public library was a small building, cramped with dusty shelves and aging books. The librarian, a gray-haired woman with spectacles perched precariously on her nose, glanced at us suspiciously over her glasses as we entered.

      We made our way to the section containing the town’s old newspapers, a small corner that was frequently ignored. An ominous layer of dust hinted at the stories left buried, untouched by the hands of the town’s inhabitants. There were hard copies dating back two years, while anything older was archived on microfilm, stretching back another thirty years. If you needed documents from earlier dates, you were shit out of luck because a fire had destroyed them a decade earlier. Honestly, I was shocked at how much they still had available.

      We spent an hour sifting through editions of the Linville Review and the Evergreen Gazette until finally catching a break.

      “I think I found something.” Jackson spun the papers around so we could see them. He had stumbled upon one from September 26, 1983. LOCAL TEENS GO MISSING—POLICE SEARCH FOR CLUES it said in big bold letters on the front page of the Linville Review. The Gazette had something similar. TEENS VANISH WITHOUT A TRACE—LARGEST MANHUNT IN COUNTY HISTORY INTENSIFIES.

      “That’s it!” Gabe blurted.

      “Shh!” The librarian looked up from her book, glowering at us from across the room.

      We huddled around the papers, trying to keep our excitement in check.

      “But there’s no mention of Old Man Finch.” I scanned the articles again. “What if it was someone else? It states here, ‘Missing teenagers fifteen-year-old William Bender, his twin sister Samantha, and longtime friend Michael McNeely, all from Linville, were last seen on the night of Friday, September 23, as they left Linville for the Fall Festival in Evergreen.’”

      “Right.” Gabe frowned, his finger tracing the faded black-and-white photograph of the three missing teenagers. “But then, there’s this: ‘Samantha McNeely’s purse was later discovered on a dirt path near the foot of Spar Mountain.’ That’s where Old Man Finch lives.”

      “See?” Jackson said, his eyes still glued to the article. “No one else lives on that mountain except Old Man Finch. They must have gotten lost on their way home from the festival, stumbled upon Finch’s place by accident, and…he must have done something to them.”

      I had to admit, this didn’t look good for Mr. Finch. If these articles were to be believed, then the old man was at least linked to the disappearances, if not directly responsible. “There’s still no proof,” I said, reluctant to point fingers without definitive evidence.

      “Well, it’s not like they can print all their leads. Wait.” Jackson flipped the page and pointed to a smaller article tucked in the corner. His finger traced the lines of the faded text, eyes squinting as he read. “Listen to this: ‘Local recluse Thaddeus Finch was questioned by the authorities in connection to the disappearances. While no formal charges were brought forward, the community remains on edge as the hunt for the teenagers continues.’ So, Finch was questioned by the cops. Which means they must have suspected him too!” Jackson’s voice rose in excitement, earning another stern glare from the librarian.

      “But they didn’t press charges,” I countered. “That has to mean something, right?”

      “Or it could mean he’s just really good at hiding evidence.” Gabe’s tone was grim, a stark contrast to Jackson’s.

      “What if they simply got lost in the woods?” I offered, recalling what Amanda had said. “Or maybe they drowned in the river.”

      “The river?” Gabe scoffed, almost laughing. “You really think they all drowned in the river on the same night? That’s a little far-fetched, don’t you think?”

      Jackson seemed to mull over my theory, his eyes staring intently at the floor. “It’s not impossible,” he finally said. “Maybe one fell in and the other two went in to save them. It’s unlikely, yes, but not impossible. Things like that have happened before.”

      “I agree,” I said. “It’s unlikely, but we can’t rule it out just yet.”

      “Look, it wasn’t getting lost in the woods or drowning in the river,” declared Gabe. “Those kids were murdered.”

      “And how can you be so sure?” Jackson asked.

      “Because”—Gabe leaned in closer, dropping his voice to a whisper—“one of the detectives working the case was my uncle. He kept a journal with all his notes in it and gave it to me when he retired. He was convinced it was a murder, not an accident or coincidence.”

      “How come this is the first I’m hearing about this? And why are we even here when you have that at home?” Jackson asked, his brow furrowed in surprise.

      “Honestly, I forgot about it,” Gabe admitted. “Plus, he made me promise not to tell anyone unless it was absolutely necessary. And right now, it feels like it’s necessary.”

      Jackson and I exchanged a glance. This was a significant revelation, one that could potentially change the direction of our investigation.

      “Does your uncle’s journal have any leads?” I asked.

      Gabe shrugged. “I’ve never really looked at it. But it’s in my basement if you guys want to see it.”

      

      ***

      We hurried out of the quiet library, the librarian’s disapproving scowls at our loud noises disappearing behind us as we followed Gabe home.

      Gabe’s place, a modest three-bedroom rancher, sat on the corner of Winston Street and Maple Drive. The house was painted a faded blue, its white shutters chipping with age. It had the look of a place that held secrets, hidden corners and shadowy nooks where old artifacts like an investigator’s journal could be easily forgotten.

      We entered through the back door, which led straight into the basement. The air was damp, carrying a tang of mildew and dust. Piles of discarded objects, boxes filled with old household things, stacks of forgotten books, and an old bicycle were all strewn about haphazardly. The single exposed bulb hung from the ceiling, casting long, dancing shadows on the cluttered floor.

      “I know it’s here somewhere,” Gabe muttered, rummaging through a box of Halloween decorations and another filled with Christmas lights. Finally, he emerged with a leather-bound journal. He blew off the dust, causing Jackson to sneeze.

      “This isn’t your baby pictures again, is it?” Jackson asked. “Because if it is…”

      “Very funny,” Gabe replied. “What we have here, gentlemen, is the scrapbook my uncle kept during the investigation. Everything he didn’t want to put in the evidence locker is in this notebook.”

      I was surprised that Gabe had something like this and had never told anyone, hadn’t even really looked inside the pages. I would have been poring over this the moment it was handed to me. Then again, something about these murders hit a chord within me and kept driving me to find out…more. Perhaps Gabe was just better adjusted, or at least less obsessed with chasing death. I took a careful breath as we lifted it open. Inside the front cover, the name Gentry Rhymer was printed, dated December 23, 1983, a few months after the teenagers disappeared.

      “Let me see that.” Jackson snatched the album out of Gabe’s hands. “Wow, check this out.” He indicated a lock of hair pressed between a newspaper clipping and the thin plastic sheet securing it. “Whose is this?”

      Gabe leaned in to read the handwriting in the margin. “Marlene Eberly.”

      “Who the hell is Marlene Eberly?” asked Jackson.

      “Your mom,” Gabe teased.

      “You little…” Jackson jokingly swung at him. I imagined they bantered like this all the time.

      “Just kidding.” Gabe laughed, trying to fend off Jackson’s playful attack.

      “Gabe?” His mom’s voice stopped all three of us in our tracks.

      “That’s your mom.” Jackson laughed, giving him a playful punch on the shoulder when he wasn’t looking.

      “Are we in trouble or something?” I asked.

      “Nah, just give me a second,” Gabe said, wincing and rubbing his shoulder.

      Jackson and I stayed down in the cellar while Gabe went upstairs to smooth things over with his mom. I could hear the faint exchange of words, but the tone remained light, so I figured we weren’t in trouble. Gabe came back a minute later, looking relieved.

      “Everything all right?” I asked as he reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Yeah, we’re good. Turns out she knows your mom from high school.”

      Why was I not surprised?

      Jackson returned his attention to the scrapbook. “Okay, what should we do with this?”

      “It’s too dangerous to keep here. If my mom finds us with it, she’ll freak out. She nearly had a heart attack when my uncle gave it to me, and she only let me keep it because I promised not to look at it until I turned eighteen. We need to wait until she’s not around.” Gabe gave a look back at the stairs to make sure she wasn’t spying on us. “How about tomorrow after school—at the old fort behind the Alley?”

      “Good idea, if it’s still standing,” answered Jackson.

      “What’s the old fort?” I asked.

      “Oh, right. I keep forgetting you’re new around here,” Gabe said, giving me a friendly slap on the shoulder. “You know where Milford’s is, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I think I remember.” I tried to picture it in my mind. I wasn’t great with directions, but luckily, the town was small.

      “There’s an old road that goes back to the train tracks, but no one’s used it in twenty years. We call it the Alley. Meet us there tomorrow at four thirty, and don’t be late.”

      I told them I would be there, then headed out to make it home in time for dinner. As I raced up Old Lockwood Road, I glanced at my watch—6:02—damn! I was already running late and nearly at the driveway when a familiar voice called out to me. I pressed hard on the pedals and leaned back, bringing the bike to a stop in the middle of the street.

      Amanda was standing at the edge of her yard, her blond hair catching the last rays of the evening sun. She waved me over, a smile playing at her lips. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” she asked.

      “I’m headed home for dinner,” I panted. “Mom gets all bent out of shape if I’m late.”

      “Ah, I see. I won’t hold you up, then. I just wanted to ask if you’d like to come with me to church on Sunday?”

      Church? If it had been anyone other than her, I would have politely declined. But how could I say no to Amanda? If she’d asked me to go to hell and back, I think I would have said yes. I did pause, though—just for a second, but long enough for her to suggest that I didn’t have to go if I didn’t want to. Maybe she thought I had never attended church before, or maybe she sensed my hesitation. Either way, I didn’t want her to think that I was avoiding her company.

      “No, it’s fine,” I quickly replied. “I’d love to go.”

      Having grown up in the church, I was no stranger to Sunday sermons, hymns, and the occasional doze-off during long readings from the Old Testament. But I hadn’t been back since Dad died. Still, going with Amanda felt like a whole new adventure altogether.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. In fact, it might actually do me some good to get back into church.”

      Amanda smiled and looked pleased, a hint of surprise flashing in her eyes. “Great! The service starts at ten, so why don’t you come over around nine and you can ride with us?”

      “Nine. Got it.”

      With that, she turned and walked back to her house. I kept my eyes on her, wishing she would glance back at me. I had always heard that if a girl looked over her shoulder, it meant she was interested. She never looked back.

      By the time I parked the bike in the garage and made my way inside the house, Mom and Tabitha were already seated at the table and had started dinner without me. I explained to Mom that I was late because Amanda invited me to church on Sunday. I avoided calling it a date for two reasons; first, going to church didn’t seem a date, and second, I didn’t want my mom to overreact.

      “That’s wonderful,” she beamed. “Maybe your sister and I could join you.”

      “No!” I looked across the dinner table at my sister, who was trying to hide the peas beneath her mountain of mashed potatoes. “I mean…maybe I should check it out first? If they’re handling snakes or speaking in tongues or something, I wouldn’t want Tabitha to get scared.” Deep down, I knew the chances of seeing something like snake handling were remote, but I was in the South, and I’d heard plenty of stories from my grandfather about it. On the other hand, speaking in tongues was a near certainty, and to be honest, the thought of that was more unnerving than the snakes.

      “All right. But if you enjoy it, maybe we could all go next Sunday?”

      “Sure,” I replied, sinking into my chair.

      That night and throughout the next day, I was on cloud nine. But the more I thought about it, the less I believed church was Amanda’s idea. Something in her tone had suggested her mom was the driving force behind it, and Amanda was merely the messenger.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 7

        O Ye of Little Faith

      
      The next day, I met up with Gabe and Jackson in the parking lot behind Milford’s right at four thirty. Gabe was sitting on the lid of the rusted old dumpster, snapping his gum, while Jackson was leaning against the building, spinning a yo-yo. Their faces broke into grins when they saw me.

      “Right on time,” said Jackson, pushing off the brick wall. He shoved the yo-yo into his pocket and extended his hand for a brotherly handshake. “You ready to check out the old fort?”

      “Absolutely.” I had spent the entire day thinking about Amanda, and now it was time to distract myself with some adventure.

      We walked across the parking lot until we reached the edge of a thick, dimly lit forest. Over the past week, the lush emerald green of the forests surrounding Evergreen had begun to show traces of yellow. I spotted the old road they mentioned, stretching into the dense woods and partially concealed by the constantly moving leaves.

      Jackson led the way, with Gabe and me trailing behind.

      We hiked for fifteen minutes through the dense underbrush, dodging thorns and steering clear of poison oak vines that wrapped around tree trunks like giant serpents. We turned left at a hollowed-out tree, crossed a stream, and climbed a small embankment. Above us, a sound like wind chimes and something else—something unidentifiable—filled the air. It was the leaves, I realized, their leafy tongues gossiping secrets we couldn’t understand. I thought of Amanda and what she had told me during my first weekend in Evergreen, about the trees having their own language. And for the first time, I desired to comprehend their quiet whispers.

      We trudged on, our boots sinking into the damp earth. Around us, the air grew colder as the evening sun’s final beams struggled to break through the tangle of forest canopy.

      A shiver ran through me, not entirely from the dropping temperature. There was something different about these woods, something strange that made my skin prickle.

      “We’re almost there,” Jackson announced, his voice slicing through the eerie silence.

      Eventually, we reached a clearing. At the far edge stood a massive beech tree with dozens of branches twisting and turning like a nest of snakes. At its center, hidden discreetly twenty feet above the forest floor, was the fort.

      Gabe examined it closely as we approached. “Still looks like it’s in decent shape.”

      “I’m surprised.” Jackson stared at it. “I figured those storms this summer would have finished it off.”

      Jackson rummaged through the leaves and found a branch. He used it to snare the end of the rope ladder hanging from the treehouse’s floor opening. He wrestled with it for a few seconds until the ladder fell through the door and unfurled to the ground. Gabe climbed up first, peeking inside before giving us a thumbs-up. Even though it was September, the copperheads hadn’t gone underground yet, and the last thing any of us wanted was to get bit. The nearest hospital was in Asheville, which was almost an hour away.

      Jackson climbed up next, then me. When I got inside, there was barely enough room for the three of us to work ourselves into a sitting position, and even then, our heads rested just inches from the ceiling. From the looks of things, I figured they probably built it when they were six or seven, and back then, they must have had plenty of space. They explained that they had used boards from an old barn that was demolished to make room for the ball fields. They nailed the boards together in a rough manner and covered them with pieces of old posters and newspapers to fill any gaps. Small cutouts on each of the four walls acted as windows, allowing us to see the ground below and check if anyone was nearby. It was quite impressive, even by my standards.

      “Dude, when’s the last time we were up here?” asked Jackson.

      “It’s been a couple of years at least,” Gabe replied. “Probably the last snowstorm we had.”

      “Yeah, now I remember. That was an epic.”

      The smiles lingered on their faces for several seconds, as if the memory of that day was still vivid in their minds.

      “So you guys don’t make it out here much anymore?” I asked.

      “Used to, when we were younger.” Jackson’s smile faded. “But not much lately.”

      “Oh man, I almost forgot.” Gabe twisted around and pried up a loose floorboard. He reached into the gap and pulled out a pack of Lucky Strikes.

      “No way those are still any good,” Jackson said, grabbing a cigarette from the pack. He took out his lighter and tried to light it, but it wouldn’t catch. “Yep. Damn, they’re all waterlogged.”

      “Let’s check out that scrapbook,” I suggested before they had a chance to try the cigarettes again. I wasn’t keen on the idea of smoking, but I wasn’t prepared to turn one down if they offered either. I hadn’t been around long enough to risk alienating the only friends I had.

      Gabe set the scrapbook on the floor between us and opened the front cover, switching on the flashlight. Though it was still light outside, the fort was almost pitch dark. “I think there are some things here you might find interesting,” he said, flipping through the pages until he reached the spot where the letters FF appeared with a circle around them.

      “Fall Festival,” I blurted out instinctively.

      “Okay. That makes sense,” said Gabe, looking shocked. “Damn, how did I miss that?”

      “Way to go, shit for brains.” Jackson rolled his eyes.

      While they traded jabs, I spotted a name written in cursive at the bottom of the page. “Who’s Neal Bonham?”

      “I think he owns Bonham Entertainment, the company responsible for all the rides and games at the festival,” Gabe said, searching the rest of the page. “It says here that my uncle interviewed him at the station shortly after the teens went missing.”

      “Why would he interview the carnival manager?” asked Jackson.

      “Probably just routine procedure,” I suggested, drawing from my knowledge of cop shows on TV.

      Jackson seemed satisfied with my explanation.

      We continued this back-and-forth for nearly an hour, developing theories and shooting them down.

      Suddenly, Gabe looked up. “Did you guys hear that?”

      Night had fallen. A quick check of my watch revealed that two hours had gone by. I couldn’t believe we had been out there that long.

      “Kill the light,” I whispered as I strained my ears, trying to pick up on whatever noise he had heard.

      Gabe switched off the flashlight, and we sat in complete silence, holding our breath and listening intently. For a few seconds, there was nothing. Then we heard it—a soft rustle, like leaves being disturbed.

      “I think there’s someone out there,” said Jackson.

      “Or something,” Gabe added with a hint of fear in his voice.

      I was convinced it was either a mountain lion or a bear. With my luck, it was probably a bear. Black bears could run as fast as a horse in short bursts, and if that wasn’t bad enough, they could also climb. Damn. We were in serious trouble.

      But instead of hearing growls or grunts, I heard voices, a pair of them, and they were getting louder. Two figures appeared from the shadows, their slender silhouettes illuminated in the silver moonlight. I didn’t recognize the voices, but from the pieces of conversation I could hear, one thing was clear: They were looking for something. Or someone. I felt a quick relief that it wasn’t a wild animal, but that relief quickly faded.

      “No way,” said Jackson. “It’s the Rattner twins.”

      I recalled the conversation on Amanda’s porch when she warned me about them being trouble. I regretted not asking her for more details.

      “Is this the spot?” one of them asked.

      “I don’t remember. Get the map,” the other responded.

      “I thought you brought the map.”

      “Damn it, Tommy! You’re about as dependable as a cheesecloth condom.”

      “Shut up, you bastard.”

      They tussled briefly under the moonlight before vanishing into the shadows, still bickering. Once they were out of sight, we climbed down from the fort and headed back to Milford’s. Fortunately, our bikes were right where we left them, so we got on them and pedaled away as fast as we could. I didn’t fully understand why Gabe and Jackson were so scared of the Rattners, but whatever it was, it had to be serious because I had never seen them ride their bikes as fast as they did that night.

      

      ***

      By Sunday morning, our close call with the Rattners was but a distant memory. Yet, as I rummaged through my closet for an outfit, I couldn’t help but wonder what they were looking for out there in the woods. And more importantly, what would they have done if they had found us instead? Fortunately, we didn’t have to find out.

      When I agreed to accompany Amanda to church, I had been so caught up in the moment that I hadn’t considered what I would wear. Luckily, Mom had already washed my khaki pants and blue long-sleeved polo and ironed them for me while I took a shower and combed my hair. I still had the yellow tie from dad’s funeral, so I did my best to tie it into a Windsor knot before heading out the door.

      “We’re matching,” Amanda said cheerfully when I met her on her front porch. She was wearing a navy-blue dress adorned with little yellow daisies, topped with a white knit sweater. I looked down at my shirt and tie, noticing the knot was slightly off. She stepped forward and straightened it for me. “There. Now it’s perfect.”

      Our eyes met briefly before she turned away at the sound of her mother’s voice.

      “Look at you two,” Cindy said from the doorway, camera in hand, gesturing for us to get closer for a photo. It was clear that this had been her idea all along. I tried not to let it bother me as I stood next to Amanda, doing my best to smile.

      Ronnie appeared next and closed the door behind him.

      “Good morning, sir,” I said, nervously extending my hand.

      He looked at me through narrow eyes, making me wait for a few tense seconds before he broke into a grin. “Nice to finally meet you, Cole,” he said in a deep voice, shaking my hand with a firm grip. “Amanda’s told us a lot about you.”

      That surprised me a little. “Has she?”

      Ronnie nodded. “You’re practically all she talks about these days.”

      I glanced at Amanda, who was blushing a shade of pink that matched the azaleas lining her front porch.

      “She mentioned your grandfather was a preacher,” Ronnie added as we headed toward the car.

      “Yes, sir, he was. But he passed away a few years back.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. He must be proud to know you’re keeping the faith alive.”

      “Yes, sir, I’m sure he is,” I replied politely as I slipped into the back seat of their opal-blue ’84 Chevy Cavalier, though I wasn’t sure how much faith I really had left.

      The drive to church was mostly silent, except for Cindy blabbing about something she heard at the beauty salon the previous day. Amanda and I made small talk, but it felt a bit awkward, especially since Cindy and Ronnie would lower their voices every time we spoke. It was obvious they were listening in.

      

      ***

      When we got to church, I could feel a knot forming in my stomach. We got out of the car and walked up the stone path to the old church building, its steeple rising high above us. I breathed in deeply, tasting the morning air and the faint lingering scent of last night’s rain.

      The pastor was waiting at the entrance, a friendly smile on his face. He was dressed in a simple black suit, and he was shaking hands with everyone who walked by. “Welcome, welcome!” he said, shaking our hands in turn. “Ah, a newcomer,” he said when he reached me. “Cole, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, slightly taken aback. “Yes, sir, that’s right.”

      “Amanda said you might be joining us today. It’s so good to have you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I replied. My nerves were getting the best of me, but I managed a small smile. “It’s good to be here.”

      As we made our way inside the building, I couldn’t help but notice the way the sunlight streamed in through the stained glass windows, casting a kaleidoscope of colors across the polished wooden pews. The church was filled with a mixed aroma of aged books and fresh lilies, and there was a gentle hum of voices as the congregation chatted and settled into their seats.

      Amanda led me to a pew close to the front, right beside Ronnie and Cindy. She slipped off her sweater and folded it neatly on her lap. I glanced around, taking in my surroundings with an odd sense of detachment. The choir was up on the raised platform, their white robes giving off a soft glow under the gentle lights.

      As the choir began singing “Shall We Gather at the River,” I scanned the room to see if there was anyone I recognized. Sure enough, several rows up, I spotted Kyle Jennings from my English class. Beside him sat Simon Bentley, my lab partner. Mrs. Cantrell, my history teacher, was also there, along with her husband and their twin boys. Their bright red hair was unmistakable, even from where I sat.

      As I continued my sweep of the room, my heart abruptly catapulted into my throat—there, in the last row, sat Carl Sanders. I had to do a double take to make sure it was him.

      “Hey,” I whispered, nudging Amanda with my elbow, “it’s Lenny’s dad.” Considering the beating I’d seen him give Lenny, he was the last person I expected to see in church.

      Amanda, following my gaze, stiffened noticeably. “Maybe his guilty conscience finally got the better of him,” she murmured under her breath.

      Cindy, catching on to our whispers, turned and whispered sharply, “Shush, you two.”

      Not wanting to get her into any more trouble, I placed a five-dollar bill in the offering plate and remained quiet as the choir concluded their song.

      As the music faded and the congregation settled, Reverend Ridgeway stepped up to the pulpit. He was a slender man, not particularly tall, with jet-black hair and skin so dark it looked as if he’d spent his entire life under the sun. His full name was Halbert Donald Ridgeway III, but everyone called him Reverend, or Hal, depending how well they knew him.

      “Brothers and sisters,” he began, his voice resonant as he started his sermon. His hands were outstretched, eyes lifted toward the heavens. “This is the day that the Lord hath made; we will rejoice…”

      “And be glad in it,” the congregation roared.

      “Amen.” He opened his Bible and stepped away from the podium, pacing slowly back and forth with his hands clasped.

      The sermon was on forgiveness, a topic that made both Amanda and I exchange glances. The reverend spoke about the importance of forgiving others, not for them, but for oneself. He spoke of the weight that harboring resentment could have on a person’s soul and how it could poison one’s life.

      “Remember,” he said, his dark eyes sweeping the congregation, “the Lord does as He pleases, He brings forth both the good and the bad. He is the judge, not us. It’s not our place to hold grudges or hate in our hearts…”

      His gaze landed on Carl Sanders who, even from where I sat, seemed to visibly shrink under the force of it. Reverend Ridgeway’s eyes bore into him for a moment, a silent exchange passing between them that the rest of the church seemed oblivious to. Then, as though the moment had not happened, the reverend moved on, continuing to speak passionately about forgiveness and understanding.

      After the service, Ronnie drove us to Linville to eat at Wimbley’s. They had an all-you-can-eat buffet, which wasn’t half bad. We sat at a corner table, Amanda and I on one side and Ronnie and Cindy on the other. As we dug into plates of fried chicken, collard greens, and cornbread, the conversation naturally veered toward Reverend Ridgeway’s sermon.

      “I tell you,” Ronnie began, wiping away a greasy smudge from his mouth, “Hal sure does have a way with words. You could almost feel the anger leaving you as he spoke, couldn’t ya?”

      Cindy nodded, her mouth full of cornbread. Amanda simply shrugged, her eyes on her plate. “I guess so,” she mumbled, not meeting Ronnie’s gaze.

      I stayed quiet, poking at my chicken with a fork. My mind kept replaying that silent exchange between the reverend and Carl Sanders. Maybe it was nothing, maybe my imagination was running rampant, but it felt significant. But what if it wasn’t? What if Reverend Ridgeway also knew about Carl’s secret?

      “Cole?” Amanda’s voice broke into my thoughts. She was looking at me with concern, her brows furrowed. “You’ve barely touched your food. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, forcing a smile. “Just thinking…that’s all.”

      “About the sermon?”

      I nodded again. “Yeah, the sermon. It was…thought-provoking.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that,” Cindy chimed in. “Maybe next week you could bring your mother and sister along.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said, stabbing my fork into a piece of chicken.

      

      ***

      “I hope my mom and Ronnie weren’t too overbearing today,” Amanda said as we sat on my porch swing that afternoon sipping sweet tea. “They can get a little too excited about new faces at the church.”

      “It’s fine,” I reassured her, watching as droplets of condensation slid down the side of my tea glass. “They’re just passionate about what they believe in.”

      Amanda smiled a little, her eyes sparkling in the sunlight. “I suppose that’s one way to look at it.”

      We sat in silence for a few moments, the gentle hum of cicadas and the rustle of the leaves in the afternoon breeze breaking through the quiet.

      I wanted to ask her a question that had been bothering me since the first week of school. I hesitated, unsure if it was my place to ask, but her gaze was soft and inviting, encouraging me to speak my mind.

      “Can I…ask you something?” I finally said, finding the courage to voice my curiosity. “It’s kind of personal.”

      She turned toward me, her eyes widening just a fraction. “Of course. You can ask me anything.”

      “Gabe mentioned something recently about you being sick. Is there any truth to that?”

      Her expression fell, and I feared I had overstepped my boundaries. She took a long pause and glanced down at her hands, twisting her tea glass nervously. “Yes,” she admitted. “I’ve been sick for a long time.”

      “Is it cancer?”

      She flinched at the question, then nodded slowly. “I’ve been battling leukemia since I was a child,” she said.

      My heart plummeted into my stomach. So it was true. She had cancer. I felt dizzy just thinking about it.

      “It’s been a constant part of my life for as long as I can remember,” she continued. “There have been periods of remission and periods of recurrence. Unfortunately, right now, it’s back.”

      “I’m sorry you’re having to go through that,” I said, fighting to keep the tremor from my voice. “I can’t even begin to imagine how tough this must be for you.”

      She managed a small, sad smile. “You’re sweet, but don’t be sorry for me. I’ve beat it before, and I will beat it again. I just have to take it one day at a time and trust that God has a plan.”

      “Is that why you go to church so often? To ask for strength?”

      “Partly,” she said, glancing out toward the street. “But not entirely. I go to church to remind myself that I’m not alone in all this. That there’s something else out there, beyond my own will and determination, helping me to push through.” Her eyes were full of a faith that was hard to comprehend.

      “You mean God?”

      She gave me an affirmative nod. “Yes, I believe in God. His strength fills me when I feel the weakest. He gives me hope when all seems lost.”

      I marveled at her faith, her conviction. It was inspiring, intimidating even. It wasn’t that I was an atheist or anything, but I had never found myself in a situation where I needed to rely on something beyond the tangible world. I had always been in control, relying on my own abilities, my own sense of right and wrong. Amanda’s faith was a different kind of reliance, one that required an unwavering trust in something unseen. I admired her for it.

      “I wish I had that kind of faith,” I confessed to her as I leaned back in the swing. “If I did, maybe my dad would still be here.”

      “I don’t think faith works like that,” she said gently. “It’s not like a magical spell that can prevent bad things from happening. It’s more of a compass, a guiding light during the darkest of times. It may not change the course of events, but it can change the way you perceive and react to them.”

      I thought about Amanda’s words long after we parted ways that afternoon. Her faith seemed to be her rock, her anchor in the stormy sea of life, and it made me realize how I had been drifting aimlessly, beating against every storm that came my way. All this time, I had been blaming myself for my father’s death, thinking if only I had more faith, prayed harder, things would have been different. But she made me see that faith wasn’t about control. It wasn’t a bargaining chip or a weapon to ward off misfortune. It was a lifeline, a beacon of hope amidst despair.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 8

        Cross to Bear

      
      After our heart-to-heart, my relationship with Amanda took on a new dimension. Although it wasn’t exactly romantic, there was a deep undercurrent of understanding, a connection that went beyond mere friendship. It was as if we were two puzzle pieces that had been floating around aimlessly and had suddenly found a way to fit together. Amanda’s faith and outlook of life challenged me, and I was drawn to her strength and resilience.

      Despite our increasing closeness, I was troubled by the rumors that she was dating Rusty Givens. Rusty was the typical small-town hero—quarterback of the football team, popular, and good-looking. It was easy to see why she would be attracted to him. But the Rusty I knew was arrogant and conceited, the kind of guy who was used to getting what he wanted without any regard for others. The thought of him with Amanda made my skin crawl.

      But if Amanda really was dating Rusty, her actions painted a confusing picture. She never spoke of him, and when we were together, I felt like the only person in the world to her. I could have confronted her about the rumors but feared rejection, or worse—disrupting the delicate balance of our burgeoning relationship. Fortunately, I didn’t have time to dwell on these thoughts for long, as I had more important matters to attend to.

      The Avery County Fall Festival had been on my mind for weeks. Knowing it was the last place the Linville Three were seen filled me with a sense of dread and curiosity. But with a lead provided by Gabe’s uncle, my determination to solve the mystery of their disappearance was stronger than ever.

      “I’m staying at Gabe’s tonight,” I announced during breakfast as I piled bacon and eggs onto my plate and started eating.

      “Oh, right,” my mother said absently, sorting through a stack of mail. “Are you planning to go to the Fall Festival? It’s opening night tonight.”

      “We might check it out,” I said nonchalantly.

      “Well, just be careful. Cheryl Bohannon told me a story recently about some kids going missing there a couple of years ago, so make sure you don’t go wandering around alone.”

      “I won’t.”

      After finishing my breakfast, I grabbed my backpack and rushed to catch the bus. Amanda and I sat in the back, discussing Kimberly Davis’s upcoming birthday party, which was only a few weeks away. Although I hadn’t yet received an invitation, Amanda assured me that one was on the way. Kimberly and I had become pretty good friends since the school year began. She sat next to me in homeroom and even made a place for me at her lunch table. And although I normally ate with Gabe and Jackson, I enjoyed fitting in with a different crowd now and then.

      “Are you going to the festival?” I asked Amanda as we stepped off the bus. “I hear it’s going to be quite the shindig.” The words sounded strange coming from me, and we both knew it.

      “I haven’t decided,” she said, giving me an amused glance. “Ronnie wants us to go to Raleigh for the weekend to visit his folks.”

      “What? You’re not going?”

      “I want to,” she said. “I’ve never missed an opening night before, but it depends on my mom.” We moved ahead, taking our usual path toward our lockers. “Does this mean you’re going?”

      “With Jackson and Gabe,” I answered. “I think Eugene is going to meet us there as well.”

      Out of nowhere, she burst into laughter, which caught me off guard.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Sorry. I just have a really strange image of you in my head right now. I’m picturing you in jeans and a flannel, with boots and a cowboy hat.”

      “Oh,” I said, thinking that I wouldn’t be caught dead in a cowboy hat, or boots, for that matter. “Wait. That’s not the dress code, is it?”

      “No, silly. You can wear whatever you want.” She stopped in front of her locker and began to fiddle with the combination. “You know the entire town will be there, right?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “That includes Lenny,” she continued, arching an eyebrow.

      With everything that had been going on recently with Amanda and the investigation, I had somehow forgotten about him. “Yeah, well, it’s a big festival. I doubt we’ll even run into each other.”

      She grabbed her books and shut her locker, turning to give me a sympathetic look. “I hope so, for your sake and for his.”

      

      ***

      After school, I went for a walk in the woods to clear my head. Gazing up at the towering trees, their edges turned golden by the sun, I marveled at how quickly summer had given rise to fall. As I plodded along, the leaves drifted down around me like giant snowflakes, blanketing the ground. I lingered longer than normal, mostly because I was thinking about Amanda but also because I had nowhere else to go. Gabe wasn’t expecting me until after dinner, and Mom had taken Tabitha to a doctor’s appointment in Linville, so I had time to kill.

      I thought about hiking to the overlook, but it just didn’t feel right without Amanda, so I decided against it. Instead, I meandered through the forest, taking in the sights and sounds of the wilderness. The distant call of a bird, the rustle of some unseen creature in the undergrowth, it all felt so soothing, so harmoniously alive, yet indifferent to my existence.

      I sat down on a log, the coarse bark pressing against my jeans, and watched a squirrel scamper up a nearby tree. It flicked its bushy tail in annoyance at my intrusion, then escaped into the foliage above.

      After a while, the day started to fade, with a cool evening chill creeping into the air. The forest transformed from vibrant to muted, the shadows growing longer and deeper. Pulling my jacket tighter round me, I stood up and shook off the chill. As I made my way back through the woods, navigating by memory more than sight, I lost sight of the path and found myself hopelessly lost. I searched for something familiar, but the sea of trees and leaves all looked the same to me.

      That’s when I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Realizing that I wasn’t alone, my first instinct was that it might be a bear. Why did I always jump to that conclusion? When I turned around to see what was there, I was met with a sight that was far from what I expected. It wasn’t a bear, but a person. An elderly man glared at me from beneath the brim of his hat. He was tall, with weathered, dark skin and piercing eyes. In his hands was an old shotgun aimed right at my head. It was Old Man Finch. Had to be. My thoughts raced, and my heart—or what was left of it—stopped, fearing that even the slightest sound might make him squeeze the trigger.

      “Whatcha doin’ on my property, boy?”

      I stopped in my tracks, raising my hands defensively. “I—I’m sorry,” I managed to say. “I got lost and…”

      He held the gun firmly with both hands for a few tense moments before lowering it to his side. I took a deep breath to steady myself.

      “Damn kids! Can’t get a moment’s peace around here,” he grumbled.

      “I—I didn’t mean to disturb you, sir. I’m sorry. I was just trying to find my way home.”

      He let go of his stern expression, then raised a hand and pointed off down the hill. “It’s thataway,” he said, then turned with a grunt and began climbing the hill.

      “You’re Mr. Finch, aren’t you?”

      He took another step, stopped, and glanced at me over his shoulder, a frown etched deep in the wrinkles of his forehead. “You’ve heard of me?”

      I hesitated, unsure of how to respond. I thought about denying it, but what if he saw through my lie? Or I could tell the truth. But what if he thought I suspected him of something sinister? I certainly didn’t want him thinking that, especially with a gun in his hand.

      “Yeah, I’ve heard of you,” I replied, choosing my words carefully.

      He muttered something under his breath. “You’d better be gettin’ home, boy,” he said, then resumed his trek.

      “Wait! Is that your place up there on the mountain, the one with the light that’s always on?”

      “It is.”

      “Can I see it?” Asking to see Old Man Finch’s place was tantamount to asking a lion for a tour of its den, but curiosity had always been my Achilles’ heel.

      He squinted at me, sizing me up with those hawk eyes. “Why would you want to do a thing like that?”

      The way I saw it, if I could make it to the top of the mountain, I’d be the school hero. A legend. My bravery might just be enough to win over Amanda. It would also prove to Lenny and his goons that I wasn’t a pushover. “I heard about the view from up there,” I answered carefully. “They say on clear nights, you can see all the way to Grandfather Mountain. I just wanted to see it for myself.”

      Mr. Finch studied me for a long time, his weathered face unreadable in the fading light. His eyes, still sharp under heavyset brows, regarded me with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity. Then, he let out a gruff chuckle that echoed against the silent foliage around us. “Well,” he grumbled, “there’s truth in what they say about the view.” He looked back up the hill to the dark outline of his secluded home, then back at me. “But it ain’t for the weak. Only the bravest and the most foolhearted make that climb.”

      A rush of adrenaline hit me. This was it. The moment that could change everything. “I think I’m brave enough,” I said.

      The old man grunted again, then waved me forward. There was no turning back now.

      And so, we began the ascent. I followed behind him on a winding path that snaked its way up the side of the mountain. With each step upward, I could feel the air getting thinner, chillier. It swooped into my lungs like a cold bath, stinging and invigorating at the same time.

      I tried to match Mr. Finch’s steady stride; his movements were surprisingly agile for his age. His heavy boots crunched on the fallen leaves, the sound cutting through the cool evening air like a knife. Stark, leafless trees loomed overhead, their bare branches reaching out like skeletal fingers in the dim light. An owl hooted from its hidden perch, a haunting sound in the quiet stillness.

      At the top of the mountain, there was a clearing where a small cabin made of earth and wood stood hidden among the trees. It was his house, the same one I’d been curious about every night since moving to Evergreen.

      “Welcome to Spar Mountain,” he announced as he walked through a small iron gate.

      “Nice place,” I said, trying to be respectful, though honestly, it wasn’t much to look at. It reminded me of my grandfather’s cabin in the Catskills, where he used to escape to fish or get some time away from my grandma. I noticed he had a small garden with corn, beans, and squash, and in the middle stood an old, weather-beaten scarecrow to ward off the birds. That, supposedly, was where the bodies were buried. I swallowed hard. “I can see your house from my window,” I said as we stepped up onto the front porch.

      “Is that right? That must mean you live on the Bluff?”

      “Yeah. How d’you know that?”

      “It’s the only place in Evergreen that has a view of my house.”

      He stepped inside the cabin and set the shotgun down on the kitchen table.

      “What’s it like being up here all by yourself?”

      “Peaceful…for the most part.”

      He seemed to be a man of few words. I watched as he shuffled over to a worn-out leather La-Z-Boy, eased himself into it, and pulled the lever for the footrest, which sprang out like a jack-in-the-box. He exhaled deeply and leaned back in the chair.

      “Have a seat.” He gestured to a green sofa in front of the TV.

      I took a seat, realizing it wasn’t as bad as I’d imagined. Maybe Amanda was right; perhaps everything had been blown out of proportion.

      I glanced around the living room and noticed that the walls were littered with old photographs of what I presumed was his family, as well as several plaques commemorating his military service.

      “You were in the military?” I asked.

      “Yes, I was,” he said proudly. “Army, Third Cavalry Regiment—World Wars I and II.”

      Holy shit! This guy was the real deal. “You served with General Patton, didn’t you?”

      “You know your history. I’m impressed.”

      “My father was a pilot in the Navy,” I shared. “He flew jets in Vietnam before moving on to a career with the airlines. So I’ve always had a fascination with history and the military.”

      “Most people have no idea what it means to serve,” he said, locking eyes with me as he adjusted himself in his chair. “That medal there,” he continued, pointing to a shadowbox on the wall, “I earned that for the work I did in Germany. And the one beside it is for the liberation of France. In war, just like in life, it’s all about the sacrifice.”

      “I’m sorry about being on your property uninvited,” I said. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have trespassed.”

      He waved me off. “It was an honest mistake. Besides, it’s a big piece of land. Anyone could mistake it for public property. But when I saw you down there wanderin’ around, I was just afraid it had started up again.”

      “It?”

      He shifted in his seat. “I guess there’s no use in pretendin’. Most folks around here believe I’m a murderer. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors.”

      Thankfully, he was the one to bring it up. “Are you?” I asked, deciding to go straight for the jugular.

      The old man laughed. “What do you think?”

      “No offense, but you just seem like an old man to me.”

      He laughed again, louder this time. “You’re right, I am an old man, but that ain’t what I asked ya.” His mood shifted as he paused. “Maybe we should start with somethin’ easier.” He crossed his hands over his chest. “Do you think I’m capable of murder?”

      There was something in the way he phrased it that was alarming. I don’t know why, but I suddenly remembered watching a documentary about serial killers who enjoyed playing mind games with their victims. Perhaps that’s what he was doing with me. I also remember what Jackson had told me about him being a sniper, which meant he had most certainly killed before.

      “I believe everyone is capable of killing…given the right circumstances.” There, I’d said it, and it wasn’t a lie. I believed all humans could commit terrible acts if pushed to the brink.

      He gave a crooked smile. “With answers like that, you’d probably make a good politician one day.”

      “Do you like chess?” I attempted to shift the conversation to safer ground. I’d noticed the chess set in the living room when we first arrived.

      “Yes, I do,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at the board. “My daddy taught me when I was just a little boy. Do you play?”

      I nodded. “My dad taught me too. He always said chess was the ultimate thinking man’s game. Finite spaces. Finite moves. But infinite possibilities.”

      “Your daddy sounds like a wise man.”

      “Yes, he was.” I looked down. “As long as we’re being honest, I might as well tell you that he passed away not too long ago. That’s why I’m here…in Evergreen.”

      His face softened. “I’m sorry to hear that. Losing a loved one is tough, ain’t it?” He paused, and I nodded silently. “Well, now that we’ve got through the formalities, how about we play a game?” He gestured toward the chessboard.

      I checked the time. I still had a while before I had to be at Gabe’s. “Sure. Why not.”

      We headed to the table and took our seats. That’s when I noticed the rest of the house for the first time. It was like a museum, filled with trinkets and knickknacks on tables and in displays, china in a cabinet against the side wall, and a small oscillating fan in the kitchen that whined like it might stop at any moment.

      “Black or white?” he asked.

      I hesitated, unsure of what to say. I had been raised to respect my elders, so letting him decide felt appropriate. Plus, I didn’t want to take the advantage and risk upsetting him, especially with that shotgun nearby. But after giving it more thought, I opted for white, choosing to take the offensive.

      “Have it your way.” He gently rotated the board, the pieces already in place, as if he had been expecting me.

      “White goes first,” he instructed.

      “I’m well aware, but thank you,” I replied, not wanting him to think I was an unworthy competitor. Finch chuckled in response.

      I began the game by sliding my pawn to E4, an opening move my father had taught me.

      The old man glanced at me briefly before shifting his focus back to the board. He wasted little time moving his pawn to E5, then looked up at me again.

      The next few moves were swift, and soon the game was taking form.

      “You never answered my question,” he said as I tried to concentrate.

      “What question is that?”

      “Whether or not you think I’m a murderer.”

      My blood ran cold. “I thought I did,” I said, adjusting my knight.

      “You said we’re all capable, but you never said whether you thought I am.”

      “How would I know? I don’t even know you.”

      “Fair enough. How old are you, anyway? Sixteen? Seventeen?”

      “I’ll be seventeen in March,” I said, trying to seem older.

      “I figured. I was about your age when I enlisted in the army. Since I wasn’t eighteen yet, my parents wouldn’t sign the enlistment papers, so I forged their signatures. When I finally got around to tellin’ Mama, she was heartbroken. I can’t say Daddy was any happier, but at least he was proud. Having experienced his own share of battles, he knew what I was gettin’ myself into.”

      After my next move, he looked at me thoughtfully. “You know, chess is a lot like war. It’s all about strategy, about understanding your opponent, predicting their next move. It’s about sacrifice and loss, and sometimes…it’s about doing the unthinkable.” He moved his bishop, cornering my knight.

      Suddenly, the cabin seemed smaller. I shifted uncomfortably, his gaze still fixed on me. “My father used to tell me that every man has two battles to fight. The first is against the world, but the second is against himself.” I moved my rook to E1, offering him my knight for a diversion.

      He chuckled, a deep, low sound that echoed in the room. “He’s right, you know.” He studied the board again, considering my offer but not moving just yet. “The battle against yourself…tends to be the hardest one.” With a smirk, he declined my offer and maneuvered his queen to E7, adding more pressure on my knight.

      “What was your hardest battle?” I asked while plotting my next move.

      He didn’t look up from the board, his fingers lingering upon his bishop as he mused over my question. “The one I’m still fighting,” he said quietly. He inched his pawn forward, directly threatening my queen. It was a bold move, aggressive and calculating.

      I contemplated my options, noting the shift in strategy as well as the change in our conversation. His tone had turned solemn, unlike the playful banter we had shared moments ago. I took a breath and moved my queen to safety, G4. “What battle are you still fighting?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady—part curiosity, part concern seeping into my tone.

      He paused, his eyes flickering to mine for only a second before returning to the board. “Regret,” he finally said. His fingers hesitated over his knight, as if the piece itself held the weight of his past.

      “Regret for what?”

      “For the choices I made.” He moved his knight to F6, capturing my bishop. “For the opportunities I missed and the paths I didn’t take.”

      I scanned the board, eyes narrowing on his knight. He was leaving his queen open, a risky move. Was it another diversion? Before I could contemplate my next move, I glanced at the clock.

      “Damn!” It was already after six. I had totally lost track of time. I looked up, aware of what I had said. “Sorry, Mr. Finch. I didn’t mean to…”

      “No need apologizin’ to me, boy,” he said with a grin. “I ain’t no saint, and believe me, I’ve done my fair share of cussin’.”

      I gathered my things and stood to leave. “I hate to leave in the middle of a game, but I really need to get going. I promised my friends I’d go with them to the Fall Festival tonight and I don’t want to be late.”

      “Well, you best be on your way, then. It’ll be dark soon, and these woods aren’t the safest place to be after sunset. Bears and such,” he said with a wink.

      I nodded, hesitant to leave the board in such a state. “Do you think it would be all right if I come back sometime so we can finish our game? I think it has real potential.”

      He looked at me with those ever-knowing eyes, a faint smile teasing his lips. The flickering light from the old lamp cast shadows over his face, turning the webs of wrinkles into valleys of mystery. “You’re right. It does have potential. So I reckon it’s only right we finish it properly. Tell you what, you come on back whenever you’ve got time to spare, and we’ll pick up right where we left off.”

      “Are you sure? That might take a long time.”

      “Son,” said Mr. Finch, a twinkle in his eyes, “time’s the only thing I got left these days.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 9

        Kiss of Betrayal

      
      Gabe was lying on the porch swing, staring up at the ceiling, when I arrived. Jackson stood nearby, leaning against the screen door, carving a stick with his pocketknife.

      Even before I saw them, I could hear them bickering about who they thought would win fairest of the fair. As usual, they couldn’t agree.

      “It’s no contest,” said Gabe. “Marie Helton’s already won two years in a row. What makes you think she won’t win again?”

      “Because Whitney Slover’s running this year,” Jackson countered. “And she’s ten times hotter than Marie Helton.”

      “Is not.”

      “Is too.”

      In my opinion, they were both wrong. The fairest of the fair, in my eyes, was Amanda, but she wasn’t interested in things like beauty contests.

      “Enough!” I hollered, startling them. They both turned and looked at me, their expressions of surprise slowly shifting into welcoming smiles.

      “It’s about time,” Jackson said, snapping the knife shut and sliding it into his pocket. I could tell by the look on his face that he was irritated.

      “Where the hell have you been?” asked Gabe, sitting up so fast he turned pale. After a moment, when the blood rushed back to his head, he leaned inside the door to tell his mom we were heading out.

      “Sorry, guys,” I said, “but you’re never going to believe where I’ve been.”

      “This had better be good,” Jackson said, stepping off the porch.

      “What’s the one place in Evergreen that no sane person would ever dare to go?”

      Gabe squinted at me. “You didn’t?” he said. “Damn, you did!”

      “Did what?” Jackson asked.

      “He was on the mountain,” said Gabe. “Weren’t you?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Holy shit!” they said at the same time.

      “How… Why…?” Jackson stammered.

      “I’ll explain on the way,” I said as I turned my bike toward town.

      Gabe and Jackson forgot all about me being late and jumped on their bikes as we raced for the festival. The Avery County Fairgrounds were located on the southern edge of Evergreen, a ten-minute ride from Winston Street. This gave me enough time to share the details of my run-in with Old Man Finch. By the end of my story, neither of them could believe I been to the top of the mountain and lived to tell about it.

      “You’re one lucky bastard.” Jackson shook his head in disbelief. “If Old Man Finch had pointed that shotgun at me, I would have been a goner right then and there.”

      “I think you guys might have misjudged Old Man Finch,” I shouted above the whine of the tires as we raced down Corwyn Street. Sure, he was odd—there was no denying that—and he had military experience, which probably meant he knew a dozen more ways to kill someone than we did, but nothing I observed suggested he was a serial killer. From what I had seen on TV, you had to be severely twisted to kill for fun. That was something for people like Berkowitz, Gacy, and Bundy, and as far as I could tell, Old Man Finch didn’t match that profile. Plus he was old. I estimated he was somewhere between eighty-five and ninety, give or take a year. Then again, he did have that shotgun, so technically it was possible.

      “That’s what he wants you to think,” Gabe said, keeping his eyes on the road as our bikes sailed over the railroad tracks. “Old Man Finch is one sly son of a bitch.”

      “What do you think?” I asked Jackson as he glided beside me on my left.

      “Sorry, man, but I’m with Gabe on this one,” he admitted. “Which means you’re either the bravest person I’ve ever met or the dumbest.”

      It seemed convincing them was going to be more difficult than I thought.

      By the time the fairgrounds appeared, darkness had fallen, but the lights from the festival cast a glow that extended far beyond the trees. The music grew louder, and the scent of fried foods reached us well before we got to the gate.

      Percy Goins Park was located at the lowest part of town, where Hanley Creek flowed into the Calloway River. The first thing I noticed was the Ferris wheel, its red and green flashing lights towering over the trees. Seeing that it wasn’t as crowded as I had expected, we left our bikes by the oak tree and hurried to get in line.

      “There she is,” Gabe said, pointing at a spinning ride that whirled so fast I felt dizzy just watching it. “My nemesis. That ride had me so messed up last year that I threw up all over Wendy Gilchrist.”

      “Man, I totally forgot about that.” Jackson laughed. “She was mad at you for like six months.”

      “Still is,” Gabe replied. Then he turned to me. “What’s your favorite?”

      Back home, the fair came to town in August before the weather turned cool. It had all the usual attractions—the Tilt-a-Whirl, bumper cars, a roller coaster, and the Scrambler—but my favorite was the Speed Demon, mainly because it didn’t involve heights.

      “I’m not really into rides,” I said. “But you guys go ahead. I want to find Neal Bonham…see if he’ll talk to me about the Linville Three.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      As Gabe and Jackson disappeared into the crowd, I turned my attention to the task at hand. Neal Bonham, the carnival manager, had been interviewed by the police shortly after the Linville Three had gone missing. In the interview, he had claimed to have no knowledge of their whereabouts. But there were rumors that Bonham knew more than he let on, rumors sparked by odd comments he’d sometimes make when he’d had a few too many at the local bar.

      Navigating the chaotic maze of carnival games and food stalls, I started to make my way toward the manager’s trailer. It was tucked away in a less notable section of the fairgrounds, away from the twinkling lights of the main attractions. It was a shabby, metallic structure that seemed to absorb the darkness around it. A loud generator hummed nearby, its monotonous drone drowning out the distant laughter and carnival music.

      I approached the trailer with a sense of trepidation. For all I knew, Neal Bonham might have killed the Linville Three himself, or at least had something to do with their disappearance. I took a deep breath before stepping up to the door and knocking. No response. I knocked again, louder this time. A guttural grumble echoed from within, followed by the shuffling of feet. The door swung open, revealing a large man with a ruddy face and a sloppy beard. His eyes narrowed as they settled on me.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so. Are you Neal Bonham?”

      He looked at me for a moment, his eyes searching my face as though trying to ascertain my intentions. “Yes,” he finally grumbled. “I’m Neal Bonham. What do you want?”

      “I have some questions about the Linville Three,” I replied cautiously.

      Something flickered in his eyes, a moment of apprehension, perhaps even fear, before it was quickly masked by an impassive stare. “What about ’em?” he grunted, leaning against the door frame.

      “I’ve heard rumors that you might have some information about their disappearance. Information that wasn’t shared with the police.”

      A deep, almost sinister chuckle emanated from Bonham’s throat as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Rumors,” he scoffed dismissively. “People love their stories, don’t they? Like I told the police, I don’t know nothin’.”

      His denial was too quick, too well-rehearsed. I could tell he was hiding something. “Well, those rumors come from some pretty odd comments you’ve made around town,” I countered.

      He shifted uneasily in the doorway, his eyes darting away from my gaze. “Idle talk, that’s all.” He turned to retreat into the trailer, but I placed my foot in the doorway.

      “Wait,” I said, pulling a tattered picture from my pocket. I held it up so he could see. It was a picture of the Linville Three. “There’s a witness who claims to have seen them getting into your truck the night they went missing.”

      Bonham’s eyes traced over the image, lingering on their smiling faces. The flicker of recognition in his eyes was undeniable. He glanced up at me, an edge of panic creeping into his gaze. He ushered me inside, glancing around nervously as he closed the door. He led me into a disarrayed living room, overflowing with empty beer cans and piles of newspapers.

      He sank into one of the worn-out chairs, rubbing his temples as he studied the photo once more. “What are you? Some kind of kid detective? Yeah. They were with me that night,” he said. “At least, for a while. The festival ended about midnight, and they needed a ride home. They said that the person that was supposed to pick them up had bailed on them at the last minute, so I agreed to take them as far as the edge of town.” His face was ashen, his eyes haunted. “I would have taken them all the way back to Linville, but I had been drinking a little and didn’t want to risk getting caught by the cops. When I dropped them off, they were alive and well, laughing and joking around.” His voice trailed off as he stared unseeingly at the worn carpet beneath his feet.

      I sat down at the edge of the shabby old couch, my mind churning. “Where, exactly, did you drop them off?”

      “Down by the old Clancy mill,” he replied. “Near Milford’s. They said they were okay taking the shortcut through the woods. I told them they might want to stick to the main road, that the woods weren’t safe that time of night. Coyotes, you know? But they just laughed and waved me off. So I let them go. Honestly, I didn’t give it another thought until I saw their faces in the paper a few days later.” His voice cracked, the tough exterior he tried to maintain starting to crumble.

      “Why didn’t you come forward with this information sooner?”

      He looked at me then, his eyes burning with a mixture of fear and regret. “How could I? I’m an ex-con with a drinking problem. I shouldn’t have been driving in the first place. If I’d told the truth, the police would have immediately fingered me as the prime suspect.” He ran a rough hand over his unshaven chin, his eyes darting around nervously. “I didn’t want to go back to prison. Not for something I didn’t do.”

      I nodded, understanding his predicament. “If you didn’t want anyone to know about your involvement, why are you telling me all this now?”

      He sighed, a heavy, defeated sound. “I can’t sleep,” he said. “Those kids…they haunt my dreams. They were good kids, just out for a night of fun. And now they’re gone.” He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “If I can help find out what happened to them, maybe I can finally find some peace.”

      I felt a pang of sympathy for him. Even though I was nearly convinced he hadn’t done anything wrong, it was obvious he was burdened by guilt. “All right,” I said, rising from the couch. “I’ll take a look at the area where you dropped them off. Maybe there are some clues left behind that might shed some light on what happened that night.”

      He gave a swift nod, his expression momentarily illuminated with what could only be described as desperate hope.

      “And in the meantime,” I said as reached for the door, “if the guilt becomes too much, you might want to consider speaking with someone. I hear Reverend Ridgeway is a good listener.”

      “Thanks,” he said as he looked at his weathered hands. “I’ll think about it.”

      As the door closed behind me, I was met with the biting chill of the evening air. I pulled my coat tighter around me, burying my hands in the pockets as I made my way toward the rides. The festival was in full swing now, the night aglow with flashing neon lights. Children scampered around, their faces painted with joy, while adults tried to keep pace with them.

      I wandered over to the pavilion where the carousel was spinning, its horses galloping to the rhythm of cheerful carnival music. I had just settled into my seat when I heard a familiar voice call out.

      “Hey, stranger.”

      I looked up and saw Kimberly Davis standing there. She had on jeans and a bright red top that hugged her slim figure. Her raven-dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail that danced every time she moved.

      “Hey, Kimberly,” I said, burying my surprise. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing much. Just enjoying the festival. You?”

      “Same.”

      “Are you here alone?” she asked, a hint of curiosity in her voice.

      “No, I’m here with Gabe and Jackson. They’re off doing their own thing at the moment. What about you?”

      “I came with Rachel and Sara. They’re over by the dunk tank,” she replied. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Not at all,” I said, offering her the seat beside me.

      “Such a gentleman,” she teased with a smile as I brushed the crumbs off the seat next to me. “How are you liking it so far?”

      “It’s fine,” I replied, leaning back against the hard wooden seat.

      “Have you ridden any rides yet, or have you been hanging out here all night?”

      “Just been hanging out, taking in the sights.”

      “Hmm, sounds a bit dull. How about we change that?”

      Before I could say anything, she grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the Ferris wheel.

      “I’ve always loved this ride,” she shouted over the crowd. “It’s like you can reach out and touch the stars.”

      “Sure, if you’re not scared of heights.”

      She laughed. “Since when are you scared of anything?”

      As we boarded the Ferris wheel, I got the impression that Kimberly had planned this. I wasn’t experienced with girls, but there was something in her eyes that made me think she was up to something. Still, I played along, settling into the creaky seat next to her.

      The Ferris wheel jerked into motion, ascending inch by inch toward the sky.

      “Look at that!” she said, pointing to the lights of town as we neared the top. “You can see all of Evergreen from up here.”

      “You’re right, it’s pretty amazing,” I responded, pleasantly surprised by the stretch of twinkling lights that lay beneath us.

      As we reached the peak of the ride, Kimberly scooted closer, our shoulders touching. Before I knew it, she was holding my hand, her fingers entwining with mine like we had done this a thousand times before. I felt a jolt of surprise, followed by warmth spreading through my fingers and up my arm.

      “See, nothing to be afraid of,” she said as we started to descend.

      I shook my head, not really processing what she had said as her thumb traced circles on the back of my hand. “No, I—I guess not,” I stumbled over my words, the warmth of her hand spreading to my cheeks now.

      As the Ferris wheel descended, I found myself getting a little dizzy. Not from the heights or the motion, but from Kimberly’s closeness. Her perfume filled my nostrils, a sweet scent of strawberries and vanilla. It was intoxicating, making my head spin more than the ride itself.

      When the ride came to a stop, she let go of my hand, her fingers trailing off with a lingering touch.

      “Well, that was fun,” she said.

      I could only nod in response, as I was still trying to catch my breath. We stepped off the Ferris wheel, back onto solid ground.

      “So, what do you want to do now?”

      “I don’t know…um, maybe that haunted house over there?” It seemed like a safe bet, a place where I could recover from the unexpected intimacy of the Ferris wheel.

      But Kimberly had other ideas.

      We ended up on the Tilt-a-Whirl instead, which I regretted almost immediately. When we finally got off the ride, both of us were so dizzy that we had to lean on the rail for a few minutes until the spinning sensation faded. By that time, Rachel and Sara had caught up with us. They whisked Kimberly away to try their luck at some carnival games, leaving me alone to gather my wits.

      Anxious to tell Gabe and Jackson about my conversation with Neal Bonham, I made a beeline for the food trucks, knowing that’s where I’d find them. Sure enough, there they were, gobbling down corn dogs and fries.

      But before I could get to them, I saw something that truly crushed me. It took a few seconds for my brain to comprehend and a few more for my heart to absorb the blow. Amanda was there, dressed in jeans, boots, and a green-and-black flannel shirt, knotted at the side. She was standing by the cotton candy stand, a stuffed animal under one arm. But that wasn’t what gutted me. Standing beside her, leaning in for a kiss, was Rusty Givens. The feeling of defeat was overwhelming. I hadn’t been blindsided like that since my dad died. I should have listened to Jackson and Gabe. I hated when they were right.

      I questioned whether the conversation on the bus that morning was just a distraction. Perhaps there never was a trip to Raleigh, or if there was, she had no plans of going. Had it all been just a diversion, a ruse to keep me from asking her out?

      My mind raced, recalling every word, every smile she’d bestowed upon me, and with a sickening feeling, I realized that I had been played for a fool. I almost wished Old Man Finch had shot me when he had the chance. At least it would have spared me the unbearable heartache. All I could do now was turn and walk away.

      I made my way over to where Gabe and Jackson were, my steps heavy and slow. They looked up as I approached, their grins fading at the sight of my downcast expression. Neither of them said anything, just watched me in silence as I sat down heavily on the bench next to them.

      I didn’t have the strength to tell them what had just happened. All I could muster was a weak, “I need a minute.”

      With a nod, they went back to their food, shifting the conversation to a lighthearted debate about the superiority of corn dogs versus funnel cakes. Their voices faded into a dull hum as my mind replayed the vision of Amanda and Rusty. It felt like someone had reached into my chest and ripped out my heart, tossing it casually into the gutter like a piece of discarded trash.

      Eventually, I told them what had happened, needing to unload the tremendous weight that was pressing on my chest.

      “Sorry, man,” Jackson said, patting me on the shoulder.

      “Yeah, just forget about it,” Gabe added, doing the same.

      Easy for them to say. They didn’t have to watch the girl they were crazy about in the arms of another guy. But I knew they meant well.

      After a while, I finally got around to telling them about my conversation with Neal Bonham. I spared no details, relaying every word Neal had said. They listened quietly, their faces growing serious.

      “Damn, I can’t believe he told you all that,” said Jackson.

      “Me either,” said Gabe, his brows knitted together in thought. “It sounds suspicious if you ask me.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “You should have seen him. He was a wreck. If he was lying, he deserves an Oscar for that performance. He was practically shaking.”

      “Either way,” Jackson said after a few seconds, “we need to look into this. If he dropped them off where he says he did, we stand a good chance of finding something, because I know for a fact the police never searched that area.”

      “Jackson’s right,” Gabe agreed. “And there’s no mention of it in my uncle’s journal either. Why don’t we head over there tomorrow night and check it out?”

      “Can’t,” said Jackson. “I’m going out of town for a couple of days, remember?”

      “Right,” Gabe said. “Well, Halloween is next week. We could always say we’re going trick-or-treating or something. Gives us a reason to be out late at night, and nobody will question it.”

      I nodded, still feeling the sting of what had happened but forcing myself to focus on the matter at hand. “All right,” I said. “Halloween then. We’ll go over there and see what we find.”

      Around eleven, I was ready to call it a night. The conversation about Neal had helped to distract me, but the raw pain of betrayal was still prickling at the corners of my heart. We got up and made our way through the crowd toward the entrance, with Jackson leading the way. As we neared the gate, my eyes caught a flash of a familiar figure. It was Lenny, and he wasn’t alone. Derek and Ricky were there too, and they had someone pinned against the wall near the swings. Someone who looked a lot like Eugene.

      “Guys, wait up,” I said, pulling at Jackson’s sleeve. He turned, stumbling a little in surprise.

      “What is it?” Gabe asked.

      “There.” I pointed off toward the swings. “Is that…?”

      “Eugene,” said Gabe.

      For a moment, we all stood there, stunned. Lenny was already as strong as two men when he was calm, but when he was angry, he became almost monstrous.

      “Are we just going to stand here and watch this?” I questioned.

      “What do you want us to do?” Jackson asked.

      “Intervene!”

      “Are you crazy?” Jackson argued. “He’s twice our size.”

      We watched in helpless silence as Lenny punched Eugene, who crumpled to the ground, gasping for breath.

      “I’ve seen enough of this,” I said, striding forward before anyone could stop me. “All right. Put him down, Sanders!”

      “What did you say, Hand Job?”

      “I said”—my eyes scanned the crowd; some were shaking their heads, as if predicting my imminent downfall—“put him down.” I wasn’t intimidated by Lenny’s strength or size. I had two advantages—speed and anger—and after what I’d witnessed earlier, I had plenty of rage to fuel me. I was fed up with Lenny bullying everyone, including me. I decided it was time to put an end to it, right here, right now, at the Fall Festival with the whole town watching.

      “You’ve got guts, Mercer. I’ll give you that.” Derek and Ricky fell into step behind Lenny, their faces twisted into wicked grins despite their ignorance.

      “You really want to do this?” I asked, taking a careful step back.

      “Do what? We’re just gonna have a little fun with you, that’s all.”

      At that moment, I considered telling everyone how Lenny got that knot on his head, but then I remembered the promise I made to Amanda. Yet, after thinking about it a little longer, I wondered why I even cared what she thought. She had led me on, given me hope where there was none, and then broken my heart. Why should I hold on to a promise I made to her?

      Deep down, I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. I hoped that Jackson and Gabe would back me up, maybe step in and defuse the situation. But when I glanced over my shoulder, I only saw fear pinned on their faces.

      Knowing if I backed down now, I’d never live it down, I squared my shoulders, gripped my fists tightly, and met Lenny’s sneer head-on. “Let’s see how much fun you’ll have, Sanders.”

      Lenny’s eyes glinted maliciously. “As you wish.” And with that, he lunged forward, shoving me back a step, but I held my ground.

      “Like father like son,” I said, ducking in time to avoid Lenny’s meaty fist.

      “What did you say?” he roared, spinning around to face me again.

      “You heard me. Why don’t you tell everyone how you got that knot on your head?”

      The look on his face was one of pure shock.

      “That’s right. Tell them how your dad beat the shit out of you and how you cried like a little baby.”

      His eyes darkened with fury, as black as the night. The crowd around us continued to grow, some people pointing and laughing. We were in a sort of corridor, surrounded by a wall of people on both sides. I could hear them talking about the fight that was clearly about to happen.

      Lenny took a step back and surveyed the crowd. It was too late for either of us to back down now. Our reputations were on the line, so we were in it up to our eyeballs no matter the outcome. He crouched down like a linebacker in a three-point stance and, without warning, charged straight at me.

      My mind was racing. At the last possible moment, I sidestepped like a matador, letting him pass by without incident. He seemed confused, unsure why his shoulder hadn’t collided with my ribs. Turning back, even angrier, he charged again. Once more, I dodged him.

      “Stay still, Hand Job,” he snarled.

      But now the crowd was cheering for me. They found it entertaining to watch Lenny flail at the air like the clueless brute he was. Apparently this was the first time anyone had stood up to him. I was holding my own, but I knew I couldn’t keep dodging him forever. Eventually, when things came to a head, someone was going to bleed.

      “Hit him, Lenny!” I heard Derek shout.

      “Kick the shit out of him!” urged Ricky.

      After another failed attempt, Derek and Ricky stepped forward and joined the fray, tired of watching their friend look foolish. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw them charging toward me. Everything converged perfectly: Lenny approached from one side, Derek and Ricky from the other, and I was caught in the middle.

      Time seemed to slow as my life flashed before my eyes. Instinctively, I sidestepped, causing the three of them to collide like a car crash, limbs flailing wildly. The impact sent them all sprawling to the ground. To my surprise, Derek and Ricky were knocked out cold. Lenny, though conscious, seemed dazed, resembling a beetle on its back. I seized the opportunity.

      I lunged at Lenny, driving my fist into the bridge of his nose. He groaned, and I felt the bone break beneath my knuckles, a crimson mist splattering the onlookers. Fueled by satisfaction and adrenaline, I continued to strike. Blow after blow landed, transforming Lenny Sanders’s face into a swollen, bloody mess.

      If not for Deputy Irwin, I might have killed Lenny Sanders that night. Fortunately for us both, he jumped in and broke it up.

      As I was led away, the crowd’s shouts left me feeling ten feet tall. I had done it. I alone had defeated the giant. I imagined it must have been how David felt after slaying Goliath.

      Much to my chagrin, Officer Irwin drove me home in his patrol car. As expected, my mother was furious. She opposed fighting in any situation and grounded me to my room. I wished my dad were there because he would’ve understood. However, my mom’s reaction was mild compared to Amanda’s. As Jackson later told me, she had been part of the crowd, witnessing me thrash Lenny mercilessly. I suppose it only confirmed her belief about my dark side.

      I wanted to plead my case, but she refused to answer my calls. Amanda might have had a soft spot for Lenny, but I didn’t, and if she couldn’t understand why I did what I did, then she’d either have to get over it or never speak to me again. Either way, I didn’t care, not after what she’d done to me.

      That night, as I lay in bed, I contemplated gathering my belongings and leaving Evergreen forever. After what I’d done to Lenny, I should have been satisfied, and I was for a while. But the more I thought about it, the worse I felt. Not only had I let my anger get the best of me and had my friends ditch me to deal with the fallout, but I’d lost Amanda in the process. She was the reason I had forgotten Rochester so quickly and why I had decided to give Evergreen a shot in the first place. But after what I witnessed at the festival, it was obvious she saw me as nothing more than a friend.

      Long after midnight, I found myself perched at the foot of my bed, gazing out the window toward Finch’s house as I tried to forget about the evening. The constant glow from Finch’s place was both reassuring and unsettling, and I wondered if he was studying the chessboard, pondering his next move. I know I was.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 10

        The Lion’s Den

      
      There’s nothing worse than being cold, so when Halloween arrived, I wasn’t thrilled at the idea of spending a chilly evening outside. However, we had an investigation to conduct. One that couldn’t be postponed any longer.

      “Be back by eleven,” my mom instructed, not looking up as I grabbed my coat and eased toward the door. She was busy making last-minute adjustments to Tabitha’s costume, who was going as a butterfly this year. I took advantage of the opportunity and quietly made my exit.

      The lights of the town were barely visible as I stepped out into the cold October night. The fog that had settled over the area hadn’t quite reached the Bluff yet, but it was only a matter of time. The impenetrable mist loomed over the valley below like an apparition, waiting to devour everything in sight. Was it wrong of me to hope it would sweep through the Flats like the angel of Passover?

      “You made it,” Gabe remarked as I joined him and Jackson, who were filling their backpacks with supplies for the mission ahead. “Did you break out, or did your mom let you out early for good behavior?”

      “Very funny,” I said. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “We’re going back to the old fort,” said Gabe. He dropped two new batteries into his flashlight and switched it on. “If Bonham really is telling the truth, the Linville Three would have had to walk right by there on their way home. Maybe we can find something they left behind.”

      

      ***

      “I really hope we don’t run into Lenny and his pals tonight,” I said as we started down Winston Street on our bikes. “The last thing I need is a repeat of what happened the other night.”

      “I don’t think we’ll see them anytime soon,” said Gabe. “Especially after what you did to Lenny.”

      He was right. Lenny hadn’t said a word to me or even glanced my way since that night. “Derek’s out of town with his dad, and Ricky usually spends the weekend at his cousin’s place in Boone,” Gabe continued. “Besides, the ones we really need to watch out for are the Rattner twins. They don’t come to Evergreen often, but when they do, there’s always trouble.”

      “What’s their deal anyway?” I asked. “Aren’t they like twenty?”

      “More like twenty-four,” said Jackson. “They’re like Lenny but worse.”

      Was that even possible?

      “They grew up downriver in a place called Norma,” Gabe explained. “A place so run-down and shabby, it makes the Flats look like Rodeo Drive.”

      Before I could respond that I was surprised he’d ever heard of Rodeo Drive, I heard a loud thwack. The sound was distinct, like bone striking flesh.

      “Did you guys hear that?” I asked, shining my flashlight into the darkness.

      “Yeah,” said Gabe, his face taut.

      Jackson’s eyes were wide as he scanned the area.

      We crouched, leaving our bikes and moving carefully into the woods. The beam of my flashlight pierced the gloom, revealing tree trunks and underbrush. Suddenly, Jackson grabbed my arm, his fingers like icy talons.

      “There,” he whispered, pointing to a figure a few yards away.

      My heart lurched, and I squinted in the direction he was pointing. There, barely visible in the beam of my flashlight, was someone bound to a gnarled oak tree. He was hunched over, his hands tied behind his back with thick ropes.

      “Is that…Lenny?” Jackson asked.

      Taking a closer look, I realized it was. There was no mistaking that sloppy mop of greasy hair. The sight of Lenny, beaten and tied to a tree, sent a rush of conflicting emotions through me. I didn’t like him, but no one deserved this.

      “What are you doing here, Lenny?” I asked. “Who did this to you?”

      “Get out of here, Cole,” Lenny said, looking up at me with the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut. He was a bloody mess, similar to how I had left him at the fairgrounds.

      “Hey, back it up!” a rough voice barked from the shadows behind us.

      I swung my flashlight, catching the glint of a metal pipe in a bony hand—one of the twins from Norma.

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” The other twin, a greasy-haired rat with a busted lip stepped into the beam of my flashlight. He was smirking, holding a baseball bat slung over his shoulder.

      I could feel the tension in the air thicken. This wasn’t just some childish squabble.

      “We’re not looking for trouble,” Gabe said. “We just stumbled upon him. We’ll leave.”

      The twin with the pipe laughed. “I don’t think so. You’ve seen too much.”

      Lenny, still slumped against the tree, wheezed out a warning. “Run, Cole. They’re serious.”

      “Cole?” The slightly taller one scratched his head. “Cole Mercer?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I heard of you. Aren’t you the guy whose dad went…” Transforming his hand into an airplane, he sent it toward the ground in a nosedive as he made a whistling sound with his mouth.

      “Hey!” Gabe shouted, coming to my defense. “That’s low, even for you guys.”

      “What did you say, pork chop?” the shorter one sneered, stepping closer and shining a light in Gabe’s eyes.

      Gabe took a step back, holding his hands up in surrender. “Nothing.”

      I wasn’t easily intimidated, but they were nothing like the bullies we faced in school. They were older, bigger, and had an air of danger about them that made my blood run cold. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest as I sized them up. “What’s your beef with Lenny?” I asked, hoping to distract them.

      The taller one laughed, loosening his grip on the pipe. “He owes us, and we’re not leaving until we collect.”

      “That’s right,” said his brother. He pulled out a knife, its blade catching the light from the flashlight.

      “Whoa, take it easy!” Jackson chimed in.

      “Pretty dark out tonight, ain’t it, Tommy?” The taller one flashed a wicked smile as he turned his gaze to Jackson.

      “Too dark, Troy,” said Tommy, his smile pure evil.

      I was slower to catch on to their intentions than Jackson, who looked both defeated and angry.

      “Not until you let him go,” I insisted. I should have walked away and left Lenny to the Rattners, but that wouldn’t have been right. Even I had some principles. “Whatever he owes, we’ll pay it. Deal?”

      My offer seemed to amuse them.

      “Tell you what.” Troy grinned. “See that mountain over there?”

      “Yeah, I see it.”

      “That’s Spar Mountain. You make it all the way up there and back, and we’ll let old Porky go.”

      “Is that it? I just have to make it to the top and back?”

      “Is that it?” Tommy laughed. “He don’t know, does he, brother?”

      “Know what?” I asked.

      “The Watcher lives up there,” Troy explained. “He murdered some kids a few years ago…tortured ’em for a week, and then cut their hearts out and buried ’em up on the mountain. He’s got an old shotgun up there that I’ve wanted to get my hands on for a while now. Bring it to us, and we’ll consider it payment for your friend.”

      I considered that. “And what if I don’t?”

      Troy flashed that wicked smile again. “Then Porky’s gonna spill his guts out here tonight.”

      The Rattners might not have been the brightest, but they clearly knew how to be violent. I was certain that if I didn’t get them that shotgun, Lenny Sanders was as good as dead, and I wasn’t about to have that on my conscience.

      I looked over at Lenny. He was barely able to hold his head up, but he managed to see me and shook his head. Maybe instead of going up the mountain, I could sneak away. Go tell my mom or the police or—

      “Troy, go with him,” Tommy instructed. “We can’t risk him going to the police.”

      Damn it, they weren’t as dumb as I thought.

      Knowing what I had to do, I left Jackson and Gabe with Tommy. It was clear that Tommy Rattner was ruthless enough to take on all three of them with just a few swings of his knife, especially now that Lenny was out of commission. The seriousness of the situation hit me as I ventured into the inky darkness.

      Troy stayed close, shining his flashlight on me until we reached the foot of the mountain. The fog enveloped us, and the sudden chill caught me off guard. I was trying to bide my time while I devised a plan. Although I had visited Finch’s house once before, I still wasn’t sure what he was capable of, and even if he liked me, I doubted that was an invitation to steal from him. For all I knew, my odds of ending up dead were as high as Lenny’s at this point.

      “There.” Troy pointed to the head of a narrow trail with his light. The path was muddy and slick, so I navigated the steep ascent as best I could, stepping over the rocks and roots.

      “Move,” Troy urged, shoving me hard in the back. I stumbled but managed to keep my balance.

      “Watch it,” I muttered, shooting him a glare.

      We climbed higher, and the woods began to close in around us. The path grew narrower and darker, snaking its way through dense undergrowth and towering trees. Finally, we reached a clearing. There, sitting ominously against the black sky, was Finch’s cabin.

      “Go on, get in there,” Troy hissed.

      I hesitated, my heart pounding in my chest. The cabin loomed dark and silent before us, its windows like vacant eyes peering into our souls.

      Finally I moved toward the cabin. The wooden steps creaked under my weight, each groan from the old pine reverberating in my ears. I turned back to look at Troy. His face was stern, devoid of sympathy or understanding.

      I reached out and tried the door, half expecting it to be locked. It moved under my hand, the hinges giving a low, ominous creak as I pushed it open. The inside of the cabin was shrouded in darkness, and an eerie silence hung in the air. I searched the living room and the kitchen, but they were empty. Then, I spotted the gun leaning against the grandfather clock.

      My hand trembled as I reached out to take it. The cold metal sent a shiver down my spine, and an unexpected sense of power surged through me. I couldn’t let myself linger on it too much, though; my friends were in danger.

      Retracing my steps, I left the cabin, careful not to make a sound.

      “Here,” I said when I reached the edge of the clearing, “Finch’s shotgun, just like you asked.”

      Troy grinned as he took the shotgun from me. He patted my shoulder with an approving nod and inspected the gun. “But don’t think you’re off the hook just yet,” he growled, his eyes turning cold again. “We still have to make it off this mountain.”

      Suddenly, the porch light flashed on. We both froze in place, as if caught by the gaze of some terrible beast. We could see the cabin door slowly opening, the interior light spilling out and casting long shadows on the ground. A figure appeared in the doorway, as if materializing from the shadows themselves. It was Finch. His eyes were wild and wary, like that of a cornered animal.

      “Who’s there?” he called out, his voice echoing through the still night.

      Troy and I glanced at each other, frozen in a moment of silent panic. He made a gesture with his head, indicating that we should hide. We moved quickly, ducking behind the thick trunk of an old pine tree.

      Finch stepped out onto the porch, his eyes darting back and forth as he scanned the clearing. “I know you’re out there!” he bellowed into the night. “Show yourself!”

      Troy shifted the gun in his hands, his eyes locked on Finch. He opened his mouth as if to say something, then closed it again, tension radiating from his clenched jaw. I could feel my own heartbeat pounding in my ears, a wild rhythm that matched the fear clawing at my throat.

      Suddenly, a rustling sound from the nearby bushes caught Finch’s attention. His eyes narrowed, and he took a step toward it, leaving the protective glow of his porch light.

      “Now’s our chance,” Troy whispered. He rose cautiously, keeping himself hidden behind the tree. I followed, holding my breath as we picked our way through the underbrush. “Easy now,” Troy breathed out as we neared the edge of the woods that marked a safe distance from Finch and the cabin.

      Just as we were about to cross into the safety of the trees, a branch snapped under my foot. I heard Finch spin around, his eyes finding us in the darkness. “There you are.”

      “Run!” Troy shouted, and we bolted down the hill. I could hear Finch’s heavy footsteps thudding behind us, closing the distance with terrifying swiftness. Branches whipped against my face, stinging my cheeks, but I didn’t dare slow down. Troy was just steps ahead of me, the gun clutched tightly in his hand.

      Just as the forest’s edge appeared within reach, a gunshot rang out through the darkness. My heart stopped, but thankfully my legs didn’t. We threw ourselves into the dense foliage of the forest, the sharp sound of Finch’s pursuit still ringing in our ears. The undergrowth was thick and unforgiving, slowing us down, but we pushed on, fueled by raw fear.

      When we finally made it off the mountain, Troy bounded off into the darkness, leaving me behind. Now that I had put some distance between me and Finch, the adrenaline rush faded, and the physical toll of the night began to set in. My legs shook with exhaustion, my breath coming out in ragged gasps. The taste of fear still lingered on my tongue, sharper than the cold mountain air.

      Then, I remembered why I’d gone to Finch’s cabin in the first place. Somewhere in the darkness ahead, Lenny remained bound to that tree, soaked in his own blood. I questioned if my actions were justified, taking Finch’s gun to rescue Lenny. Would God understand doing something wrong to prevent a greater evil? Perhaps I’d ask Reverend Ridgeway when I saw him again. That is, if I ever did see him again.

      When I arrived at the spot where I’d left Gabe and Jackson, I found it deserted. The only thing left was the blood-soaked rope dangling from the tree. Was I too late? I picked my way through the woods, my heart thumping with dread. Suddenly, a light appeared up ahead, and I moved cautiously toward it, every inch of my body alert for any sign of danger. As I got closer, I could see Gabe’s and Jackson’s faces. They jerked up as they saw me emerge from the trees, their eyes wide with shock and relief.

      “You’re alive!” Gabe exclaimed.

      Jackson remained where he was siting, huddled over Lenny’s body. “We need to get him to a doctor. He’s hurt bad.”

      “What about Tommy and Troy?” I asked, checking to make sure they weren’t lurking nearby.

      “Gone,” Jackson replied.

      “How far is the doctor from here?” I asked, realizing Lenny was in no shape to walk.

      “Other side of town,” said Gabe.

      “All right. You guys stay here with Lenny while I go for help.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 11

        Atonement

      
      I heard about what you did for Lenny last night,” Amanda said as we sat quietly on my porch swing the next evening. “Not many people around here would have stepped in to help him.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess everyone has their moments, right?”

      “I also wanted to apologize for the way I acted after the festival. That wasn’t very Christian of me. I jumped to conclusions without knowing your side of the story. It’s just…when I saw you that night, standing over Lenny…hitting him… I didn’t recognize that person. You looked so angry.”

      “I’m really sorry about that. Lenny had been pushing me for a long time, but I shouldn’t have reacted like that, especially not in front of everyone…not in front of you.” I raised my gaze to meet hers. The setting sun cast a glow on her hair, highlighting a hint of red that I’d never noticed before. My heart ached, and I turned away, determined not to let myself fall as hard as I had before. “I regretted it the moment it was over,” I confessed. “I never wanted a fight with Lenny, but it felt like he left me no choice. I’m just glad it’s all behind us now.”

      “Me too.”

      We sat in comfortable silence, the soft sounds of the evening settling around us. I could hear the distant hoot of an owl and the gentle rustle of leaves as a cool breeze swept through the trees.

      Suddenly, Amanda reached out and clasped my hand. Her touch was warm and comforting, and despite myself, I felt my heart flutter.

      “I don’t get you,” I said, looking at our joined hands. “One minute you’re kissing Rusty Givens, and the next, you’re holding my hand.”

      She shrugged, a faint blush creeping up her neck. “It’s complicated,” she said. “Rusty and I…we’ve known each other since we were kids. He was always there, you know? And people expected us to be together. I suppose I did too, until…”

      “Until what?”

      “Until you came along.”

      “See, there you go being complicated again.” I felt a flush creeping up my neck to match hers. It was a strange feeling, being at the center of Amanda’s world. A terrifying, yet thrilling prospect.

      “I mean it,” she said. “You’re…different. You don’t just go along with what everyone expects. You stand up for yourself and for others. Just like you did for Lenny.”

      I blushed again, harder this time, and cast my gaze out toward the horizon, where the last vestiges of sunlight were slowly dying away. “Then why are you with Rusty?”

      She stared off into the distance, her expression unreadable. “Like I said, it’s…”

      “Complicated. Yeah, I know. But it doesn’t have to be.”

      “You’re right.” She released my hand and pulled her knees to her chest, hugging them tightly. “It doesn’t have to be.” It was quiet for a moment before she sighed and said, “I think I stay with Rusty because it’s familiar. It’s safe.”

      “Safe? Amanda, nothing in life is safe. Life is a risk, it’s an adventure. And sometimes you have to take a chance on something…or someone.”

      She seemed to mull over my words. “I get that. But you scare me, Cole. I told you the first time we hiked up to the overlook that there was something about you that terrified me.”

      “Is this about my dark side? Because if it is—”

      “It’s not just that,” she cut me off. “But also because of the way you make me feel. It’s like I’ve been asleep for a long time, and you’re the one who’s woken me up. It’s…overwhelming.”

      “I scare you because I make you feel too much?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow at her. “I can’t decide if that’s flattering or insulting.”

      She gave me a rueful smile. “Maybe it’s a bit of both.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “Amanda, I don’t want you to be afraid. I want you to be happy. With me…or without me.” I took a deep breath, holding her gaze. “But you have to choose what makes you happy, and don’t play with my emotions along the way. I can’t… It doesn’t have to be right now, but at some point, you have to decide.”

      She nodded slowly, looking down at her hands. “I know,” she said quietly. “But thank you for being patient with me, Cole. I promise you, it’s not going unnoticed.”

      Despite her indecision, I knew there was hope for Amanda Davenport. Not because I wanted her to choose me over Rusty, but because her spirit, like the supernovas I once studied in science class, was too bright to dim. Someday, she would probably leave Evergreen and be everything she was destined to be. But the one thing I knew about supernovas was that they were unstable, burned hot, and if you were close enough when they imploded, the light show—while impressive—had deadly consequences.

      That night I slept better than I had in weeks. I had never been in love before, but surely it had to feel something like this. My insides were constantly in turmoil, and I wanted to be around Amanda all the time. I wanted to kiss her, of course, but it was more than that. She made me a better person, and when I was around her, all the anger I had inside seemed to melt away. It was as if a part of me that had been missing all my life was suddenly there.

      When I woke the next morning, the sunlight streamed through the cracks in my blinds. I rolled over, blinking, trying to recall the dream I had. It was slipping away like sand through my fingers, but I recalled Old Man Finch and a fire. I rubbed my eyes, remembering his crooked smile and the smell of burning embers. Meanwhile, a voice in my head whispered, “Beware of the Watcher.” I vaguely remembered my grandfather mentioning something about a Watcher in one of the Bible stories he shared with me when I was a child, but the details had long since faded from my memory.

      To educate myself, I began my search in the library. Unfortunately, there was little on the subject, so I decided to visit Reverend Ridgeway. If anyone knew about Watchers, it would be him. I found him in his office at the church, poring over an old book, his spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose. He peered over them as I entered, eyes crinkling at the corners with a smile.

      “Brother Cole.” He greeted me warmly. “What brings you here today?”

      “Hello, Reverend Ridgeway.” I returned his greeting with a nod. “I was wondering if you could help me with something.”

      “Of course, young man.” His smile never left his face as he waved me in and closed the old, dusty book. “Have a seat.” He gestured to the open chair in front of his desk and I obeyed. “So, tell me, what can I help you with?”

      I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. “What can you tell me about Watchers?”

      His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Watchers, you say? Well now, I don’t often get asked about those. It’s a subject most people avoid.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well,” he began, leaning back in his chair, “you see, the Watchers aren’t necessarily…benevolent figures.” He opened his Bible and began reading from Genesis.

      “And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born unto them, that the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose. And the Lord said, ‘My spirit shall not always strive with man, for that he also is flesh: yet his days shall be a hundred and twenty years.’ There were giants in the earth in those days; and after that, when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bore children to them, the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown.”

      He looked up at me, but I had difficulty understanding. “Perhaps the book of Daniel is a little easier to digest:

      “I saw in the visions of my head upon my bed, and behold, a watcher and a holy one came down from heaven.”

      “So, a Watcher is an angel?”

      “There are some interpretations that suggest so, yes. But in others, they are seen as fallen ones who gave into temptation and fell from grace.” He paused for a moment, shifting his glasses up his nose before continuing. “These fallen ones, as the tale goes, were banished and cursed to wander the earth, watching over humanity but never able to partake in their joys or sorrows. They are trapped in a state of eternal longing and despair.”

      “I see…” I swallowed, trying to get my mind around the concept. “So they’re like specters of regret?”

      “Something like that,” he replied. “But remember, it’s just a tale, a story told to teach lessons about temptation and punishment.”

      “You don’t believe in them, then?” I asked, pensive.

      “Believe?” The reverend’s smile turned into a momentary frown before he continued. “It isn’t about what I believe or don’t believe, Brother Cole. It’s about faith. Faith in the goodness, in the divine providence. If a Watcher is a figure of regret, then we must have faith in our ability to choose righteousness instead of wrongdoing, to not be doomed to an eternity of spectatorship.” He leaned forward, steepling his fingers on the desk. “Faith,” he repeated, “isn’t about seeing or believing. It’s about knowing, trusting. It’s about acknowledging that there is a God and trusting in his guidance, even if we can’t understand it. Even if the path he lays out for us seems insurmountable, we have to trust that He knows best.”

      I mulled over his words. “And if one were to…encounter a Watcher…what then?”

      His eyes sharpened, his forehead puckering as he studied any face.

      “Is that what this is about? An encounter?”

      I lowered my gaze, feeling exposed. How could I put into words my suspicions that Mr. Finch might be one of these Watchers without him thinking I had gone mad? “No, nothing like that,” I said. “Just curious, that’s all.”

      The reverend nodded, but his eyes still held that sharp, measuring gaze. “Well,” he said, leaning back into the worn leather of his chair once more, “if you were to ever cross paths with one, I imagine it would be a sorrowful experience. They are cursed, after all. Doomed to eternal longing, witnessing human life but never really partaking in it. But the old tales also say that they carry wisdom from their timeless existence. Wisdom born of sadness and regret. They act as mirrors,” he continued, “reflecting back to us the consequences of our actions. They have seen the ripples of deeds echo through the ages, they’ve watched lives lived in joy and lives wasted in despair. It is said that sometimes, in their sorrow, they reveal truths that can change the course of one’s life.”

      “So, they’re not evil, then?” I asked.

      “No, not necessarily. They’re more pitiful than anything else. Their existence is a sad reflection of their past choices, a constant reminder of what they’ve lost and can never regain.”

      The reverend had given me a lot to think about as I left his study. The ideas were all theoretical, of course. Or were they? My mind wandered back to the peculiarities of Mr. Finch. His ageless presence, his strange wisdom, his ability to look as though he was glimpsing a world beyond my understanding. Could there be more to him than meets the eye? Perhaps the answer would come sooner than I expected since I needed to visit him to explain why I had taken his shotgun.

      After grabbing a quick snack at home, I made my way toward Mr. Finch’s house. The midday sun shone high overhead, casting long shadows that danced around me like ancient specters. The higher I climbed, the more the air chilled, as if an invisible curtain was being drawn between Finch’s mountain and the rest of the world.

      I couldn’t help but think about the conversation I’d had with the reverend that morning, about the Watchers and their eternal sorrow. Perhaps there was something more to Mr. Finch, something that went beyond the realm of the ordinary human experience.

      As I approached Mr. Finch’s cabin, the air stilled. Not a single leaf rustled, no bird dared to chirp. It was as if the forest had paused to hold its breath, awaiting in anticipation for what was to come. I hesitated at the doorstep, my hand trembling slightly as I raised it to knock on the door.

      Before my knuckles could rap against the wood, however, it creaked open slowly. There, standing in the doorway, was Mr. Finch. His sharp gaze held a curious blend of wariness and amusement, as though he’d half expected me.

      “Back so soon?” He gave a little smile that seemed to erase years from his age. His steel eyes watched me, unwavering, almost daring me to keep my composure.

      “Yes,” I said as I stepped inside. “I came to tell you something. Something you’re not going to like.”

      He nodded, closing the door behind me and leading me toward the living room. “And what would that be?” he asked, taking a seat at the chessboard.

      “It was me,” I blurted, standing before him. “I’m the one who took your shotgun.”

      He looked up from the chessboard, his dark eyes taking in my confession with a calmness that was disconcerting.

      “But it’s not what you think. You see, I had to,” I said quickly, “or someone was going to die.”

      “I know,” he said plainly, dropping his gaze back to the board as he centered his pawns. “I figured you had a good reason, or you wouldn’a done it.”

      “So, you knew it was me?”

      He nodded.

      “And you’re not mad?”

      “I didn’t say that.” He arched an eyebrow in my direction. “But rules change when someone’s life hangs in the balance. No one understands that better than me.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. Was this what I had been dreading? I knew right then that everyone was wrong about Old Man Finch. He wasn’t a murderer, at least not in the sense that everyone thought he was. I presumed he had killed before in war, but that was different. But the question still remained: Was there any truth to him being a Watcher?

      “I will get it back for you,” I promised, now studying the pieces as I pondered my next move.

      “I know you will.”

      There it was again, that flash of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Not evil, but not necessarily innocent either. His eyes held a depth of sorrow, as if he’d seen more than he cared to remember, mixed with an ancient wisdom that suggested he understood things beyond my comprehension. The corners of his lips curled slightly, adding a layer of mystery to his expression, like the enigmatic gaze of a guardian who observes silently from the shadows. Definitely another tick in the Watcher column.

      We exchanged several moves before the game bogged down. Now that my secret was out in the open, I found myself more immersed in the game. The tension seemed to have lifted, leaving a strange feeling of camaraderie. I stared at the board, realizing the most critical moves lay ahead. From this point forward, it was all about offense versus defense, and potential pitfalls. Chess was a thinking man’s game, and maybe that’s the reason I liked it so much: because it made me concentrate. After all, chess was like life—slow, steady, calculated, but one wrong move, one miscalculation, and you were destined for defeat. There is nothing more crushing than the prolonged agony of watching your most powerful pieces be eliminated one by one.

      At half past twelve, Mr. Finch got up from the table and stretched his legs. He went into the kitchen to make lunch and asked if I would like to stay and join him. I told him I had to be going because I had promised my mother I would clean my room but that I would return later in the week, when time permitted. At this rate, it would take until Christmas to determine a winner, but maybe that’s what he intended. I took Finch for a lonely man, isolated from the rest of the world. He was marooned on that mountain, an island in a sea of pines.

      By the time I made it home, Mom and Tabitha had already eaten and were sitting in the living room watching cartoons. That was their Saturday afternoon routine. It had once been my routine as well, but not in a very long time. I grabbed a sandwich from the kitchen and went to my room to think. But before I sat down, I looked out the window and saw Amanda sitting in her bedroom, reading a book. She read more than anyone I had ever met, and I often wondered if she did it to escape the monotony of Evergreen.

      I should have been reading myself. My English teacher, Mrs. Courtney, was giving us a test on Animal Farm in a few days, and I was still stuck in chapter two. Unless it had to do with math or science, I wasn’t all that interested in reading. And a story about pigs taking over a farm as a metaphor for the Russian Revolution didn’t exactly leave me yearning for more.

      After an hour of staring mindlessly at the TV, I got on my bike and rode to the Flats to check on Lenny. I made it to his place around three and knocked on the old wooden door. Lenny lumbered to the door and stepped out onto the porch. His arm was in a sling, and his face was bruised and swollen, a row of stitches running across his cheekbone.

      “Hey, Cole,” he said glumly.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. It looks worse than it is,” he said. “The arm’s broken, and Doc Coffee said I’ll have to get a cast next week, but other than that, I’ll survive.”

      We stood there for a couple of minutes, neither one of us knowing what to say. Lenny eventually cleared his throat and took a step closer.

      “Listen, I’ve been thinking a lot about things. About the fight, about last night, about us. And I’m sorry.”

      Lenny’s words hit me like a hammer. He’d never shown remorse or regret before. A part of me I didn’t want to acknowledge savored this moment, seeing Lenny humbled in his defeat. But another part, a bigger part, felt sorry for him. “Lenny, you don’t have to—”

      “No, I do,” he interrupted before I could finish. “I’ve been a real jerk to you, Cole. I let my anger and jealousy cloud my judgment, and I almost got you and your friends killed in the process. Not only that, but you saved my life, even after everything I’d done to you. I guess what I’m trying to say is…thank you. And I’m truly sorry.”

      I stood there, my mouth agape, not really knowing how to respond. This was Lenny, the same guy who’d made fun of me in front of the entire class, who had gone out of his way to make my life a living hell, now standing in front of me, repentant and vulnerable. It was surreal.

      “I… You’re welcome,” I said finally, my throat feeling strangely tight. “And apology accepted.” I realized in that moment that Lenny was just as human as I was. We were both products of our environments, tossed around by the unpredictable currents of life. “So does this mean we’re…” I couldn’t bring myself to say friends. That would have been more than my mind could handle.

      “We’re cool,” he said. “Truce?” He spit in his left hand, the one that wasn’t broken.

      I stared at it for a minute. This gesture wasn’t familiar to me, so I did as he did and spit in my hand. “Truce,” I said, sealing our ceasefire with a handshake.

      “Now that we’re…no longer enemies, I need your help,” said Lenny after a pause.

      “Well, that was fast.” I smirked, and he let out a quick laugh in response. “With what?”

      “I gotta find a way to get back at Tommy and Troy for what they did to me…to us.”

      “Maybe we can help each other,” I said. “I’ve got to get Old Man Finch’s shotgun back from them,” I explained. “I promised him I would.”

      “He knows you took it?”

      “Yeah, I told him this morning.”

      Lenny’s eyes bulged. “And you lived to tell the tale?”

      “Yeah, but he was none too happy about it. Which is why I’ve got to get it back for him.”

      “I gotta hand it to you, Cole,” Lenny said, a glimmer of respect in his eyes. “You’ve got some brass ones.”

      I shrugged. “I’m just trying to do what’s right. But thanks.”

      Lenny nodded, a thoughtful expression crossing his bruised face. “Well, it sounds to me like we have the same targets, even if it is for different reasons.”

      “Yeah, sounds like it.”

      “In that case, let’s join forces. We stand a hell of a lot better chance together than alone. But I need to warn you, Tommy and Troy are no pushovers. They’re like two pit bulls: brutal and relentless. Which means we’ll need a plan, and it needs to be foolproof.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 12

        Wits’ End

      
      By the middle of November, I had all but given up hope of ever getting my own car. I’d been in my fair share of trouble lately, and although I appeared to have somewhat redeemed myself by saving Lenny from certain death, my mom still had reservations.

      But just when I was about to throw in the towel, a ray of hope appeared. When I got home from school, I noticed a brand-new Ford Mustang parked in our driveway, painted fire-engine red with a black stripe down the center of the hood. I had dreamed of having one for as long as I could remember.

      “Mom?” I stepped into the foyer, still admiring the beautiful machine.

      She emerged from the kitchen, drying her hands with a towel. “Hey, sweetheart.”

      “Whose car is that?”

      She tossed me a set of keys and flashed a knowing smile. “It’s yours.”

      I must have misheard her. “Mine?”

      “Yes, yours. Do you like it?”

      “Like it? I love it. But…how? I mean, why would you…?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe because you’ve been trying to do right. Maybe because every young man needs his freedom.” She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the doorframe of the kitchen. “Or maybe because you’re right, Cole. It’s time for you to step out into the world, do as you have been in this new life I brought us into. Make some mistakes, learn some lessons. That’s what life is about.”

      I stared at her for a moment, my heart pounding in my chest. “Thank you,” I said, giving her a quick hug before bolting out the door.

      The moment I sat inside that car, I felt like a new person. The sleek leather seats, the smell of fresh upholstery, the hum of the engine as I turned the key in the ignition—everything about it made me feel on top of the world. I revved the engine, the purr resonating through the bones of my body, and I felt a sense of exhilaration. I was free, free to go anywhere, do anything.

      I pulled up in front of Amanda’s house and honked the horn twice, watching as the curtains in the front window twitched. A few seconds later, the door opened and there she was, her eyes wide as she took in my new ride.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      She blinked a few times, her mouth hanging open in surprise. “It’s…incredible. Is it yours?”

      “Yep, sure is.”

      “Whoa!” She bent down and looked inside. “You’re so lucky.”

      “Hop in,” I said. “Let’s take it for a spin.”

      She ran back inside to tell her mother where she was going, then climbed in, and we sped off.

      “I still can’t believe this is yours,” she kept saying as we cruised down the highway, the wind whipping through our hair, the music blaring from the speakers.

      “Neither can I.”

      We spent the afternoon exploring the Piedmont—traveling from Evergreen to Asheville and back—stopping at McDonald’s for a burger on our way home. I had never seen Amanda smile as much as she did that day.

      “Have you ever thought about what you want to do when you leave Evergreen?” I asked as we neared the outskirts of town. I glanced at the clock on the radio—six fifteen. What remained of the sun was behind us, slowly sinking into a bloodred sky.

      “Leave Evergreen?” she asked as if it was the farthest thing from her mind.

      “You know, after high school. Surely, you don’t plan on sticking around here, do you?”

      She seemed puzzled by my question.

      “I’m not sure. I was thinking of going to college somewhere close by, maybe Appalachian State or Mars Hill, so I can stay close to my mom.”

      “Don’t you want to get away from here, see what else the world has to offer?”

      She looked out the window, her fingers playing with the ends of her hair. “Where would I go?”

      “I don’t know, somewhere exciting, like New York or LA.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” she said nervously. “What if I’m not cut out for places like that? I’ve never been anywhere larger than Atlanta before.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Amanda. You’re capable of more than you think. You just have to believe in yourself.”

      She was quiet for a moment, her gaze focused on a horizon that was steadily losing the day to the encroaching night. “I guess I’ve never really given it much thought. I mean, I know Evergreen isn’t exactly the most exciting place in the world, but…it’s home.”

      “But home can be anywhere, Amanda,” I said, turning to look at her. “Home is where you make it. Take me, for example. I never thought I’d leave New York, but I did. And I ended up here in Evergreen, of all places. Now, I can’t imagine myself anywhere else.”

      “But that’s because you found a home here,” she argued. “You found Gabe and Jackson.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Don’t get me wrong, Gabe and Jackson are great, but…the reason this place feels like home isn’t because of them. It’s because of you, Amanda.”

      She looked sharply at me then, a mix of surprise and uncertainty in her eyes. “Me?”

      “Yeah, you. You’ve shown me what it means to be a part of a community, to be part of something bigger than just myself. You’ve shown me the beauty in simplicity, in quiet moments, and in genuine relationships. You’ve made Evergreen feel like home because you made me feel welcome here.”

      Amanda blinked, her eyes moistening slightly. “I…I didn’t realize,” she stammered. She looked away again, and I could see a new tension in her shoulders.

      A silence fell between us as we turned onto Old Lockwood Road. As we made our way to the top, the night sky opened up before us, displaying a canvas of stars. It was breathtaking and reminded me of the first night I arrived in Evergreen.

      The car hummed quietly as we parked in front of her house, the town lights twinkling in the distance.

      I turned to Amanda, her profile illuminated by the soft glow of the dashboard. She was still quiet, her eyes wide as she looked out over our town. “I had fun this afternoon,” I said, breaking the silence. “Thank you for coming with me.”

      “You’re welcome. I had fun too,” she said, a corner of her mouth lifting into a smile.

      Our conversation appeared to have stirred up a lot of emotions in her, and I suddenly felt overwhelmed by this moment.

      “I need to tell you something,” she whispered. “No one else knows this, but about a month before you and your family moved to Evergreen, I had a dream about you.”

      “Me? But that’s impossible.”

      “My mom calls them premonitions. Sometimes I have dreams where I see things before they happen. I didn’t think much of it until I had the same dream a few days later. When I met you on the porch that day, I recognized you from my dream.”

      A chill ran through me.

      “What do you think it means?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. But something—fate, destiny, whatever you want to call it—brought us together.”

      “And you believe that?” I asked, my mind trying to make sense of what she just revealed.

      “I don’t know what to believe. All I know is that it happened.”

      A feeling of unease crept over me, but I hid it from her. “Did you see anything else? In your dream, I mean?”

      She nodded, her eyes glistening in the dim light. “I saw us being friends, and maybe more than friends. That part wasn’t clear. But I saw us happy, and I saw you make Evergreen home.”

      Finally, something could I latch onto that made sense. I had already begun to feel at home here, more than I ever thought I could. Maybe she was right, that whatever propelled me here to Evergreen, to her, was more potent than mere chance. “You saw us happy, huh?”

      “But I also saw a darkness,” she continued. “A shadow following you, always lurking just out of sight. It felt…dangerous.”

      Suddenly, it all started to make sense—my dark side, this shadow, the reason she was afraid to get too close to me. It all added up to Finch. “Is that why you’re scared of me…because of this dream?”

      “It’s not that I’m scared of you exactly, Cole. I’m scared for you, because whatever this shadow is, it’s not good. It’s something bad, and I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

      I felt my heart thump against my chest, the enormity of her words sinking in. “But it’s only a dream, right? I mean, it’s not real.”

      “I wish I could tell you that it’s only a dream, but I can’t,” she said, her expression grave. “These premonitions of mine, they…have a way of coming true.”

      I studied her face, the earnestness in her gaze holding me captive. It was a revelation that stirred an unsettling commotion within me. “You’ve never been wrong?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet… It’s like a cruel irony. Knowing something bad is going to happen and yet being powerless to prevent it. It’s a burden, Cole, one I would not wish on anyone.”

      I sat there, my mind churning. I felt a sudden surge of sympathy for Amanda, her gift sounding more like a curse. “I’m sorry, that must be tough. But don’t worry, we’ll figure this out. Together.” And as I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, my eyes drifted to the mountain, to the light that touched its peak. Suddenly I was consumed by an inexplicable sense of dread. “And trust me, Amanda, I won’t let this darkness claim me, whatever it is.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 13

        The Flood

      
      As Amanda had predicted, I received an invitation to Kimberly’s party in the mail the following week. I held the glittering envelope in my hands, weighing its implications. Ever since our ride on the Ferris wheel, Kimberly had taken a particular interest in me, an interest I wasn’t sure how to respond to. Kimberly was beautiful, popular, and everything a guy should want. But she wasn’t Amanda.

      The party was to be held the following weekend at her family’s riverside mansion, a grand old Victorian with sprawling gardens and a pool that glittered like a turquoise jewel. It was the kind of place that screamed privilege, the sort of place where I’d always felt uncomfortably out of place.

      Despite my reservations, I decided to attend the party. Given that Amanda and Kimberly were best friends, it was inevitable that Amanda would be there too. The chance to see her, even in a crowded setting, held a certain appeal that I couldn’t deny.

      As the weekend approached, I was filled with a growing unease that was hard to shake. Amanda’s warning kept echoing in my thoughts, turning ordinary moments into portents of doom. Every creak of a door, every whisper of the wind seemed to hold a sinister undertone. I felt like a character in one of her fantasy books, on the brink of a catastrophic event, the tension steadily mounting.

      Despite the dread, the investigation into the disappearance of the Linville Three moved forward. After the Rattners thwarted our initial attempt to search for evidence in the woods behind Milford’s, we decided to give it another try. Maybe this time we would find something substantial, something that could help us piece together the missing parts of this puzzle.

      But before we could embark on another expedition, fate intervened.

      That night, as the remnants of Hurricane Juan made their way north from the Gulf of Mexico, they unleashed a series of storms the likes of which Evergreen had never seen before. The town was battered by relentless rain and wind, as if it were being punished by God himself. Lightning split the sky, and thunder reverberated in waves across the valley. The deluge continued for seven days and nights—an event of biblical proportions.

      It was difficult to appreciate the true magnitude of the storm unless you had seen it from above. My spot on the Bluff provided such a view. From my front porch, I had seen the water rise slowly at first, then more rapidly as the days of rain took their toll. The river had jumped the banks and inched its way toward town, swallowing it block by block. When it was all over, the southern half of the town was submerged beneath a shallow lake. The sight was incomprehensible.

      When the rains finally ceased, Evergreen was hardly recognizable. Streets that were once familiar were now flooded or buried under mud and debris. Houses, stores, even the old post office on Maple Street, bore the scars of the storm’s wrath. Nature had reasserted its dominion, taking back what humans had claimed for centuries.

      The devastation was such that Kimberly’s party had to be indefinitely postponed. Her home, once grand and opulent, stood wounded and vulnerable after the storm. The pool now resembled a swamp, the great Victorian structure had lost some of its splendor, and the sprawling gardens were a muddy mess of uprooted flowers and torn branches.

      Once the shock subsided, the residents of Evergreen rallied. Men and women, young and old, donned their rain boots and worked tirelessly, dredging out mud, clearing debris, and beginning the long process of repair and rehabilitation.

      White Hall Baptist Church experienced a boom unlike any other as it became the temporary gathering place for the storm-battered residents. Warm food, hot coffee, and a sense of fellowship filled its tables, providing solace and hope to those in need.

      Across town, the Red Cross, in collaboration with local volunteers, set up a disaster-relief center in the community hall. Medical personnel attended to the injured and sick while others took on the task of distributing essential supplies to the affected families. The high school gymnasium, untouched by the ravages of the storm, was transformed into an impromptu home for those who found themselves without one. Cots were lined up in neat rows and blankets piled high, while the football field was designated as a play area for the displaced children. The locker rooms became makeshift showers and restrooms, while the cafeteria staff worked tirelessly to provide meals with the limited resources available.

      From my vantage point on the Bluff, I watched as Evergreen slowly began to heal. Every day brought a new change—a road reopened, a house rebuilt, a store restocked. The old post office on Maple Street, battered and bruised, stood resilient with its flag hoisted high, a symbol of the spirit that pervaded Evergreen.

      

      ***

      By Thanksgiving, the town had managed to clear the main streets, a feat that seemed impossible just weeks before. The town square, once a tangle of fallen trees and damaged structures, was now a hub of activity once more. The usual Thanksgiving parade, a grand spectacle with floats and marching bands, was replaced with a simpler celebration—a community potluck. Each family brought a dish, creating a feast of pies, roasted turkeys, mashed potatoes, and every imaginable comfort food, including casseroles, as far as the eye could see.

      As I sat there, surrounded by the entire town, I felt thankful—not for material possessions, but for my family, friends, and especially that everyone had survived the storms. Unbelievably, the storm had somehow brought us closer together. People who had once been mere acquaintances now greeted each other like old friends, bound by shared hardship and the indomitable spirit of community. Differences and past disputes were set aside as the town united against a common enemy.

      But goodwill wasn’t the only thing the storm unearthed that fateful November.

      “Have you…heard the…news?” Gabe was out of breath, looking as if he’d just run a marathon.

      I looked at Jackson, but he was just as clueless as I was.

      “Are you going to tell us or do we have to guess?”

      Gabe composed himself and said, “They found some bodies this morning,” he whispered. “Out in the woods behind Milford’s.”

      My eyes must have looked like they were going to pop out of my head. I hadn’t been surprised by anything like that since I got the phone call about my dad. Gabe went on to explain that as the cleanup crews dug through the rubble, they made a grisly discovery in the woods behind the old mill—the skeletal remains of three human bodies. Unsettled whispers of Evergreen’s forgotten past had already begun to circulate, sending a ripple of unease throughout the once peaceful town.

      “Bodies?” said Jackson.

      “Three?” I asked, mind whirling.

      Gabe shook his head. “They’re old. Skeletons,” he said. “Been there for at least—”

      “Two years,” I said, interrupting him as everything clicked in my mind. “I’ll be damned. It’s the Linville Three, isn’t it?”

      Gabe nodded, a grim expression on his face. “That’s what they’re saying. It’s all over the news.”

      My mind raced, flashing back to the conversation I’d had with Neal Bonham. The bodies were found where he said he’d dropped them off that night two years ago. After all this time, the Linville Three had been waiting for the storm to peel back the earth and reveal their tragic secret.

      Now that we knew what had happened to them, my first thought was of Old Man Finch. The water hadn’t gotten anywhere near Finch’s place, so the rumors about him burying them beneath his garden were clearly unfounded.

      “Well, at least we know Old Man Finch didn’t kill them,” I mused aloud.

      “Then who did?” Jackson asked.

      “That,” Gabe said, “is the million-dollar question.”

      For a few moments, we just sat there in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. Suddenly Jackson let out a low whistle and said, “Think about it. Who’s the last person who saw the Linville Three alive?”

      “Neal Bonham,” I said without skipping a beat. “But he claimed they were alive when he dropped them off.”

      “Yeah, but what if he lied? What if this whole time he’s been covering up what really happened that night?”

      I considered that. “Yeah, but if he did it, why would he have told me about giving them a ride that night? That could only implicate himself.”

      Jackson shrugged. “Guilt, maybe? Or an arrogant belief that he could get away with it?”

      “Or maybe he was coerced by someone. Blackmail, perhaps?” Gabe suggested. “We all know Bonham has his secrets.”

      “True,” I replied. “But why would he expose the location of the bodies? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe he is trying to cover his tracks, spin a story before everything unravels,” Jackson proposed. “You don’t confess unless you believe the jig is up.”

      “Or maybe he’s trying to throw us off the trail,” Gabe mused. “Maybe he’s trying to point us in the wrong direction while he gets away with it.”

      “Or maybe he’s innocent,” I countered, not ready to believe that Neal Bonham was a killer. “Maybe he was telling the truth and someone else did it. After all, he isn’t the only one who saw them that night. Honestly, it could have been anyone.”

      I rushed home that afternoon and turned on the TV in the living room. WBTV out of Charlotte was carrying the story.

      “Earlier today, three bodies were discovered in the woods behind this general store in Evergreen, thirty miles north of Asheville. Authorities say the bodies are so decomposed they’ll need to use dental records to identify them. Folks around here are worried they may be the three teenagers who went missing in the fall of 1983 from the neighboring town of Linville. Denise Winters reporting for WBTV.”

      My pulse raced. I went to my room and looked out the window. Finch’s light was on. It had been a few weeks since I’d last seen him. Our chess match had reached a stalemate. If I’d been looking for an excuse to see him, I had one now.

      As I headed to Finch’s place, I thought about our first encounter and the fear I felt when he pointed that shotgun at me. I also recalled the anxiety that gripped me when he invited me to his cabin. The climb to the top of the mountain, which had once seemed so daunting, had become routine. Even the sense of dread had become so familiar that it seemed like a natural part of my existence now.

      “Mr. Finch!” I knocked furiously on the front door as I reached the cabin. “Mr. Finch, are you in there?” I peered through the window, but the house looked empty. I wondered briefly if the police were interrogating him down at the station, but that idea quickly vanished when I saw him stumbling toward the door.

      “I’m sorry to wake you,” I said, noticing the dazed look on his face.

      “Don’t worry about it. I was just enjoying a little catnap before dinner. Come on in.” He rubbed his eyes and opened the door. “It’s good to see you. I was wondering how you managed during the flood.”

      “I managed all right, but there’s something I need to tell you,” I said, getting straight to the point. “They think they found the Linville Three this morning in the woods behind the general store.”

      “I know. I heard it on the news this afternoon. It’s a shame ’bout them kids.”

      I studied his face carefully. I was ninety-nine percent sure he had nothing to do with it, but I couldn’t be certain.

      “You think they’ll finally leave me alone now?” he asked as he eased into his recliner.

      “I hope so. Any idea who might have done it?”

      He turned around and met me with a smirk. “How should I know? I don’t have a crystal ball.”

      I shrugged. “I just thought…”

      “Probably an outsider,” he offered. “Someone from Linville or farther down. It happened around the time of the festival, so it coulda been anyone. I mean, people come from all over.”

      He was right. It could have been anyone, and if it wasn’t someone from Evergreen, the chances of catching them were remote.

      “Any luck in findin’ my shotgun?” he asked.

      “Afraid not. I haven’t seen the Rattners since that night. Then with the flood and everything…”

      “Well, it’s only a matter of time,” he said confidently. “Sooner or later, an opportunity will present itself.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 14

        Sour Grapes

      
      Given everything that had happened recently, I figured another trip to church couldn’t hurt. I still felt guilty over taking Finch’s shotgun, and now with the discovery of the Linville Three, I felt a strange and unsettling sensation creeping up on me, the puzzle pieces of this town continuing to disconnect, making my mind itch.

      The Sunday service was already in full swing as my mom, sister, and I slipped in through the back door. Reverend Ridgeway’s sermon was a fervent call for peace in troubled times. He talked about loss, forgiveness, and seeking solace in the Lord.

      “Rejoice evermore,” he boomed. “Pray without ceasing. In everything give thanks, for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.”

      I struggled to think about giving thanks for all things, because the way I saw it, not all things were worthy of thanks. Look at the flood and this entire town. Hell, just look at me. Was I supposed to give thanks for losing my dad? For Tommy and Troy Rattner beating Lenny within an inch of his life? Or what about me stealing the gun for them? The longer I thought about it, the more bewildered I became. Why was he giving this tone-deaf sermon to us all?

      “But do not lose faith,” he said as if sensing my dismay. “For God hears your heart, sees your troubles, and never forsakes you.”

      And yet, I felt forsaken. I shook my head, trying to clear my mind, and decided not to focus on the sermon. My eyes found Amanda, sitting in her normal spot beside her mother and Ronnie. She was in her Sunday best—a soft yellow dress, her hair neatly curled and pinned back. Over the past few weeks, she had changed drastically. Her angelic features had thinned out, highlighting her sharp cheekbones and determined jawline. Her eyes, once full of childish innocence, were now composed with a seriousness that I had not seen before.

      These changes made me wonder if she too was carrying the weight of our town’s troubles in her heart, or if it was something more personal. Perhaps her cancer relapse was more serious than she let on, stealing the light from her eyes. One thing was for certain: These were not easy times for anyone.

      When the service ended, I found myself pulled back into reality. The churchgoers began to rise from the wooden pews, their hushed voices filling the air with a low rumble of chatter. I saw Amanda stand up, her mother whispering something to her. She nodded, giving me a fleeting glance before she disappeared amongst the crowd.

      “Let’s go,” my mother said, leading us toward the exit. My heart pounded in my chest as we weaved through a sea of blouses and slacks, Sunday dresses and polished shoes. I kept stealing glances toward the direction Amanda had disappeared in, hoping to catch a final glimpse of her before we left.

      Outside, the air was heavy with the scent of rain that had yet to fall, dark clouds brewing on the horizon. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the sky turned an alarming shade of gray.

      

      ***

      That afternoon I found myself on the front porch reading what remained of Animal Farm. There was a test on it in two days, and with all I had been doing to help the town, I was way behind with my schoolwork. Surely my quest to help the residents of Evergreen was nobler than algebra and novel reading. At least it justified my procrastination. I was halfway through chapter nine, trying to stay focused as the animals rebuilt the windmill, when I got the sense someone was watching me.

      I looked up instinctively, my eyes locking with a pair of blue ones. It was Amanda. She was gliding up the walkway toward me, her yellow dress billowing in the breeze.

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she said, her voice soft and melodious.

      “Not at all.” I quickly shut my book. “Have a seat.” I gestured to the wicker chair next to me, its worn-out cushion a shade of faded green.

      She sank gracefully into the seat, her eyes flickering toward the book in my hands. “Are you still not finished with that?”

      I offered a sheepish smile. “I like to take my time,” I said, though I knew she wouldn’t believe that. “But if I’m being honest, it’s not exactly my kind of story.”

      “Mine either.”

      “So what’s going on?”

      “Nothing much. I just wanted to say sorry for not talking to you after church this morning. Ronnie was in a hurry to leave and…”

      “Oh, it’s no problem. I’m sorry for not sitting with you, but we kinda got a late start. Tabitha had a little accident as we were walking out the door.”

      She gave a dismissive wave. “Don’t worry about it. Besides, I’m sure your mom appreciated you staying with her.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” There was a pause, the kind that hangs in the air, thick and heavy like the summer heat. “Was there something else you wanted to talk about?” I asked, sensing that there was more behind her sudden visit.

      “No, not really. I just thought we hadn’t talked in a while and wanted to see what you were up to.”

      “Oh. About that… I haven’t been ignoring you or anything, it’s just that there’s been a lot going on lately, with Lenny’s situation and the flood and all. You know how it is.” But the truth was I had been avoiding her, at least partially. I didn’t exactly know how to face her after she told me about her premonition that something bad was going to happen to me.

      “I understand,” she said, her pale blue eyes shining with empathy. “It’s been a rough time for everyone.”

      For a second, I thought I saw a shimmer of something else in her gaze—something shadowed and distant. I thought about her illness, considering whether I should ask her about it. But before I could summon the courage, she spoke again.

      “You know, I didn’t think I’d ever live to see the day when you and Lenny would be friends. I’m glad, though. It makes me think there’s still hope in the world.”

      She was always thinking big picture, and sometimes I got lost trying to keep up with her, but I didn’t care. I loved the chase.

      “Listen,” she said. “I was talking with Kimberly the other day, and there’s something she wants me to ask you.”

      “Okay…” Why was it every time she asked me a question, I got the strange feeling something terrible was coming?

      “What do you think about her?”

      “She’s okay, I guess,” I said, not fully understanding where this line of questioning was headed. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, there’s a dance coming up in a couple of weeks—the Blizzard Ball. I’m sure you’ve heard them mention it at school. And well, we—I mean she was wondering if you’d want to go.”

      My head was turning in circles. I tended to get things jumbled up whenever a question took me by surprise. Was Amanda asking me for herself or for Kimberly? I was confident I knew the answer, but I had to be sure. “With Kimberly, you mean?”

      “Yeah. I think the two of you would make a great couple.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah, I really do. I’ve seen the way she looks at you. There’s something there, you can’t deny it.”

      “And you’re okay with this?”

      She turned away, biting her lip. “Mm-hmm.”

      “But what about us?” I asked, needing to hear her say the words.

      “Us?” She looked at me, a sad smile on her face. “We’re just…friends, Cole.”

      “I see.” She should have been a surgeon with as many times as she had ripped my heart out. I clenched my jaw tightly, trying to keep the anger from twisting my face into a Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde situation, but it took every ounce of strength I had. “In that case, tell her I’d love to go with her.”

      “Really? You don’t have to give me an answer now. You can think about it if you want.”

      “No, I’ve made up my mind,” I said, striving to keep the bitterness out of my voice. My heart was in shambles, crushed under the weight of her words. But I had to keep my poker face on. She might not have considered us an “us,” but I did, and I always would. “Tell her yes. I’ll go.”

      “Cole…” she started, her eyes softening with what seemed like regret. But it was too late for that now. I shook my head, unable to let her finish her sentence.

      “No need for any more explanations, Amanda. I understand perfectly.” I forced a tight smile onto my face, determined to keep my dignity intact.

      “All right.” She sighed. “I’ll tell her.” Her voice was stifled, and she seemed to shrink in front of me. “Well…” She stood up, brushing off her dress. “See you around, Cole.”

      “Yeah, see you around,” I said as she turned her back on me and walked away.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 15

        Numbers

      
      Friday, December 13, 1985

      They say nothing good happens on Friday the thirteenth, and I’m living proof of that. When I was nine, I fractured my arm while playing hockey. The next year, I lost my tooth in a fight, and when I was fourteen, I fell on my way home from school and dislocated my knee. Given my track record, when I learned that the Blizzard Ball was scheduled for the thirteenth, I had little hope that it would be anything but another disaster.

      Ever since Amanda had talked me into taking Kimberly weeks earlier, I had been dreading the dance. The mere thought of being in the same room with Amanda, watching her dance and laugh with someone else, twisted my insides. Yet, here I was, buttoning up a starched white shirt and adjusting a black tie that felt like it was strangling me, all for a girl I barely knew and a night I already wished was over.

      “I can’t believe I let myself get talked into this,” I muttered as I forced my feet into the uncomfortable patent leather shoes. My only consolation was that Kimberly was pretty, and she seemed to be genuinely interested in me.

      “Maybe it won’t be so bad,” I tried to convince myself, studying my reflection in the mirror. My hair was combed back neatly, and I had even shaved off a few stray hairs that had been stubbornly sprouting on my chin. For all intents and purposes, I looked the part of the dashing date. But inside, I felt like a fraud. Regardless, I had committed to this, and I wasn’t about to back out now.

      I picked Kimberly up at seven sharp, and she was a sight to behold. Her dress was an elegant shade of sapphire blue that complemented her dark hair, and her eyes lit up when she saw me in my suit.

      “Cole! You look so handsome,” she gushed, her cheeks flushing in a way that made her look even more beautiful. She held out her arm and I linked it with mine, a perfect gentleman.

      “And you look…stunning,” I said, trying to match her enthusiasm. We walked out to the car and I opened the door for her, feeling a faint glimmer of pride as her eyes sparkled with appreciation.

      The drive to school was filled with flirtatious laughter and light conversation. Kimberly’s infectious personality temporarily allayed my fears, and for a moment, I forgot all about the gloom and doom that had been clouding my thoughts. Her smile was a silver lining, and I found myself genuinely enjoying her company.

      The dance was held at the school gymnasium. The student council had gone all out, decorating the place with twinkling fairy lights and large silver snowflakes that hung from the ceiling, creating a magical winter wonderland. A lively tune was already playing when we entered, and a few couples were swaying gently to the music as we stepped in front of the camera for our picture.

      As much as I hated to admit it, Amanda was right. Kimberly and I made a good-looking couple. If not for Amanda, we might have never crossed paths, let alone been at this dance together.

      After our picture was taken, Mrs. Winthrop showed us to our seats. I glanced at the other name tags at our table, hoping that Amanda and Rusty had been placed somewhere else. Whitney Slover, Gary Singleton, Chad Murphy, Delila Williams… I was gaining confidence with each one that wasn’t Amanda. There were only two left. My eyes drifted to the first. To my horror, written in perfect calligraphic script was the one name I couldn’t get away from no matter how hard I tried. It was official: the universe was conspiring against me.

      “Punch?” I asked Kimberly, needing a moment to collect my thoughts. She nodded, and I excused myself from the table, glad for the temporary escape. As I navigated through the crowd to the refreshments area, I spotted Amanda from the corner of my eye. Her dress was fiery red, contrasting sharply with the icy background. Rusty was at her side, looking dapper in his tux. A surge of resentment flooded me, but I quickly pushed it away.

      Filling two cups with punch, I forced myself to smile as I returned to our table. Kimberly was chatting animatedly with Delila and Chad.

      “Thank you,” Kimberly said, taking the cup from me. “You didn’t happen to see Amanda and Rusty, did you?”

      I choked a little on my punch. “Yeah, I saw them. They just walked in.”

      “How did she look?”

      I hesitated, the image of Amanda in the fiery red dress seared into my mind. “She looked…nice,” I replied, choosing my words carefully.

      “That’s good. She was worried about the dress color, but I told her red suits her.”

      “Yeah, it does,” I mused, thinking that there wasn’t a color in the rainbow that Amanda couldn’t wear well.

      Just then, Amanda and Rusty strolled into our view.

      “Hey, guys.” Amanda’s voice cut like a knife, but I turned and forced a smile.

      “Hey!” Kimberly shrieked as if this was the greatest night of her life.

      Rusty and I shook hands cordially, but that’s as far as the pleasantries went. I could feel my blood simmer under the cool veneer of civility. “Good to see you,” I said, looking him straight in the eye. There was a slight pause, a moment when everything seemed to hang in the balance. Then he smiled and it was all over.

      Amanda slid next to him, her dress lighting up the space between us. She turned her attention to me and my heart stuttered.

      “Long time no see,” she said.

      “It’s only been a week,” I replied, my voice a little more curt than I had intended.

      “Feels longer than that,” she replied with a smile, one that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “I, um, like your dress. It really suits you,” I said.

      “Thanks. Kimberly helped me pick it out.”

      Amanda’s acknowledgment of Kimberly sent a spark of irritation through me, but I nodded and turned my focus to my drink.

      Rusty put his arm around Amanda’s waist, pulling her closer. “Isn’t she just the most beautiful girl in the room?” he beamed.

      My fingers tightened around the cup, knuckles going white. The plastic started to crinkle beneath the pressure, and I forced my hand to loosen its hold.

      “Isn’t it great that we’re all here together?” Kimberly chirped, oblivious to the tension threading through our little gathering. “We should all take a picture.” She grabbed the camera from her purse and forced us into position. “Here,” she said, thrusting the camera into my hand. “You take it.”

      I stared at the camera in my hand, suddenly feeling like I was holding a grenade. The flash went off with a blinding light, leaving ghostly spots in front of my eyes as I handed the camera back to Kimberly.

      “Thanks!” she said, grinning wide enough for her molars to gleam in the dim light. “Now that we’re all here, why don’t we dance?”

      Before I could object, she grabbed my arm and dragged me to the dance floor. The music was an assault on the senses, but I let myself get lost in it, thinking anything was better than sitting at the table watching Rusty whisper into Amanda’s ear.

      Unlike me, Kimberly was a natural dancer. She moved with a rhythm that left me feeling clumsy and stiff by comparison. With each song, she became more energetic, her laughter ringing out above the pounding music. I let her lead, content to follow her movements as best I could.

      I kept glancing back toward the table, back to where Amanda sat with Rusty. I watched as he poured her another drink, watched as she laughed at a joke he whispered into her ear. My heart constricted in my chest, the pain just sharp enough to remind me of what I had lost—or rather, what I had never really had in the first place.

      Feeling an icy chill creep into my soul, I swallowed hard and tried to focus back on the dance floor. Kimberly was twirling around in circles now, her hair flying out around her, her face a picture of sheer joy. She was blissfully unaware of the turmoil raging within me. I wished I could be like that—carefree, lost in the joy of the moment. But my eyes kept betraying me, drawn to Amanda as if she were a magnet and I was made of iron.

      Eventually, a slow song came on, and Kimberly pulled me close. Her arms wrapped around my neck, her face aglow. And somewhere between my being pissed off at Amanda and the joy on Kimberly’s face, I felt a shift inside me. Despite our many conversations, Amanda obviously had no intentions of breaking up with Rusty, so I figured I might as well make the most of the situation. After all, Kimberly had pursued me, not the other way around, and suddenly, I felt remorseful for having spent most of the evening looking past her.

      “I’m sorry for being such a stick-in-the-mud,” I said, pulling her closer. “It’s just…I’ve had a lot on my mind lately. I hope I haven’t ruined your evening.”

      “Not at all,” she said. “I’ve been having a blast.” She gave me a gentle smile, her fingers brushing a strand of hair away from my eyes.

      “I’m glad,” I said, trying to muster a smile of my own. “You’re a really great dancer.”

      “Thanks,” she said, blushing slightly. “You’re not too bad yourself.” She was lying, but I didn’t mind. It was nice of her to say.

      As the song continued, we moved with a newfound ease. I looked at Kimberly, truly seeing her for the first time that evening. Her eyes gleamed under the disco ball, and when she laughed at my clumsy steps, something shifted inside me, making me feel a little lightheaded. Whether it was the music or the way Kimberly was looking at me, the space between us seemed to shrink. She moved close enough that her cool breath grazed my neck, and it sent my heart racing. I felt an overwhelming urge to speak, but my mind was a jumbled mess. Instinct took over, and suddenly, our lips met. A thrill, like the sensation of falling or speeding in a car, coursed through my veins. The kiss lasted only a few seconds, but as I pulled back and opened my eyes, I looked at her, wondering if it had the same effect on her.

      A warm smile broke across her face as she sighed and rested her head on my chest. As much as I had dreamed about my first kiss being with Amanda, none of that mattered now. Down deep, I hoped Amanda had seen it, but honestly, I mostly didn’t care anymore. I was tired of being hurt by whatever we were or weren’t to each other.

      We slipped out the back a little after eleven, and I drove Kimberly home. We talked the entire way about my not-so-great dancing skills, the fun we had, and about our first kiss. I promised to call her the next day, and before she got out of the car, she leaned over and kissed me good night. A perfect ending to a night I’d originally dreaded.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 16

        Apocalypse

      
      For the next two weeks, Kimberly and I spent every waking moment together. Whether it was going for ice cream, taking long walks in the woods, or just sitting in my car as we listened to A-ha and Duran Duran, each moment felt more special than the last. To my surprise, I was completely captivated by her charm, her wit, and her laughter, to the point that I found myself counting down the hours until we’d see each other again.

      Meanwhile, the authorities finally identified the remains found in the woods. To the surprise of no one, they were those of the Linville Three. Kimberly held my hand as we watched the evening news together, our hearts heavy with the weight of the revelation. Suddenly, the world seemed a lot darker, a lot more dangerous. The carefree days of winter break were now tainted with the harsh reality of life’s fragility, and it brought up all those old feelings of grief and sorrow I’d experienced when my father died.

      While the police ramped up their investigation, the town went into a state of hushed paranoia. Just as Mr. Finch had feared, the rumor mill began to churn again with wild theories and accusations, many pointing the finger at him. Whispers of a serial killer floated through the streets, igniting an unsettling undercurrent of tension and fear.

      Despite the dark clouds that were slowly gathering over our town, I tried to make the most of the holiday season. Kimberly and I decorated my house for Christmas for my mom, stringing lights across the porch, hanging shimmering silver tinsel on the tree, and attaching a bright red wreath to the front door. She was like a breath of fresh air, bringing a sense of warmth and comfort into my life that I hadn’t realized was missing.

      On Christmas Eve, we bundled up and went to the town square to take in the lights and do some ice-skating. Kimberly might have been a better dancer than me, but I skated circles around her on the ice rink. But she took it in stride, laughing as she clung tightly to my arm, her cheeks flushed with cold and excitement.

      Much to my dismay, Amanda spent the entire break visiting her grandparents in Raleigh. Even though she had chosen to be with someone else, she was still my friend, and I missed her. Not having her around was like missing a piece of myself, and Kimberly, as wonderful as she was, couldn’t fill that void.

      I also hung out with Jackson and Gabe during the break. We engaged in our usual antics, playing video games until our eyes were sore and feasting on junk food late into the night. Now that the Linville Three had been found and the police had taken over, our investigation had come to a halt. But not before we turned over the evidence we had on Neal Bonham. I was relieved when the police took it seriously and thanked us for our help, promising to keep us updated on their progress.

      But mine and Lenny’s plan to go after the Rattners was still a go, though we knew it was a dangerous endeavor. We spent a lot of time planning, trying to anticipate every possible move the twins might make. It was like playing a game of chess with no clear rules, only knowing that one wrong move could potentially end in checkmate.

      

      ***

      As the New Year dawned, the chill in the air carried with it an unusual sense of foreboding. School started again, the hallways bustling with students trading stories of the holiday break. Yet, the usual chatter was subdued, an ominous hush taking its place as rumors of the killer or killers spread like wildfire.

      The whispers echoed around the lockers, passed through huddled groups in the cafeteria, and slid beneath classroom doors. Rumors of the Linville Three, of Neal Bonham, and even our names started to creep into the narrative. The fear was palpable, each student feeling as though they could be the next victim.

      Classes became more of an afterthought, with teachers struggling to maintain the attention of the students. The principal tried to restore calm, assuring everyone that the school was working with the police to ensure their safety. But it did little to quell the sense of unease that permeated throughout.

      January dragged on, every day still filled with an undercurrent of suspicion and dread. Everyone was on high alert, casting wary glances at their classmates and huddling in small groups for reassurance. The usual high school drama had been replaced with something much darker, a sense of impending doom that hung over us all like a storm cloud.

      In my free time, I often visited Finch on the mountain, where we would discuss theories about the murders while we played chess. Yes, it was macabre, but it was also a way to cope, to make sense of the chaos that had consumed Evergreen. Finch was sharp, a wellspring of ideas that sometimes frightened me with its accuracy. His hunches were often right, and this time, he seemed to be holding on to something.

      “There’s something we’re missing, Cole,” he said one evening, staring intently at the chessboard laying between us. His dark eyes flicked up to mine, holding a spark of grim determination. “Something that’s been right in front of us this whole time.”

      I frowned, leaning back in my chair as I considered my next move. “You think it’s someone we all know?” I ventured.

      Finch nodded. “It makes sense. The killer or killers,” he added with an air of deliberation, “haven’t been caught yet. They probably know the town, the houses…maybe even the victims personally.” His fingers ghosted over his knight as he thought, not ready to commit to a move. The fireplace crackled behind us, the only sound in the otherwise silent room.

      “You don’t think there’ll be more murders, do you?” I asked, feeling a cold dread creep over me. “I mean, it’s been over two years.”

      “I wish I could say no, Cole,” he said, his voice unnervingly steady. “But if I were a bettin’ man, I’d say there’s still more to come.”

      

      ***

      While I tried to shake off Finch’s ominous prediction, the rest of Evergreen steeped itself in worry. It felt like our lives were ticking time bombs, counting down the days, hours, and minutes to the next tragedy. We had, thus far, been spared the gruesome reality of facing a new body, but the threat was still there, lurking in the shadows.

      One evening in February, I was sitting in the living room, going over a list of potential suspects, when I heard someone knocking at the front door. I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sudden sound. Cursing under my breath, I rose to my feet and moved to answer it.

      “Amanda?” I said, surprised to see her standing there, a heavy coat wrapped tightly around her. Her usually bright and vivacious eyes were now clouded over with worry, red-rimmed from what looked like recent tears.

      “Hey, Cole,” she said. “I hope I’m not interrupting.” She looked around me, presumably to see if Kimberly was there.

      “No, not at all,” I reassured her. “I was just working on some… It doesn’t matter. Do you want to come in?”

      “Actually, do you mind if we sit on the porch?”

      I grabbed a blanket from the closet and joined her on the porch, pulling the door shut behind me. It was already dusk and growing colder by the minute.

      We sat down on the swing. The blanket was big enough for the two of us, and I placed it around our shoulders to keep us warm.

      “Is everything…all right?”

      She shook her head.

      “What’s going on?”

      She took a deep breath, her hands wringing beneath the blanket. “I’m sure you’ve been wondering why I’ve been gone so much these last few weeks.”

      Truthfully, I had noticed but had been too caught up in everything else going on to question. Now, looking at her, I regretted not reaching out earlier. “Yes,” I admitted, a tinge of guilt in my voice. “I assumed you were just visiting your grandparents or something.”

      She stared out into the darkness. “I wish it were something as simple as that. But the truth is I’ve been…seeing my doctor…a lot.” Her words hung in the air, glistening with unsaid implications. “I’m sick,” she confessed, turning to look at me with a raw vulnerability I had never seen before. “Really sick.”

      My heart clenched in my chest, a cold wave of shock washing over me. I’d known for some time that she was sick, but the last I heard it was under control. “How sick are we talking?” I asked, unable to keep the tremor out of my voice.

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she bit her lip, clearly battling with herself on how to proceed. Finally, she exhaled, a slow and shaky breath that seemed to carry the weight of the world with it. “I’m dying, Cole,” she said, her voice breaking.

      I sat there frozen, my mind spiraling down a void of disbelief. Dying. The word echoed loudly in my head, and for a few seconds, I couldn’t breathe. “No,” I whispered, unable to fully comprehend her words. “You…you can’t be…dying. There’s got to be a mistake…” I stammered, looking into her eyes, pleading for her to take back the words she’d just spoken. But all I saw was the painful truth.

      “There’s no mistake,” she said, shaking her head slowly. Her hand found mine beneath the blanket, fingers intertwining in a familiar gesture that felt different now. “I don’t want to believe it either, Cole. But the doctors…they’re certain.”

      “But what about treatments? Medication? Anything? There has to be something they can do.” The words tumbled out from my mouth in a rush; the desperate hope clinging on to them was apparent.

      “They say it’s aggressive…too aggressive. And it’s spread too far.” A small gasp escaped her lips as she tried to swallow down her tears.

      “But…but…”

      Her grip on my hand tightened. “It’s okay, Cole.”

      But it wasn’t okay. Nothing about this was okay. It felt as if the ground beneath me had given way, and all I could do was free-fall into an abyss of despair. I wanted to scream, to rage against the universe and its cruel design, but all I could manage was a helpless whimper.

      “How long?” I dared to ask. It was the question I feared most but needed to ask.

      “Six months, give or take.”

      I didn’t say anything for a long time, simply staring at her in shock. Six months? That was all we had left? What was left of my heart shattered, falling in pieces at my feet. All the dreams I had locked away for us, the plans I wanted us to make, they all seemed to evaporate.

      “Cole,” her voice was soft, almost a whisper. “I need you to listen to me.”

      I didn’t want to listen, but I forced myself to meet her gaze, my heart pounding painfully in my chest.

      “I want you to promise me something,” she continued. “That when this is all over, you won’t forget me. Can you do that?”

      “Forget you?” The thought was unimaginable, like trying to forget how to breathe or how to move. She was so deeply ingrained in me, her existence was as necessary to mine as air and water. “I could never forget you.”

      She smiled then, that same smile that had so captivated me the first time I saw it. It was a bittersweet, achingly beautiful expression that had the power to both soothe and shatter me. “That’s what I needed to hear,” she said.

      We stayed there on that porch for a long time that night, holding each other under the fading stars, clinging to every precious moment that fate had so unjustly rationed us. The world was still around us, silent under the weight of our shared heartache. Time, once an ally, had turned into our greatest foe. Each tick of the clock was a cruel reminder of the inevitable that lay ahead.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 17

        Scapegoat

      
      Amanda and I spent the next few days in a state of suspended disbelief, trying to make sense of this unfair hand she’d been dealt. Not once did she complain. She was so strong, too strong. I admired her even more for that, even as it broke my heart into a million pieces.

      We went for a walk in the woods one day, strolling hand in hand along the winding trail. On another, we drove to Asheville and spent the afternoon touring the Biltmore Estate, immersing ourselves in a world very much removed from our own. She seemed to take pleasure in the distraction, her eyes wide and luminous as we eased through the lavish rooms. Yet, beneath it all was a sorrowful undercurrent that neither of us could fully ignore. It was like a specter, unseen and uninvited, looming over us.

      On the third day, we skipped school and decided to take a trip down to the river. We sat on the sandy bank, listening to the soothing rush of water against the rocks.

      “I wish every day could be like this.”

      I looked at her then, her hair glinting under the sun, her eyes reflecting the tranquil river. I wanted to engrave this image of her in my memory, store it away for those impending dark days. “It can be,” I said, knowing, even as the words left my lips, it was an empty promise.

      Despite the impossibility of my claim, Amanda gave me a tender smile and pressed her head against my shoulder. “Let’s pretend, then,” she whispered. Even in face of our grim reality, there was a touch of whimsy in her voice that tugged at my heartstrings.

      I wrapped an arm around her, pulling her even closer. I could feel the warmth of her body against mine, her every breath a precious gift. I nodded, my throat too tight to speak. We sat there by the riverbank, wrapped in our own world as life continued to move around us.

      

      ***

      Over dinner that night, I finally broke the news to my mother. Her face paled, and her hand shook so hard that the spoon she was holding clattered down onto the table. She looked at me, her eyes searching my face for some sort of certainty, something to contradict the dreadful information I had just shared.

      “But…she’s so young.”

      “Yeah,” I whispered, my heart squeezing. “I know.” I hadn’t seen Mom cry since my dad’s funeral, but she wept openly for the girl that had become like a second daughter to her. Her shoulders shook with the weight of sorrow, and I found myself reaching over to comfort her, even as my own tears threatened to spill.

      After another sleepless night, I lumbered my way down into the kitchen on Saturday morning and grabbed a banana and some milk from the fridge and poured a bowl of cereal. Mom was already dressed and rushing around, looking for her car keys.

      “Where are you off to?” I asked, then shoveled a spoonful of cereal into my mouth.

      “I have to go to Charlotte to sign some papers with the insurance company.” She shrugged on her jacket and pulled her hair out from around the collar. “I’ll be home later this evening, so if you want to order a pizza, go ahead. I left a twenty on the counter.”

      “What about Tabitha?” I inquired, glancing over my shoulder. I spotted the bill hidden neatly within a note, likely explaining all this.

      “She’s at Darlene’s today. I’ll pick her up on my way back,” she said as she hurried toward the door. “You’ll be all right here alone, won’t you?”

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice hollow. “I’ll be fine.”

      Mom hesitated at the door, her hands clutching the keys tightly. She gave me a long look before finally nodding, and then she was gone, leaving me alone in the quiet house.

      I tried to distract myself with the morning news, mindlessly flipping through the channels. But everywhere I turned, there were reminders. Cancer awareness commercials, hospital dramas, even an advertisement for a new wonder drug that promised to cure everything under the sun. Each one felt like a punch to the gut.

      Then, a report came on one of the local stations about the police’s continued hunt for the killer of the Linville Three. I had been so preoccupied with Amanda’s diagnosis that I had completely forgotten about the gruesome murders that had once again shaken our small town. The report mentioned that the police appeared to be getting closer to apprehending a suspect but still urged the citizens to remain vigilant.

      I turned off the TV and decided some fresh air would do me good, so I put on my tennis shoes and headed out for a walk around the neighborhood. As I made my way down the familiar streets, I couldn’t help but observe how life had seemingly continued as normal for everyone else. Children played tag in the park, couples walked hand in hand, lost in the comforting cocoon of love, and the elderly reclined on their porch chairs, soaking in the sunlight.

      When I got to Maple Street, I saw Jackson and Gabe throwing a football in the vacant lot near the old Murphy house.

      “Hey,” Jackson called out when he saw me, throwing his arm up.

      I waved back, managing to give him a small smile. They both broke their game for a moment to meet me at the edge of the lot.

      “You okay, man?” Gabe asked, concern coloring his eyes as he looked me over. “We haven’t seen or heard from you in a while.”

      “Yeah, just been…busy,” I said, averting my eyes. The truth was too heavy to share with them, too raw to even voice out loud. Plus, Amanda had made me promise not to tell anyone besides my mom. She wanted to keep it a secret, at least for now.

      “Hey, did you hear about Amanda and Rusty?” Jackson asked.

      I froze. “What about them?”

      “Apparently, they broke up last night.”

      Shocked surged through me. “That’s…news to me,” I managed to say. “Do you know why?”

      “Nah, man. Just heard it from Sheila,” Jackson said, tossing the football in his hand up and down. “She’s friends with Rusty’s sister. Said they had a big fight or something.”

      “Thanks for letting me know,” I said, trying to hide my surprise.

      “Hey,” said Gabe, “you and Lenny making any headway on your plan to get Old Man Finch’s shotgun back?”

      “Some,” I said, forcing a smile. “It’s slow going, though. Lenny’s still recovering from that beating the Rattners gave him. The doctors say it’ll be another few weeks before his arm is back to normal.”

      “Damn Rattners,” said Jackson. “Hey, what do you think about the three of us hanging out soon? Maybe we could stay over at your place and play video games…like we used to?”

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Sounds good.”

      

      ***

      I made it home a little after two and made myself some lunch. After a few episodes of The Twilight Zone, I fell asleep on the couch in the living room and was awakened sometime later by the shrill ring of the telephone.

      I lazily picked up the receiver, rubbing my eyes. “Hello?”

      “Hey, baby,” said a voice on the other end, smooth as molasses.

      “Oh, hi, Kimberly. What’s up?”

      “Not much, just wanted to see how you’re doing. Are you feeling any better?”

      “Um, yeah, a little,” I said, feeling guilty for having lied to her about being sick the previous day.

      “That’s good. Any idea where Amanda is today?” she asked. “I’ve called and called and no one is answering at her house.”

      “Um, no, I don’t,” I said as I peeked out the window, staring at the vacant house across the street. “Why, is something wrong?”

      “Just curious,” she said. “She’s been acting really weird lately. You know, distant. She hasn’t said anything to you, has she?”

      Damn. I was cornered. Kimberly was my girlfriend, after all, so I should have been truthful with her, but Amanda and I had a deeper connection—at least I thought so—which meant I couldn’t breathe a word of her secret, not even to her best friend.

      “No. She hasn’t said anything to me.” I was surprised at how easily I could lie to her. “But I heard this morning that she and Rusty broke up. Know anything about that?”

      Kimberly sighed. “I was afraid that was going to happen. Rusty’s been acting like an ass lately. I tried telling Amanda, but you know how stubborn she is.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Well, maybe it’s for the best. Amanda deserves someone better, someone who’ll treat her right. Like how you treat me.”

      I felt a pang in my chest. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. So,” she said, changing the subject, “since you’re feeling better, want to grab something to eat at the diner? I’m practically starving.”

      I glimpsed the twenty-dollar bill on the coffee table. “Actually, that sounds great,” I said, eager to do anything but sit alone in silence. “Give me a half hour. I’ll swing by and get you.”

      I picked up Kimberly at five, and we drove to the diner. The dinner crowd was just starting to trickle in, which meant our usual spot in the corner was still open. We ordered burgers and fries, and Kimberly wanted a strawberry milkshake, which I gladly paid for.

      “So I guess you heard about the possible arrest in the Linville case?”

      I took a bite of my burger, nodding as I chewed. “I heard the police are getting closer. At least that’s what they said on the news this morning.”

      “Actually, it’s more serious than that. Dad says they’ll be filing charges soon.”

      Kimberly was not only attractive, but there was a second and more practical reason I liked her: her father was the district attorney, which meant I had access to insider information about upcoming arrests before most people.

      “Really? Who are they bringing charges against?” I asked with sudden interest.

      “Well…” She leaned in, whispering, “You have to promise not to say anything to anyone.” That’s what I needed, another secret on my conscience. “But they’re finally going to get Old Man Finch.”

      I sat straight up in my chair, not believing what I was hearing. “What? No.” I shook my head in a wide arc. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded, sipping her milkshake. “Yeah, can you believe it? I overheard Dad telling Mom last night that they finally have the evidence to charge him.”

      “Evidence? What evidence?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, but it must be pretty damning if they’re so sure about charging him.”

      I suppressed a sigh, staring intently at my fries as I processed the information. Old Man Finch wasn’t guilty of this crime—there wasn’t a doubt in my mind. But who would believe me? The whole town was against him, it seemed. They had been all along.

      “I don’t mean to question your father,” I began delicately, “but I expected Finch to be exonerated by now. Those bodies weren’t found anywhere near his property.”

      She crossed her arms and looked at me through narrow, suspicious eyes. “Are you calling my dad a liar?”

      I quickly shook my head. “No, not at all. It’s just that…” I paused, chewing the inside of my cheek as I considered my words. “I’ve been following this case closely, and it doesn’t make sense for Finch to be involved.”

      Kimberly relaxed her posture somewhat, but her eyes were still piercing. “What makes you so sure? And why are you suddenly standing up for Old Man Finch?”

      I felt the pressure of her gaze, her curiosity mixing with a hint of discomfort. “Look,” I began, reaching across the table to still her twirling straw. “I’m not ‘standing up’ for him. I just…don’t want to see an innocent person get convicted, that’s all. No one deserves that.”

      “You’re right. No one deserves that. Which is why I trust my dad and the police. Ever since those bodies surfaced, they’ve been working this case around the clock. Trust me, Cole, they wouldn’t be doing all this if they weren’t certain.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 18

        The Revelation

      
      Not that I doubted Kimberly, but when it came to her dad, she was blindly loyal. Robert Davis was a distinguished figure in Evergreen, known for his fair treatment of cases and his uncanny ability to sniff out suspicions. He was a good man, from what I knew.

      But I also knew Old Man Finch. I had heard the stories about his supposed supernatural nature and rumored wickedness. But I also knew the man who had shown me compassion when I wandered onto his land, who forgave me after I took his shotgun, and with whom I was now engaged in a spirited game of chess. For a man supposedly filled with such malevolence, he was remarkably kind.

      

      ***

      As soon as I dropped Kimberly off at her house, I sped home and put on my hiking shoes, then headed straight for Finch’s place. I had to talk to him, to warn him of what was coming.

      The sun had set by the time I reached his cabin, its outline eerily illuminated by the moon. I knocked, and after a few long moments, the door creaked open. Finch’s familiar, lined face looked out at me, his eyes expressing surprise at my late visit.

      “Cole, what brings you ’round here this time of night?”

      “Mr. Finch,” I gasped, out of breath from the urgent journey. “You’re in danger. The police…they think you’re involved with the murders.”

      His wrinkled brow creased even further. He opened the door wider and ushered me inside. The interior was aglow with soft firelight dancing off the wood paneling. The TV was off but the radio played quietly, some old country song from decades ago.

      “The murders?” Finch questioned, his gravelly voice sounding tired, almost resigned. “I figured it would come to this. They won’t stop until I’m behind bars.”

      I looked at him, surprised by his calm acceptance. “No, Mr. Finch. I won’t let that happen.”

      He chuckled softly. “You’re a fine young man, Cole. Always have been. But this ain’t your fight. It’s mine.”

      I shook my head, frustrated. “But you’re innocent, Mr. Finch. We need to figure out how to prove it.”

      He took a seat in his worn-out recliner, gesturing for me to sit across from him. “You don’t get it, do you, Cole? It doesn’t matter whether I’m innocent or guilty. To them, I’m a convenient answer, an easy solution to their problems. They’ve painted a picture of me as the monster, and it doesn’t matter what evidence is presented, they won’t see beyond that.”

      I looked at Finch, his face painted in the shadows, and I realized how old he really was. How much life he had seen, how many battles he had fought.

      “The fact of the matter is, son, I’ve made some mistakes in my time. Things I’m not proud of. Things that may not make me a murderer but don’t paint me as a saint either.”

      “Then maybe you should leave,” I suggested. “Disappear before they can act on their suspicions.”

      Finch sighed, his gaze drifting to the small flickering fire in the hearth. “You think I haven’t thought of that? Picking up and leaving everything behind?” He ran a hand over his face, the lines deepening with sorrow. “I’ve spent most of my life in this town. This is my home, my sanctuary. I can’t just run away.”

      The desperation in his voice ate at me. There was so much more to this man than everyone saw, so much more to his story. And yet here he was, about to be crucified for sins he didn’t commit.

      I stood, pacing the room, my mind working overtime as I tried to find a way out of this mess. “Then we fight,” I said finally, turning to face him. “We fight for your innocence, for your reputation…”

      His tired eyes met mine, and for a moment, there was a flicker of hope in them. “Fight? How do you propose we do that? The whole town’s against me.”

      I sat back down, feeling like the weight of the world was pressing down on my shoulders. “I don’t know,” I said, bewildered. “It feels like the entire universe is conspiring against us.”

      “Because of my impending trial?”

      “Not just that,” I said, my voice faltering.

      “What, then?” He leaned forward, his eyes probing mine, searching for answers.

      “Something else happened recently,” I said, my throat suddenly dry. “Something I didn’t see coming.”

      His gaze hardened, but he stayed silent, waiting for me to continue. I inhaled, then exhaled, the quietness of the room amplifying the sound.

      “A few days ago, one of my friends…my very good friends, came to me and told me she was sick. Very sick. She has…cancer.”

      Finch was silent, his hands clasped together and resting on his knees. “Is this the young lady you told me about? The one you took to the dance?”

      I shook my head. “No, not her. This is Amanda, the girl I… She’s my… It doesn’t matter what she is to me. She’s dying, you see, and there’s nothing the doctors can do.”

      Finch got up from his chair, his expression unreadable. He walked into the kitchen and grabbed his coat and walking stick. “Come,” he said, opening the door. “It’s time you and I took us a walk.”

      We ventured out into the night, the chill of the wind stinging our faces.

      “I’m very sorry to hear about your friend,” he said as he led me to a part of his property I had never seen before. “I understand all too well how devastating cancer can be. That’s what took my Martha all those years ago.”

      “You were married?” I had never thought to ask Mr. Finch about his own life. We always talked about the town, about my life and life in general, but never his.

      “Married for fifty-three years,” he boasted as we navigated the uneven ground. “She was an incredible woman, my Martha. Grew up in Montgomery, Alabama. That’s where we met. We had been married just a few years when we moved to Evergreen. Out of all the places I’ve lived, Evergreen is the only one that truly feels like home. There’s somethin’ about this place—the woods, the trees, the people—that touches your heart.”

      He was right. Evergreen had a special kind of magic, an allure that tugged at your soul and made it impossible to let go.

      “You know, sometimes when everyone is asleep, I come out here to walk among the trees. I find them easier to talk to than people at times. They’re better listeners too.”

      “You and Amanda would get along,” I said, smiling at the thought. “She loves the woods too. She says the trees make her feel like she’s part of something greater.”

      Mr. Finch chuckled, his old eyes twinkling under the moonlight. “You really love this girl, don’t you?”

      It was one of the few questions he asked that I didn’t have to dwell on. “With all my heart.”

      A knowing smile crossed Mr. Finch’s face. “I can see it,” he said. “In your eyes… Hear it in your voice… The way you speak about her…reminds me of how I used to talk about my Martha.” He came to a stop underneath a giant oak tree. The branches arched overhead like an ancient cathedral. He rested his hand against its weathered bark, looking up into the intertwining limbs. “This was my Martha’s favorite spot,” he said. “She used to sit here, back against the trunk, reading books until dusk turned into darkness. She always said this tree was her special place, an escape from the world.”

      I looked up at the sprawling branches of the oak, captivated by the sight. “It’s a great spot, Mr. Finch.”

      “Yes, it is,” he agreed. “Which is why when she passed away, I scattered her ashes here, under this very tree. A part of her will forever be in Evergreen, among the woods she loved so much.”

      I found myself speechless, unable to offer anything more than sympathetic silence.

      “Cole, can I share something with you?” he asked as we settled down in the soft grass beside the tree.

      “Of course.”

      He sighed deeply, staring at his old, weathered hands. “In my many years on this earth, I’ve realized that love isn’t about holding on to someone as tightly as you can. Instead, it’s about being brave enough to open your hand and let them fly.”

      Tears pricked my eyes as I thought about Amanda, about the cancer invading her body. “I appreciate the sentiment, Mr. Finch, but this isn’t about letting her fly. This is about watching her fall, and I can’t bear the thought of that.”

      He placed a gnarled hand on my shoulder, squeezing it gently. “That’s the hardest part,” he said, his voice barely a whisper in the still night. “But remember, even if she’s taken from this world, she’s not truly gone. She’ll still be with you, in your heart. The love you shared, the memories, the moments…they are yours to keep. They will keep her alive in you.” His voice was frail, but his words were firm as steel.

      “But I don’t want her to be in my heart. I want her to be here, with me.”

      “I understand. No words of mine or anyone else’s can lessen the pain you’re feeling. But sometimes, life takes a cruel turn.”

      I knew all too well how cruel life could be.

      “I’m not sure if you’re a religious young man, but I hear prayer works wonders,” he said.

      “Prayer, huh?” I shrugged. “At this point, I’m willing to try anything. Not sure what good it will do, though.” I thought about all the times my mom had prayed for my dad when he was alive. “Mom prayed every night, and it didn’t stop my dad from dying.”

      “Not all prayers are answered, you know. Sometimes, bad things happen just because they do. That’s life.”

      For months, I had wondered if there was more to Mr. Finch than just the recluse who lived on the mountain. Up until now, I had convinced myself that he was just a wise old man, not wanting to believe he was anything else. But tonight, under the starlit sky, I was beginning to see him as something more. “Is it true what they say about you, Mr. Finch?” I asked, finally voicing the question that had been gnawing at me for months. “That you know things? Things that other people don’t?”

      He gave an easy laugh. “You don’t get to be as old as I am without learning a thing or two.”

      “But it’s more than that, isn’t it?” I probed, my voice shrinking as I ventured into this previously untouched territory. “You’re different from others. People talk about you, say you’ve seen things…that you have gifts.”

      He turned and stared at me with those cold eyes for an immeasurable amount of time. So long, in fact, I almost withdrew my question, but I remained resolute. I had to know.

      “When I was just a little fella, maybe four or five, my mama would tell everyone I was her special boy. She knew there was somethin’ in me that was different. We lived at the edge of a dark forest, and I was always drawn to the trees like moths to a flame. I’d wander around in them woods all day long, just starin’ up at the trees, listenin’ to the wind. That’s when I heard the voices for the first time. They used to whisper in my ear and tell me things.”

      “What kinds of things?”

      “Things that hadn’t happened yet. Things that were going to happen…in places I’d never been or to people I’d never known. I didn’t understand it at first, thought maybe they were just stories, fairy tales spun by the wind. It wasn’t until those things started coming true that I understood I had somethin’ most others didn’t. A gift or a curse, depending on how you look at it. I could see what others couldn’t. I could hear the whispers of the world.” I could feel his eyes on me now, but I didn’t want to look at him because I was thinking of Amanda and the dream she’d had. She could see things too. “Then, when I got a little older, I…made a deal. And other mysteries were revealed to me.”

      “A deal? What kind of… Wait, other mysteries? Like what?”

      “Like the power to change things.” he said, ignoring my first question. “Not in the sense of movin’ mountains, but little things. I could influence outcomes, make a coin land on heads or tails, make the clouds open up for rain or hold back the storm. My words had a power, and my touch could heal.”

      His words made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. “Heal? You mean…like a doctor?”

      “More than that,” he explained. “I could touch a man with fever, a woman in pain…and they would be made whole again.”

      “But how…?”

      “My mama used to say it was God’s gift. But I’ve never been much of a believer. No, I think it’s somethin’ else. Somethin’ deep inside, like a river that runs through my veins, carrying this strange power with it.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “But if what you’re telling me is true, why aren’t you using this gift? Why aren’t you healing the sick, helping the world?”

      “I did once, when I was younger and full of hope. I thought I could save everyone, bring light to the world’s darkness…but it ain’t that simple. There’s always a price to be paid, a balance to be maintained.”

      I thought of Amanda again, her health rapidly declining. I’d pay any price for her to be well again. “What kind of price?”

      “An equal one,” he replied, his gaze steady. “A trade of sorts.”

      My heart dropped. “You mean a life for a life?”

      “I mean an equivalent exchange,” he said, his tone growing gave. “To give life, you must take it. To heal, you must hurt. I’ve seen it firsthand, the cost this power can exact.”

      I considered that. The thought was chilling to me, and yet… “What if I asked you to heal Amanda? Could you do it?”

      He turned away from me, pain marring his face. “Yes, but it would mean invoking the trade. It would mean offering something of equal value.”

      Amidst the darkness, a glimmer of hope appeared in my heart. “Deal,” I said, thinking there was nothing I wouldn’t give to save Amanda. “Whatever you need, it’s yours.”

      He turned back to face me, his eyes filled with a sorrow beyond even his years. “You don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head. “The trade is not always something material, something you can touch or hold. Sometimes it’s something far more intangible, something as fleeting as a moment or as eternal as a soul.”

      My breath hitched in my chest. “A soul…?” The implications of his words caused me to shiver. “I…I don’t care. If it means saving Amanda, I’ll do it.”

      He looked at me long and hard, his gaze penetrating my very essence. “You would give up your soul for her?”

      “In a heartbeat,” I said steadily.

      Silence fell upon us, heavy as a stone.

      “Then you are braver than most,” he said. “And perhaps more foolish. But what if it wasn’t your own? What if the trade required the soul of another? A stranger, a loved one? What then?”

      I hadn’t considered that. Could I condemn another to death for her survival? Would she even want that?

      “That…” I swallowed. “That’s a different matter. I don’t know if I could willingly cause harm to another, even for Amanda.”

      He nodded as though he expected this answer. “True sacrifice is never easy,” he said solemnly. “But sometimes, to save the one you love, it is necessary.

      “Listen…” He got to his feet, leaning heavily on his walking stick. “The choice is yours and yours alone. But it isn’t a decision to be made lightly. You must consider your actions carefully.”

      “If I were to make such a decision,” I began, “how would I know who the sacrifice would be?”

      “You wouldn’t. The exchange doesn’t work that way. It would be spontaneous, without your control or foresight, whether it is a stranger in a far-off land or someone closer to home. It could be someone you know and care for, whose misfortune would weigh heavy on your mind.”

      His words hung in the air like a thick fog, obscuring any certainty I had held just moments before. “Do I have to decide tonight?”

      “No,” he said. “Right now, you’re hurting and desperate. I want you to go home and get some rest. Today has been a long day, and what awaits us requires a clear mind. I also want you to think about the things I’ve told you tonight. Let the weight of it sit in your soul, and consider if you are truly willing to pay this price. And most importantly, you can tell no one of our conversation. This knowledge, this power…it’s a secret that must be kept hidden from the world.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes. I want you to pray. Pray like you’ve never prayed before. Beg for forgiveness, for understanding. Pray for strength, for guidance, and pray that when the time comes, you’ll be brave enough to do what needs to be done.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 19

        Forbidden Fruit

      
      Learning that Kimberly was supporting her father in targeting Mr. Finch made me see her in a whole new light. That’s when I knew that our relationship, as great as it had been, was over. I couldn’t reconcile being with someone who supported the vilification of a man I believed to be innocent, so I decided to end things between us.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, noting the shock that registered on Kimberly’s face when I broke the news to her after school. “But I think we should stop seeing each other.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The choice you’re making—siding with your father while he goes after an innocent man—is against everything I believe in.”

      “But Cole,” she cried, reaching out to grip my forearm. “Can’t you see? My father is only doing what he thinks is right. He believes Mr. Finch is guilty. Can’t you understand that?”

      “I can understand it, Kimberly,” I replied gently, pulling my arm from her grasp. “But I don’t agree with it. And I can’t be with someone who blindly follows something so wrong.”

      She reached for my arm again, but I stepped back, creating distance between us. Her fingers closed around thin air, a mirror of the emptiness I felt blooming in my chest.

      “Cole, please,” she begged. “There must be some way we can work this out. We don’t have to think the same about everything.”

      “I know,” I said, my voice heavy with regret. “But this is different, Kimberly. This isn’t about liking different types of music or preferring different foods. This is a fundamental difference in our beliefs. It’s about justice, about fairness and moral integrity. And I hate to be the one to break it to you, but your father is on the wrong side of it. He’s allowed ambition to cloud his judgment.”

      Kimberly’s eyes filled with tears, which she hastily wiped away. “You’re wrong, Cole. My father is an honorable man.”

      “Maybe he was once,” I said. “But right now, it seems like he’s forgotten the meaning of the word.”

      Her face fell, her lip trembling as she struggled to control her emotions. “This isn’t fair, Cole. You’re making me choose between you and my father.”

      “I’m not. I’m asking you to choose between what’s right and what’s easy. And you’ve made your decision. I’m sorry, Kimberly,” I said, turning away before I could see the tears that were sure to fall. “But it’s over.”

      From that point forward, my thoughts were consumed by Amanda and Mr. Finch. I’d find myself waking up in the dead of night, haunted by visions of Amanda’s face on her deathbed. And then there was Finch, with his walking stick and those soul-piercing eyes that seemed to look right through me. It felt like I was grappling with not just one insurmountable challenge, but two. And it made me wonder: What had I done to deserve this?

      I was a young man living in two worlds; one where my mind was consumed by the mundane daily tasks, a world where I still held a semblance of normalcy, and another, darker realm—a world filled with moral complexities, desperation, and the weight of impossible decisions.

      Every face I saw was a potential sacrifice for Amanda’s life. My friends, my family, Kimberly. Would I be able to live with the guilt if any of them were chosen? Night after night, I locked myself in my room, away from the world. My knees were calloused from hours spent asking God for wisdom to make the right choice. I went back and forth between moments of clarity and utter confusion. Some days I felt convicted that I would do anything to save Amanda, even if it meant paying the highest price. But other times, in the quiet of the night, I realized how monstrous my thoughts had become.

      When I wasn’t grappling with moral dilemmas, I was focused on finding a way to prove Finch’s innocence. Ever since Kimberly had divulged that Finch’s arrest was imminent, I had been racing against time, searching for any scrap of evidence that might absolve him. And now that we were broken up, I no longer had access to insider information, which meant I was flying blind.

      Rather than try to figure this out on my own, I enlisted the help of my friends. Together, we spent hours combing through public records and old newspaper clippings, hoping to unearth some overlooked detail that could turn the tide in Finch’s favor. But as our search grew increasingly desperate, I couldn’t help but fear that we were fighting a losing battle.

      “If only we knew what the evidence against him was,” Gabe lamented one afternoon as we sat in the fort, surrounded by towering piles of papers and soda cans. “Then we could at least know what we’re up against.”

      I nodded, my mind running through possible scenarios. “Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way. Maybe instead of looking for proof of his innocence, we should be looking for proof of someone else’s guilt.”

      “Yeah, but who?” Jackson asked. “We’ve been down this road before, and it’s only led us in circles. The only lead we had was Neal Bonham, and the police have already eliminated him as a suspect. We need a solid lead.”

      “What about the Rattners?” Lenny suggested.

      “The Rattners?” Gabe echoed skeptically. “What connection do they have with this case?”

      Lenny shrugged. “I don’t know…but nothing violent goes on around here without them at least having some knowledge of it.”

      Lenny had a point. The Rattners were notorious for their illicit activities and their propensity for violence. It wasn’t impossible to think that they might be involved somehow.

      “You might be onto something, Lenny,” I said slowly.

      Jackson immediately shook his head in disagreement. “They’re dangerous, man. Trying to dig into their affairs is like stepping into a lion’s den. And we don’t even know if they’re involved.”

      “No, but they are due some payback for what they did to Lenny,” I said.

      “And for making you steal that shotgun,” Lenny added.

      For months, Lenny and I had been waiting for the right time to exact our revenge on the Rattners, and now we had a more compelling reason than ever.

      “But we’d need a better plan,” I said, circling back to the table where we’d scattered all our pieces of information. “A plan that won’t get us killed, which so far is all we’ve been able to come up with.”

      We spent the rest of the afternoon devising a strategy, transforming our humble hideout into a makeshift war room. Using the old city maps, we marked out potential paths into the Rattners’ compound, assessed possible escape routes, and identified areas of concern.

      Lenny, with his knowledge of the Rattners’ comings and goings, pointed out the best times to infiltrate their lair. “They go to the Slaughterhouse bar every Wednesday night,” he noted, tapping a finger on the map where the seedy bar was located. “That’s when we’d need to make our move.”

      At dark, we left the fort and made our way back through the woods. The air was cold, the chill of winter seeping into our bones. When we reached the parking lot, Gabe and Jackson hopped on their bikes and pedaled for home. I’d promised to give Lenny a ride home, so we hopped into my car and headed for the Flats.

      Lenny seemed to read my thoughts as we drove. “Don’t worry, we’ll get them,” he said. “It’s a good plan.”

      “It’s not that,” I said, glancing over at him. The streetlights illuminated his face, casting long shadows that danced across his features. “It’s…”

      “What?”

      Ever since my conversation with Finch, I hadn’t breathed a word to anyone about what he had told me. But now, as I stared at the darkened streets that whizzed by us, I felt compelled to tell someone. And since Lenny seemed like the most morally ambiguous person I knew, I chose him. “Can I ask you something, Lenny?” I blurted out.

      He quirked an eyebrow at me, intrigued. “Shoot.”

      “Have you ever lost someone close to you?”

      “Yeah. My sister, Jill,” he said. “She died when I was seven…from pneumonia.”

      “Sorry, man,” I said, feeling guilty for dredging up such a painful memory. “I didn’t know.”

      “It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

      “If you could have saved her, would you have risked everything?”

      Lenny looked at me, his usual lighthearted demeanor replaced by a serious, almost haunted look. “I was just a kid then, didn’t really understand what was going on, but it changed everything. With my mom and… I didn’t get what was happening then, but now…” He paused, seeming to consider his words carefully before proceeding. “If it meant saving Jill, I’d do it without a second thought.”

      “And what if it meant someone else might lose their life instead? Would you still go through with it?”

      Lenny was quiet for a long time. “I don’t know, man,” he finally said. “That’s a heavy question. Why are you asking this?”

      I remembered Finch’s warning to keep our discussion confidential and the risks involved if I revealed the truth to anyone. The burden of the secret felt overwhelming, but I knew it was mine to bear. So, I gave a slight shrug and a faint smile. “Just something I’ve been thinking about,” I lied. “Never mind.”

      We drove on in silence, the whine of the tires on the cold asphalt filling the silence between us. When I stopped in front of Lenny’s house, he gave me a long, searching look before stepping out of the car.

      “Listen,” he said, resting his hand on the doorframe, “if it came right down to it, I think I’d choose to save my sister, regardless of the consequences. It might seem harsh, but what’s the point in living if we can’t protect those we love?”

      With that, Lenny walked away, leaving me alone with my thoughts and a heavy feeling in my chest.

      

      ***

      When I opened my eyes the next morning, I immediately noticed a change in the lighting of the room. It was a hazy blue I knew all too well. Snow, I thought, sitting up in bed. I walked over to the window, and sure enough, everything was blanketed in white.

      “It snowed,” I announced as I made my way into the kitchen.

      “I know,” Mom replied. “Tabby and I are planning to go out after breakfast. Would you like to come?”

      “I’ll think about it.” I filled a plate with sausage, biscuits, and eggs. To my surprise, there was a bowl of gravy sitting at the end of the counter, so I smothered everything on my plate in it.

      As the thrill of the snow began to fade, a wave of exhaustion hit me. Between my obsession with saving Amanda and our efforts to clear Finch’s name, I hadn’t been able to shut my mind off.

      I needed rest, but the voice in my head urged me to leave the house and enjoy the fresh air. Amanda was at home, but I didn’t know if she felt like company today or not. Any uncertainty vanished as I looked out the window and saw her building a snowman. I put on my snow pants and jacket, grabbed my knit cap, and ventured out into the snow.

      Amanda was knee-deep in the snow, her cheeks flushed red from the cold. She had fashioned a crude frosty figure, its body lumpy and misshapen. Seeing her there, lost in the simple joy of creating something out of the snow, brought a smile to my face.

      “Hey, is it safe for you to be out here in the cold like this?” I asked her.

      “I’m not dead yet,” she attempted to joke, though I didn’t find it amusing.

      “Need some company? I’m kind of an expert at snowman building.”

      “Sure.”

      That morning, under the falling snow, Amanda and I built the biggest snowman I had ever seen. We raided the kitchen for Oreos to use as eyes and a carrot for a nose, then had Cindy capture the moment with her Polaroid. Amanda said I could keep the photo as something to remember her by. She had a knack for saying things like that at the most inopportune times.

      She invited me inside for some hot chocolate, which I gladly accepted, and we sat by the fire chatting while Cindy vacuumed the upstairs.

      “This is the first time I’ve been in your house,” I remarked, glancing around the living room.

      “Really? Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “I guess you’re right,” she conceded. She took my hand and led me off the couch. “In that case, let me show you my room.”

      At the top of the stairs, we took a right and made our way to her room, which was located at the end of the hallway. The walls were adorned in lilac paint, and posters of Madonna, Tom Cruise, and Gremlins were pinned up. The room had two windows—one with a view of the cul-de-sac, and the other looking out over James Street. From there, I had a clear view of Lenny’s house.

      “Do you remember the first day we met?” she asked, opening the window to let in the chilly breeze.

      “Of course I do. You were trying to escape from your mom.”

      “And you were so nervous.”

      “Was not. Okay, maybe a little, but it was only because…” I hesitated, almost admitting it was her beauty that had me on edge. She looked so stunning that day on the porch. She still did.

      “Because of what?”

      “Um, it’s not really important. What are all these?” I deflected, turning my attention to the photos she displayed on top of her dresser.

      “All my friends,” she said. “That’s me and Destiny at the beach, and there’s Rachel, Michelle, and Wendy from our trip to Six Flags…and, of course, Kimberly.”

      That photo must have been from when they were about ten or eleven. I almost didn’t recognize Kimberly with her braces and freckles. On the end of the dresser was our picture from the day we went to church together. Looking at it now, I realized how much we both had changed since then.

      “How are things between you and Kimberly now that you’re broken up?” she asked, settling at the end of the bed. “Are you still friends?”

      I took a seat in the beanbag chair near the dresser. “We’re cordial, if that’s what you mean.”

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out. I kind of feel responsible since I’m the one who set you up.”

      “Don’t feel bad. Honestly, I think it’s for the best.”

      “Oh?”

      “Don’t get me wrong. Kimberly’s great and all…and I know you two are best friends, but she just wasn’t…”

      “The one?”

      “Exactly.” Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I caught a glimpse of a smile, but it disappeared before I could be sure.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “What about me?”

      “How are things with Rusty?” I’d heard the rumors about their breakup, but I wanted to hear it from her.

      She sighed, staring out the window quietly before responding. “I ended it. After I found out I was sick, I thought it was best not to string him along. Plus, with graduation approaching, he’ll be heading off to college soon to start practicing with the team.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, though truthfully, I wouldn’t miss him one bit.

      “Don’t be. Sometimes you just have to strike out a few times before you find the right person.”

      Our eyes met, and there was a new feeling in the air. She got up, moved to the window, and looked out as the cold air rushed in. The snow’s glow bathed her face in a ghostly light, making her seem almost lifeless for a moment.

      “Do you think there’s a chance I can beat this?” she asked.

      “I do,” I said, joining her at the window. “If anyone can, it’s you. You’re the strongest person I know.”

      She turned toward me, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “I want to believe that, I really do. I want to believe in something more than medical reports and doctors’ grim faces.”

      “Then do it,” I said, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. “Believe in yourself.”

      “But I’m scared,” she admitted.

      “I know,” I said, biting back tears of my own. “It’s okay to be scared. But remember, fear doesn’t define you. It’s what you do in the face of fear that does.”

      A solitary tear slid down her cheek, glistening in the pale light as it carved a delicate line. I softly wiped it away with my thumb. Our eyes locked once, lingering a bit longer this time. I tenderly tucked her hair behind her ears and cradled her face in my hands as if it were made of the most fragile porcelain. Firmly but gently, I drew her closer and watched as she closed her eyes and exhaled softly. As I kissed her, I realized she was the one I wanted to be with forever. The kiss was soft, almost hesitant, but it took my breath away. It was a kiss that held unspoken confessions, shared dreams, and glimpses of a future we both desired.

      Slowly, I pulled back, my heart pounding. Her eyes fluttered open, the deep pools of blue revealing a hint of surprise, wonder, and understanding.

      “I love you, Amanda,” I whispered. “I’ve loved you since the moment I first saw you.”

      She kissed me again, which I took as her way of saying she loved me too.

      We spent the rest of the day together, talking and laughing, and for the first time since she shared her grim prognosis with me, I felt a flicker of hope. A hope that maybe, just maybe, we could change fate, that faith and love could conquer even the most devastating disease. And if that wasn’t possible, I was prepared to do whatever it took to save her.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 20

        An Eye for an Eye

      
      It took three days for the snow to melt, and three more for the ground to dry. Lenny and I spent those days finalizing our plan to strike back at Tommy and Troy Rattner, the two lowlifes who had started this whole mess.

      I also paid Mr. Finch another visit to inform him about my decision concerning Amanda’s situation.

      “You’ll freeze to death out here,” I told him as I reached the top of the mountain, finding him sitting in his rocking chair on the porch.

      “Not in the sunlight, my boy.” He grinned broadly. He seemed to be in a good mood today, and so was I now that Amanda and I had declared our love for each other. “I love the cold on a winter’s morning.” He drew in a long breath before he rose to his feet. “It has a way of refreshing the soul. You hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      We went inside where it was warm. He had a fire going, a big, roaring fire. The smell of bacon hung in the air, and there was a pan of biscuits cooling on the table.

      “I got eggs too if you want,” he said as he sat down at the table.

      I told him to eat, and I’d take care of the eggs. I scrambled the few that were left in the carton and set them on the table. Finch was mildly surprised I knew my way around the kitchen, but I had picked up a few tricks from my mom.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you told me the last time we met,” I said as I opened a biscuit and doused it with honey. “About healing Amanda.”

      He paused, his fork halfway to his mouth. “And?”

      “If the time comes when there’s no other option, I want you to heal her.”

      Finch lowered his fork slowly back onto the plate. “Are you sure about that? I told you what the consequences could be.”

      I nodded, my mind already made up. “I understand the risks, but I’ll do anything to save her.”

      He pondered over my words for a few seconds, stirring his eggs. “And you’ve prayed, like I asked you to?”

      “Yes, every night, just like you said. I just can’t imagine my life without her.”

      Finch then stood up and went to the window. He looked out at the mountains, their peaks dusted with the last remnants of snow. “These are heavy decisions, boy,” he said, not turning away from the view. “You’re choosin’ to bear a burden that can break even the strongest of men.”

      “I know,” I said, my voice unwavering. “But the heavier the burden, the stronger my resolve.”

      He turned to look at me then, his face unreadable. “You’re a lot like me when I was your age,” he said. “Headstrong, stubborn. Willin’ to walk through fire for the ones you love.”

      Quietly, I watched Finch as he returned from the window and made his way to the chessboard. It was his move.

      He pushed his bishop to G1, capturing my rook. “Tell you what,” he said, looking up from the board, “if you win, I’ll do as you ask. But if I win, you have to promise me that you’ll reconsider.”

      I stared at the board, my mind racing. With neither of us having a clear advantage, the outcome was uncertain.

      “All right,” I said, reaching out to make my next move. I advanced the center pawn, then his queen took my second rook.

      “Check.” He looked both relieved and concerned.

      I studied the board carefully, then moved my king out of harm’s way.

      He smiled then, a faint hint of appreciation in his eyes. “You’ve been practicing.”

      I merely nodded, my attention still on the game. I initiated an attack on his queen with my bishop.

      Finch studied the board for a moment before capturing my pawn. Silently, he looked up at me, his gaze revealing the stern calculation of a seasoned chess player. “You’re in dangerous territory now,” he warned.

      I swallowed hard, my eyes scanning over the remaining pieces on the board. One of my knights had been taken, along with both bishops and a rook. With my pawns scattered haphazardly across the board, I was left with only my queen and a few strong pieces to protect my king.

      But Finch’s side wasn’t much better. His queen was cornered, and the rest of his soldiers reduced to a handful of pawns and knights.

      Despite the risk, I moved my queen forward, placing his king in check. Finch’s eyes widened slightly, but he quickly regained his composure. He slid his knight into a defensive position.

      With Amanda’s life potentially at stake, I took my time deciding my next move. Each square was a potential trap. Every piece threatened to turn the tide of the game. I shuffled my remaining bishop toward the heart of the board, temporarily leaving Finch’s king out of check.

      A hint of confusion crossed his face before he pushed his queen into position, blocking the diagonal trajectory of my bishop. His move was a strategic one, forcing me to decide on attacking his queen or saving my king from an impending check. It was a solid move, but it also brought his queen away from the corner and out into the open.

      I rubbed my eyes, feeling the hours of concentration begin to weigh heavy on my mind. Shuffling my knight into position, I moved to confront his knight, threatening his queen indirectly. It was a risky move, but one that might buy me some time.

      “I’ve been meanin’ to ask you…” he began, his attention divided between the game and the conversation. “How’s the hunt comin’ for my shotgun? You ever seen them Rattner boys?”

      “No,” I said miserably, “but I’m going to take care of that very soon. Like I told you, I’ll get that gun back.”

      “Hope so.” He slid his queen into place, capturing my knight and pulling out of my bishop’s line of fire. “It’s got sentimental value, you know.”

      I felt the sweat bead up on my forehead. I needed to focus on the game if I was to have any chance of gaining the upper hand. Perhaps sensing my desperation, Finch flashed me a sinister grin. He was playing a psychological game now, trying to unnerve me.

      I reached out and moved a pawn forward to distract his queen, but he didn’t bite. The trap remained unsprung. Instead, he took another one of my pawns, leaving my king dangerously exposed. The game was slipping away. I tried to keep my face neutral, not wanting to give Finch the satisfaction of seeing me sweat.

      I glanced at the clock, the minutes ticking away. We’d been at this for longer than I cared to admit, and I was growing weary. I leaned back, trying to ease the cramp settling into my back, and eyed Finch. His eyes were keen and fixed on the board, a satisfied smirk etching deeper into his face with each passing second.

      The next move was crucial. I needed to shift the momentum back in my favor. Seizing on a previously unseen opportunity, I advanced my rook, flanking his king.

      “Check.” I felt the corners of my mouth curl into a smile.

      “Don’t gloat,” he said, as if he knew what I was thinking.

      I wasn’t sure if he realized it, but with that move, I had sealed his fate. He stared at the board, probably replaying the game in his head, trying to pinpoint where it had all gone awry.

      “Your move,” I said, attempting to mask the thrill in my voice.

      His brows came together, his eyes scanning the squares, looking for a safe place to retreat.

      But it was futile. I’d already calculated all the potential outcomes and knew the game was nearing its end.

      With an exasperated sigh, Finch leaned back in his chair and suggested we call it a day. Being so close to victory, I knew this wasn’t the moment for mercy, but I agreed. The game had been intense, and it was getting late. I needed to head home.

      “All right.” I rose from the table and offered my hand to shake.

      Finch looked up at me, his usual smirk replaced by a profound sadness. For what, I couldn’t be certain. He accepted my hand reluctantly, his grip warm and slightly shaky. I couldn’t tell if it was due to fatigue or the realization of his impending defeat. Regardless, the game was all but over now, and we both knew it.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 21

        Vengeance

      
      For days, I savored Finch’s impending doom, knowing that the next time we sat across from each other, I would deliver the final blow. We had been at this game for months, and I was eager for it to end. To fill the time, I focused all of my attention on Amanda. Now that she was no longer attending classes, I took it upon myself to collect all of her schoolwork and help her with it in the evenings.

      She also finally worked up the courage to tell everyone, including Kimberly, about her diagnosis. The news was met with shock, then a wave of support. Kimberly took it the hardest but promised to stand by Amanda’s side, even after she found out that Amanda and I were more than just friends.

      “It’s probably for the best,” Kimberly had said, holding back tears. “I always knew she was the one you had your eye on. Just promise me that you’ll take care of her. She needs you now more than ever.”

      I was grateful for Kimberly’s understanding. It was a difficult situation, but she handled it with grace. Despite the circumstances, she had been my first girlfriend, and there would always be a part of me that cared deeply for her. She had also shown herself as a true friend, and I respected her immensely for it.

      But my heart belonged to Amanda now, and I was committed to seeing her through this hardship. There was a certain kind of love that could only be understood when faced with the prospect of loss, and it was this kind of love that I felt for her now.

      Now that we were together, it felt like we always should have been. I don’t know what we were fighting against before. Together, we found joy in the simplest of things. We would lose ourselves in conversation, sometimes serious, at other times lighthearted. We worked on her assignments, baked cookies, and watched movies. Some days, her smile was the only thing that kept me going, a beacon in the storm that had become my life.

      Although I wanted to finish the game with Finch, I was glad we paused when we did. Before I could beat him at his own game, I needed to first return the shotgun I had taken from him. It was the gentlemanly thing to do. But in order to do that, I first had to steal it back from the Rattners. Beating an old man at chess was one thing, even one with powers like Finch, but outsmarting the Rattners was a completely different matter. Recovering Finch’s shotgun involved playing a game without rules, where the stakes were much higher than a wounded ego.

      

      ***

      If Evergreen was the size of a postage stamp, the town of Norma was a mere speck. Nestled along the Calloway River, the tiny town was nothing more than a dozen or so rusted-out mobile homes huddled around what had at one time been a pool hall. It was located between Evergreen and Linville, at the end of a dirt road off Highway 221. It was common knowledge that Tommy and Troy Rattner spent most of their time in Linville, which was just a few miles away, and only ventured into Evergreen when they were up to no good.

      Jackson, Gabe, Lenny, and I had a score to settle with the Rattners, and we knew the only way we were going to get back at them for what they had done was to catch them by surprise. So, under cover of darkness, the four of us piled into my car and drove to Norma. That evening was unusually cold, colder than any other night that winter. Tiny snowflakes danced across my windshield as I turned off the headlights and pulled over onto the gravel shoulder.

      “Park here,” Lenny instructed, visibly anxious. His hands shook so much that it reminded me of Mr. Franklin, our ninety-year-old neighbor from Rochester who had Parkinson’s disease and was constantly shaking.

      I turned off the engine, and the four of us stepped out of the car and into the cold, still night. From where we stood, we could see lights at the bottom of the hill, twinkling like stars in a vast universe of darkness.

      “Which one is it?” Jackson asked, his voice trembling as much from the cold as from his nerves.

      “The third one from the left,” said Lenny.

      Tommy and Troy Rattner shared that weather-beaten aluminum trailer with their cousin Eddie Lowe, a twenty-nine-year-old convicted felon who had since served a ten-year prison sentence for aggravated robbery when he was nineteen. He was known throughout Avery County as being particularly cruel, and was rumored to have killed a man when he was only sixteen.

      We stuck close to the edge of the road, careful not to be seen or heard. I knew that folks around here protected their own, so if anyone realized we were there, they’d descend on us like a pack of wild dogs. I shuddered to think what would happen if we were caught.

      When we reached the bottom of the hill, gravel paths branched out in several directions. We opted for the path on the left, leading us to three trailers sat apart from the others. Although spaced about a hundred feet, they were still close enough for everyone to hear if someone shouted.

      I was surprised that these homes hadn’t been swept off their cinder-block foundations by the flood. They could have easily been carried downstream, likely getting stuck at the old Creekmill Bridge over the river near Pineola. I guessed even God pitied the wicked sometimes.

      Our priority was to find out if the Rattners and their cousin were home. If a fight broke out, it could get ugly, and even though we outnumbered them, I was worried it might be a fight we couldn’t win. We hid in the bushes along the roadside and climbed a small hill to peek through the windows. At first, the house seemed empty, but then something shifted in front of the light.

      “Eddie,” Lenny whispered, breaking the silence that had stretched on for what felt like an hour. I glanced over at Jackson and Gabe. Jackson looked determined, while Gabe appeared nervous.

      “You guys ready for this?” I asked, focusing mostly on Gabe.

      They both nodded firmly.

      As I turned my gaze back to the trailer, Amanda crossed my mind. What would she think about us—about me—standing out here in the freezing cold, just moments away from my second robbery? I tried to shake the thought away.

      “I think he’s alone,” Lenny said, his eyes locked on the open window. “What’s the plan?”

      I had no desire to confront anyone unless absolutely necessary. Luckily, while I was considering our options, Eddie received a phone call. We watched him through the window. A minute later, he left in a hurry, his rusted old pickup truck kicking up gravel as he went.

      “All right.” I stood up. “Let’s go.”

      We emerged from the trees and mounted the front porch. The door was unlocked, which didn’t surprise me. I instructed the others to keep low. I didn’t want any neighbors peering in and catching us inside.

      “Let’s grab the shotgun and get out of here.” I directed Jackson and Gabe to one end, while Lenny and I searched the other side.

      I rummaged through a closet, and Lenny peeked into one of the bedrooms. But with all the clutter scattered around, it was like searching for a needle in a haystack.

      “Anything?” I asked Lenny.

      He shook his head.

      “Wait.” He noticed something unusual in one of the bedrooms. He disappeared around the corner, then came back with a small box.

      “I think I found something,” he said, showing it to me.

      I took a quick look at the contents. It looked like junk, possibly items stolen during a robbery. I wanted to take a closer look, but Jackson and Gabe walked back into the living room holding the shotgun.

      “All right, we got what we came for. Now let’s get out of here.” Just as I said that, headlights shone through the window.

      We froze where we stood.

      “Shit,” Gabe muttered.

      Jackson was the first to make a move, dashing for the back door and gently pushing it open.

      We all snuck out through the back, with me being the last to exit. Just as we slipped out, Eddie returned through the front door with Tommy and Troy. They appeared either drunk or high, or perhaps both, their eyes bloodshot and their speech slurred as they hunted for more beer.

      “Damn,” I muttered under my breath, peering through the small window in the door. I watched them closely, hoping they wouldn’t notice anyone had been inside. With all the clutter around, how could they tell?

      I quietly slid off the back porch, joining the others waiting at the corner. We retraced our steps, crossing the driveway and heading into the woods. We were ready to dash to the car when the front door swung open. It was Tommy Rattner, looking out into the darkness. I watched as his eyes scanned the forest, and for a moment, I was convinced he could see us. His eyes were as dark as night, filled with fury. It’s said that some people are born evil, and the Rattners certainly seemed to prove that point. I had never seen the guys so still, like statues. I don’t think any of us breathed for what felt like an eternity.

      Just then, Troy appeared from one side of the house, with Eddie coming from the other, and soon the three of them were standing in the front yard, just thirty feet away from us.

      “They must be nearby,” Eddie muttered, low and menacing.

      I looked at my friends, noticing the fear in their eyes, and told them to stay still.

      Eventually, Eddie and the Rattners ran to a neighbor’s trailer for help, presenting us with the perfect opportunity to escape. We carefully descended the side of the hill, mindful of the frozen ground that crunched noisily beneath our feet.

      Once we were back on open ground, I led the way, staying close to the tree line to avoid being seen by anyone. My heart raced as we carefully navigated the uneven hill. We finally reached my car, and everyone piled in. I started the engine and revved it a little, trying to gauge how loud the noise of our escape would be. With a sharp turn of the wheel, I shifted into gear, and we sped off, not looking back until we reached the highway.

      Upon reaching Evergreen, I took Jackson and Gabe home first, then dropped Lenny off at his house.

      “I couldn’t have done it without you,” I told Lenny. “I think we make better friends than enemies, don’t you?”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” he replied, his voice suddenly serious and contemplative. “Cole, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “You’ve been out there in the world…the world beyond this sleepy little town. Do you think I have what it takes to make it out there?”

      His question took me by surprise, and I paused for a moment to consider it seriously. Whenever I thought of Evergreen, Lenny Sanders came to mind, just as inseparable as New York and the Big Apple.

      “I believe anything’s possible.”

      “Even for someone like me?”

      “Especially for someone like you. Despite your rough edges, you’re a good person, Lenny. Don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”

      “Thanks,” he said as he stepped out of the car. “Oh, by the way, my dad joined an AA program in Linville. I think it’s really helping. Tell your mom I said thanks.” And with that, Lenny Sanders was gone.

      When I got home, I found my mom asleep on the couch with Tabitha in her arms. I didn’t have the heart to wake them, so I took the quilt from the back of the sofa and gently covered them, turned off the TV, and headed upstairs to my room. I sat on the edge of my bed, reflecting on how fortunate the four of us had been that night. I rarely felt fear, but with the adrenaline fading, I realized we had narrowly escaped disaster. I knew there would be consequences, but those could wait until morning.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 22

        Sacrificial Lamb

      
      The sizzle of bacon frying in the pan was like music to my ears. I awoke to that unmistakable salty aroma, a scent I had come to love since moving to Evergreen. My feet hit the cold floor, and it brought a shiver. Outside, the world was frosty, everything encapsulated in ice crystals that glittered like diamonds. I got dressed and made my way downstairs to an unexpected scene. My mother was at the door, speaking to Chief Morris. The first thought that crossed mind was the shotgun. I’d been in such a hurry to get home that I forgot it was still in the car.

      I froze where I stood and waited for the news as Mom shut the door. She turned around and saw me at the top of the stairs. The look on her face was not one of anger but of sadness.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as a feeling of uneasiness swelled inside me.

      “It’s Lenny,” she said.

      “What about Lenny?”

      “Cole, he’s…gone.”

      My heart stopped. It took at least a minute for my brain to restart, though it might have been longer. My face must have looked distorted because I could feel my brow pressing down against my eyes. A wave of numbness swept over me as I slowly sank onto the stairs.

      I shook my head for a few seconds before finding words. “I—I just saw him last night.” My first thought was that Carl might be involved, but that theory quickly evaporated as Mom shared more information.

      “Chief Morris said they found…” Her voice broke off. She covered her mouth with her hand as if trapping the words, which meant what she had to say next carried with it a heavy burden. “He said they found Lenny this morning…hanging from a tree in his backyard.”

      It was too awful to wrap my mind around. This wasn’t the work of Carl Sanders. It was the work of Tommy and Troy Rattner, along with their cousin Eddie. My devastation was quickly replaced by an all-consuming anger that I couldn’t control.

      “What about Carl? Where was he while this was happening?” I asked angrily.

      “Linville.” Mom buried her head in her hands. “I introduced him to Travis Comber. He’s a friend of mine who runs the AA group at the convention center. That’s where Carl was last night. It was his first meeting.”

      The pain I felt was like nothing in my life. I’d let Evergreen get under my skin, and I hated myself for it. Right then, I vowed to Lenny and to God that Tommy, Troy, and Eddie would all pay for what they had done.

      

      ***

      Word of Lenny’s death spread through Evergreen like wildfire. By midday, everyone was aware of his passing and the circumstances surrounding it. The school had already announced they would hold a candlelight vigil in the parking lot that evening from seven to eight, inviting anyone who wished to pay their respects. Amanda and I were beside ourselves with grief.

      Feeling the need to escape, I headed up the mountain, carrying that godforsaken shotgun with me, cursing it with every profanity I could think of. I considered burning it or throwing it off the mountain, but it now bore the weight of Lenny’s soul. It symbolized death and ruin, and I wanted nothing more than to return it to Finch and never see it again.

      Reflecting further, there were many things I wished—for my dad and Lenny to still be alive, for Amanda to be healthy, and for the Rattners and their cousin to be six feet deep in a hole somewhere. I would gladly sacrifice those three to spare Amanda from her fate and even prayed to God for it to happen.

      “He’s dead!” I burst through the door and thrust the shotgun into Finch’s hands. “Lenny Sanders is dead.”

      “The Rattners?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I want them dead! Every single one of them.”

      Finch didn’t flinch at my proclamation, but his eyes softened. He looked from me to the shotgun and back before letting out a weary sigh. “I know how you’re feeling, Cole.” He offered me a seat at the kitchen table and propped the gun up against the clock, back where it belonged. “But they’ll get what’s comin’ to them, trust me. Where them boys is goin’, no man wants to follow. But you can’t take it upon yourself to be judge, jury, and executioner.”

      His words did little to assuage my anger. I sat in silence for a long time. Finch got up and made a skillet of biscuits and fried some ham and eggs and sat down to eat. He offered me a plate, but I wasn’t hungry.

      “What should I do?” I asked when I could speak without losing my cool.

      “It’s in God’s hands now…and the police. Let the chief handle it. But if he asks, you’ll have to tell him what you was doin’ there last night.”

      I had been so angry over Lenny’s death that I hadn’t thought about what it meant for me. “No.” I could get into serious trouble over this. “I can’t tell the truth. It’s too late for that.”

      “It’s never too late to tell the truth,” Finch said.

      “But what if I get in trouble, and so do Jackson and Gabe? We were all there last night.” I imagine all three of us locked up. They might go easy on Gabe and Jackson since they were locals. Me, however…I dreaded what they might do to me.

      “A young man is dead,” Finch said bluntly, his eyes fixed on me, the last piece of ham resting at the end of his fork. “Besides, you’ve done nothin’ wrong, and if Chief Morris asks, I’ll tell him I don’t know who robbed me.”

      “I appreciate that, but I’m not sure how much influence you have with the chief these days. They still think you murdered those kids from Linville, remember? And what if they find out we broke into their place last night? They’ll lock us up for sure, even if it was to take back something they stole.”

      He stopped and stared at me with cold eyes. “The end is near, Cole. The time is comin’ when we’ll all have to stand up and face our deeds, good or bad. When that time comes, you’ll want the truth on your side.”

      

      ***

      We buried Lenny Sanders on a Tuesday beneath a miserable gray sky. I suppose it was fitting, considering he was that way most of the time—miserable, that is. Behind the tough exterior, there was something sad about Lenny. He was one of those souls who had the misfortune of being around broken people, and thus he became broken himself. I’d like to think even God shed tears for Lenny Sanders that day.

      The White Hall Baptist Church parking lot was overflowing that morning, with seemingly the entire town gathered to bid farewell to Lenny as he transitioned from this life to the next. Lenny seemed to be a familiar figure to everyone, for reasons both good and bad.

      As I made my way along the narrow path to his final resting place, I couldn’t shake the memory of what Lenny said to me when he stepped out of the car that night, questioning whether he could thrive outside a place like Evergreen. It was almost as if he knew what lay ahead.

      Almost everyone from school was there too, including Derek and Ricky, who cried as much as anyone I had ever seen. It was strange to see people when they were hurting, as if the facade they had worked so diligently to build was suddenly stripped away, leaving behind a nucleus of frailty.

      Amanda was there, of course, clad in black and holding an umbrella that was nearly as big as she was. Her eyes were red, evidence of the tears she had shed for Lenny. She clung to me as if I was her anchor. I held her tightly, trying to lend her some of my strength. But inside me, a storm was raging, one of guilt, anger, and sorrow, threatening to drown me in its ferocity. The dark side Amanda had mentioned that first weekend seemed to be a premonition now, and I wondered if, in the end, it would be the side that emerged victorious.

      As expected, Reverend Ridgeway performed the funeral and had prepared some pleasant words to say about Lenny, speaking from the book of Isaiah.

      “The righteous perish, and no one takes it to heart; the devout are taken away, and no one understands that the righteous are taken away to be spared from evil.

      “Those who walk uprightly enter into peace; they find rest as they lie in death.”

      While the reverend spoke, I observed Carl Sanders sobbing uncontrollably. It was disconcerting to see a grown man cry. I couldn’t recall ever seeing my father cry, not even at Grandpa’s funeral. I once believed that was the mark of strength, but now I questioned my father’s humanity after witnessing this. This felt like the truly brave act, to not care to hide the harsh truth, to let the feelings roll out of you. I wished I could join him, could cry for Lenny, could cry for us all, for the terribleness that continued to unfold without mercy. I felt too numb to cry, too numb to feel much at all, aside from anger and a sinking sense of despair.

      When it was over, the crowd bled away, but Amanda and I stayed, sitting silently as the rain beat down on the roof of the green tent above us. The thought of Lenny alone in the cold ground was too much for me to comprehend. I imagined myself going through this with Amanda, and the image was crippling. Wrapping my arm around her, we sat there for a long time, both lost in our thoughts.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 23

        Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing

      
      It took two months to emerge from the haze I’d been in since Lenny’s death, which impacted me more deeply than I cared to admit. Reverend Ridgeway offered counseling to anyone who felt the need, so I decided to visit him a couple of times at his office. Despite my initial hesitation, his wise words helped me with the grieving process. I only wished he had been around when my dad passed away.

      The day after Lenny’s funeral, Chief Morris arrested the Rattners and their cousin Eddie, charging them with murder. Under North Carolina law, they faced the possibility of the death penalty, which seemed only right considering what they’d done to poor Lenny—an eye for an eye, as the Good Book says. In my mind, those lowlifes got exactly what they deserved.

      Meanwhile, Amanda’s condition worsened, resulting in more time in the hospital and less in Evergreen. Her hair, once a gorgeous cascade of golden waves, had now lost its luster and become thin and sparse due to the rigorous treatments. The sparkle in her eyes was replaced with the fathomless emptiness of exhaustion that seemed to grow every day, as if she was disappearing from within.

      As if things couldn’t get worse, on the last Saturday in April, the police arrested Mr. Finch, charging him with three counts of first-degree murder. Robert Davis seemed overjoyed, appearing for interviews in a sharp three-piece suit, his hair neatly slicked back and a self-satisfied grin plastered on his face. Watching him take pleasure in Mr. Finch’s misfortune made my stomach turn.

      “You know all of this is bullshit, right?” I asked Jackson and Gabe the next afternoon as we sat in the diner, discussing Finch’s arrest.

      “Yeah, but what can we do about it?” Jackson asked, shoveling a forkful of apple pie into his mouth.

      “I don’t know, but we have to do something.”

      “We?” Gabe’s brows shot up. “Have you forgotten what happened the last time we did something?”

      “Yeah, and it’s going to get worse if we do nothing,” I replied. “He’ll die.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jackson asked.

      “Before Kimberly and I broke up, she told me if her dad arrested Finch, he was going to seek the death penalty for him. The only reason he’s doing this is so he can take over for Judge White when he retires. Everyone knows it.”

      “I don’t know,” said Gabe. “I know you’re close to the old man, but maybe Mr. Finch really did do it.”

      The entire time Gabe and I had been friends, I couldn’t remember a time when we’d had even the slightest disagreement, but I guess there’s a first time for everything. “You know as well as I do that Old Man Finch had nothing to do with those murders.”

      “Then who was it?” asked Jackson.

      “In my opinion, it was Tommy and Troy. After what they did to Lenny, it’s obvious they have no regard for human life. Besides, do you really think Lenny was their first victim?” I had thought about it a lot, and given their tendency for violence, they seemed like the only plausible suspects. “Besides, remember when we were at the fort that night last fall—the night Gabe showed us his uncle’s journal? I never could quite figure out what Tommy and Troy were doing all the way out there, and why they were arguing over a map. At first, I thought they were planning to rob a store or something. But now…I think they were trying to remember where they buried the bodies.”

      “Damn.” Jackson leaned back in his seat. “You may be right. But even if that’s true, how are you going to prove it? And wouldn’t the police have found something tying them to the crime?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe they did find something,” Gabe said. “If you’re right—and I’m not saying you are—what if they found evidence linking the Rattners to the murders, and Mr. Davis had them hide it?”

      On the surface, that Robert Davis would suppress evidence just to target Mr. Finch seemed preposterous. However, when people become greedy or desperate, there’s almost nothing they won’t do.

      “Exactly. If I’m right, we’re now dealing with corruption at a level that goes beyond the Rattners. It’s a whole damn system we’re up against. And that means proving Mr. Finch’s innocence just got exponentially harder.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 24

        Crown of Thorns

      
      The spirit is willing, but the flesh—well, you know the rest. We’d spent weeks upon weeks trying to figure out a way to prove him innocent but…we were just kids. Finch’s trial was a sham and lasted only three days. As expected, the jury convicted him in a matter of hours, and the only thing left now was the sentencing. Judge White put a rush on it, claiming it was a special circumstance for the heinous nature of the crime. But I knew the truth: It was Mr. Davis who had orchestrated the whole thing. He and Judge White were thick as thieves, and it all but erased whatever faith I had in humanity and the justice system.

      School let out for the summer on a Thursday. While my friends relished officially being seniors, my mind was two hundred miles away. It was a three-and-a-half-hour drive from Evergreen to the Duke Hospital in Durham, but I made it in three. Having a temper and a lead foot meant my car was fast when I needed to be, and today it needed to fly.

      Amanda had been moved from the hospital in Raleigh to the cancer treatment center in Durham so the doctors could monitor her more closely. Cindy stayed at the hospital every day, and Ronnie joined when he wasn’t at work. Their house across the street, which had been so full of life, now sat empty, dark, devoid of life. Even the yellow paint, which once looked so bright, seemed to have faded a little.

      I stopped by the nurse’s station to ask for Amanda’s room number. A kind woman named Evelyn guided me to the end of the corridor. In my hands, I held a vase filled with her favorite pink carnations and the largest teddy bear I could find. It was all I had left to give, apart from my presence, which didn’t feel like much. My stomach was in knots as usual when I was near Amanda, but this time it felt different.

      I took a deep breath, cleared my throat, and knocked on the door. “Hey, beautiful,” I greeted as I peeked into the room. She lay on her back, gazing at the ceiling. I wondered if she was imagining the dots up there as stars, something she’d likely do. She turned her head just enough to see me and gave a weak wave to signal me in. It was then I noticed the tangle of tubes and wires connecting her to the beeping machines behind the bed. The sight of it broke what little was left of my already shattered heart, but I vowed to stay strong.

      “Hey yourself,” she said in a raspy voice as she labored a smile. “Is all that for me?”

      “It’s not too much, is it?”

      I helped her sit up in bed and brought the flowers close so she could smell them. She inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and a hint of a smile appeared before she sank back onto the pillow.

      “No. I love it. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I set the flowers in the sunlight and handed her the teddy bear, which she nestled beside her. I then grabbed a stool and sat down. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Tired,” she whispered, “but I’m still here.”

      Her face was paler and more swollen than before, but it didn’t matter to me. As long as her eyes held life, I knew there was still hope.

      “I didn’t see your mom or Ronnie. Are they around?”

      “They left about half an hour ago, probably to grab some food.” She paused to catch her breath; she got tired quickly these days. “You don’t have to keep coming all the way out here just to visit me, you know.”

      “But I want to,” I reassured her.

      “You really are sweet, Cole Mercer. I’m sure everyone tells you that.”

      “Maybe they do, but it’s still nice to hear it from you.”

      There was a long pause, during which I noticed the other flowers, cards, and balloons she had received, all arranged in the window behind me.

      “Someone’s popular,” I remarked, picking up a card from Mr. Hillard, our art teacher.

      “There’s so many,” she said. “Mom and Ronnie had to take most of them home because my room was getting too cluttered. I feel guilty about everyone spending so much money on me.”

      “Don’t feel guilty. Once you get better, you can send thank-you notes. How does that sound?”

      “Like a dream,” she said, smiling before her expression shifted. She reached for my hand. “Cole,” she said, looking directly at me.

      “Yeah?”

      “When this is all over, you won’t forget me, will you?”

      She said things like that all the time now, but it didn’t make them any easier to hear.

      “Of course I won’t,” I said, holding on to the last piece of hope like a life raft. “But don’t talk like that. You need to remain hopeful.”

      “Cole.” She squeezed my hand. “It’s okay. Our time is short, but our memory is long. Just promise you won’t forget me, okay?”

      I fought back the tears with all the strength I had left in me, knowing I had to be strong now for both of us.

      “I promise,” I said, swallowing the lump in my throat. “But you have to promise me something too.”

      “Sure. Anything.”

      “Promise me you won’t give up. I haven’t given up on you, and I don’t want you to either. I know there’s still a way.”

      She smiled sweetly. I knew she didn’t believe me, but she agreed nonetheless.

      The nurse came in to check her vitals and give her another round of medication. She groaned.

      “I’m sorry, Cole, but you may have to leave soon,” she said reluctantly. “The medicine is making me feel queasy, and I don’t want you to be here if I get sick.”

      I wanted to stay regardless of what happened, but I knew she wouldn’t allow me. I guessed she wanted to hold on to some dignity.

      The shimmer from her eyes was all but gone now, probably permanently, leaving a steely gray that looked cold and unwelcoming. The last of her hair was gone too, but she wore a cap to hide it. I didn’t care. I still thought she was the most beautiful creature God had ever set free on the earth.

      “Jackson and Gabe wanted me to pass along their hellos, along with Charlie and the entire baseball team. Everyone is praying for you. I talked to Reverend Ridgeway, and he said he’d hold another meeting of the prayer warriors on Saturday. Every prayer counts.” It was at that moment I thought about my dad. Would one more prayer have saved him? There was a time when I thought that was foolish, but now… Well, things were different now, and I couldn’t be sure anymore.

      “That’s nice,” she said. “Tell them all thank you.”

      “Oh, and we’re thinking of making church a regular thing,” I announced. “Me, Mom, and Tabitha. We sat behind your mom and Ronnie on Sunday. Did they tell you?”

      “Yes. They mentioned it the other day. That makes me happy.”

      I wasn’t sure if I liked it any more than the first time I’d gone with her all those months ago, but I had come to realize I needed it. Despite what I thought about the way it all worked, being there gave me a sense of hope. Without it, I wasn’t sure I could carry on. “I have you to thank for that.”

      She smiled but said nothing. We sat in silence for a while, unsure of what to talk about. We had already shared so much, yet there was so much left unsaid.

      She broke the silence. “Did I ever tell you I had the biggest crush on you when you moved here?”

      “You did?”

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “Remember that first weekend, when I took you to the overlook?”

      It had only been the previous summer, but it felt like two lifetimes ago. How could I forget? It was one of my fondest memories.

      “I never told you, but I thought you were the most handsome guy I’d ever laid eyes on. Before you came to town, I never really thought about what my type was, but the first time I saw you, I knew you were it. You were so different from anyone I had ever met.”

      “Must have been the accent.” We both laughed. “Did you know I thought the same thing about you?”

      “You did?” she echoed, but unlike me, she truly seemed surprised. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I wanted to—tried to—but it just never seemed like the right time. At first I was new here, I didn’t want to misstep, especially with you. Then there was the whole thing with Rusty and Kimberly and, I just… I don’t know. I didn’t want to risk what we had for what I wanted.” My voice trailed off as I considered all the missed opportunities. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Same as you, I guess.” She sighed. “Would you do it differently if you could…knowing what you know now?”

      I considered her question for a few long seconds, and it made me sad. “Yes,” I said earnestly. “I should have taken you in my arms and kissed you that first day at the overlook and never let you go.” When the tears came this time, I didn’t even try to stop them.

      “I wanted you to.”

      Composing myself, I wiped the tears away with the back of my hand, taking a shuddering breath. “You did?”

      She nodded. “I almost kissed you, but I was afraid.”

      “Of what?”

      She stared off toward the window and thought for a moment, then turned back to me.

      “Of falling in love,” she answered.

      “I don’t think love is something we should be afraid of.” I had given the subject a great deal of thought. “There are so many things in life to fear, but God didn’t intend for love to be one of them. It should be fearless, unwavering, able to withstand all the pain and suffering life brings.”

      “You hear them now, don’t you?” she asked as she smiled.

      “What?”

      “The whispers. Can you hear them speaking?” She closed her eyes, just like she had in the woods that day.

      It sounded strange, but I knew exactly what she was talking about. Maybe the trees had been speaking to me all along, but I had been unable or unwilling to listen.

      Tears streaked down her cheeks.

      “Please don’t cry,” I said, gently wiping her tears away. “You look so much more beautiful when you smile.” Tears continued to fall from both of us as I leaned in and kissed her. The spark I felt the first time I saw her was still there, just as strong, giving me hope that there was still a chance for us.

      “I was wrong about you,” she said, regaining her composure. I looked at her with curiosity. “When I said you had conflict within you. I don’t see that anymore.”

      I wasn’t sure what she saw, because I felt as conflicted as ever. I stayed with her until her medication took effect, and then she asked if I would leave. I mentioned I needed to head back home, as it would be late by the time I reached Evergreen, but I promised to return the next day. She said she looked forward to seeing me again. I told her I loved her, kissed her goodbye, and stepped out into the night.

      I cried most of the way home. The true meaning of strength still puzzled me. I had my father’s version of it, but I believed there was a closer version to reality. Real men did cry; my mom often said that. It took strength to be vulnerable and open, and I was only beginning to learn how to embrace this.

      It was nearly midnight when I pulled in the driveway, but Mom was still up, waiting for me in the kitchen.

      “How was she?” she asked gently. The sound of her voice startled me.

      “What are you still doing up?” I asked, shrugging the jacket off my shoulders and sliding it on a hanger in the closet.

      “Waiting for you,” she whispered. “I needed to know you were okay.” She studied my face carefully. I thought about lying, but she would see straight through it. No one knew me like my mom. After all, every mother’s superpower is her intuition.

      “She’s not good,” I finally answered as I fought back the seemingly endless tears. “To be honest, I’m not sure how much longer she has.”

      “Oh, Cole.” She rose from the table and held me in her arms. Sometimes I felt alone in this world, like being lost in a dark forest with no way out. I hadn’t shown any emotion when my father died, kept it bottled up so no one would think I was weak, but this had broken me. I let the tears flow freely, clinging to my mom as I probably always should have. Her hugging me right back, just as fiercely, the tears not just my own.

      After some time, I loosened my hold, and my mother did the same. “I’ve been praying for her,” she said softly. “Praying for you both.”

      “I know. Thank you.” I pulled back and dried my eyes. “I’ve got to get some sleep.”

      That night, I knelt down and prayed with all my heart, as any man would when the love of his life was facing death. It was the most difficult thing I’d ever done. The odds were incredibly slim, but I pleaded with God to do whatever was necessary to save Amanda Davenport. I made every promise I could think of to persuade Him, even though I knew that wasn’t how it worked. Nevertheless, I poured out my soul that night, confessing every wrong I had ever committed until there was nothing left to say or offer.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 25

        The Eleventh Hour

      
      For an entire week, I held on to the hope that my prayer would be answered, that Amanda would be healed. But seeing her in that hospital bed, surrounded by machines, withering away, made me fear it had all been in vain.

      On Saturday, I woke to find the sky was a threatening gray, hinting at an impending storm. I put on jeans and a T-shirt, had breakfast, and sat in the living room, staring blankly at the old clock on the wall. It ticked away, minutes turning into hours as I reflected on everything that had happened over the last fourteen months—from the day my dad died to now—every highlight and heartbreak that had shaped my life. The memories washed over me like the tide. In the midst of my daydream, a knock on the door jolted me back to reality.

      I rose from the couch and hesitated, my hand hovering over the doorknob. For a moment, I wished it was Amanda on the other side, ready to smile and tell me that it had all been a nightmare. But I knew better.

      When I opened the door, Carl Sanders stood on the porch, hiding something behind his back.

      “Mr. Sanders, what can I do for you?” I asked, surprised.

      “I was clearing some things out of Lenny’s room, and I found this.” He presented a small wooden box, which I recognized immediately. It was the box Lenny and I had taken from the Rattners that fateful night. “Lenny left a note saying if anything ever happened to him, that I should give this you, and you’d know what to do with it. I would have brought it by sooner, but I’ve been busy with everything…you know?” He didn’t have to specify what everything was. We both knew. The town had been in a state of mourning since Lenny’s passing, his sudden death as shocking as any of the tragedies that had befallen us.

      I took the box from him, my hands shaking. What Lenny wanted me to have felt like more than just a box. It was a piece of our shared history, a symbol of our rebellious youth. “Thank you, Mr. Sanders,” I said. “I’ll take good care of it.”

      He nodded, his gaze falling somewhere behind me, lost in thought. Then, without a word, he turned and walked away. I watched as he disappeared down the rain-soaked street before closing the door.

      Settling back in the living room, I opened the box. Inside was a handful of shotgun shells and a few coins. But there, nestled amongst the ammunition and rusted metal, was something I hadn’t expected—an earring, a wristwatch, and a driver’s license from Michael McNeely, one of the Linville Three.

      “Oh my God!” The realization hit me like a ten-ton truck. This whole time, Lenny had been holding the key to the mystery that had plagued Evergreen for so long. And just like I had suspected, Tommy and Troy Rattner were more involved than any of us had known. They must have collected these items as some sort of sick memento from that terrible night.

      I held the driver’s license up to the light. The picture had faded with time, but there was no mistaking Michael McNeely’s crooked smile and thick-rimmed glasses. My heart pounded against my rib cage. I was holding a link to one of Evergreen’s darkest secrets. I rummaged through the box again, my fingers brushing against the cold metal of the wristwatch. I pulled it out, holding it up to examine it closer. Rust-colored stains, dried and cracked over the years, speckled the watchband. It chilled me to the bone to think of what those stains could be.

      Armed with this new evidence, I knew what I had to do next. Heart and mind racing, I placed everything back in the box and made my way to the police station. The station was quiet, only a few officers idling at their desks. I approached the counter, gripping the box tighter than ever.

      “May I help you?” The officer on duty, a middle-aged man with a receding hairline and weary eyes, looked up from his monitor.

      I nodded, swallowing hard. “I have something—the answer to an old town mystery.”

      His eyebrows rose at my words. “Well, let’s see it.”

      As I opened the box and laid out its contents on the counter, the officer’s eyes widened. He reached for the driver’s license first, his gaze lingering on the faded picture of Michael McNeely. “This…this is impossible,” he murmured. “Where did you find this?”

      I took a breath and proceeded to tell him the whole story, starting with the discovery of the box to the realization of its contents. When I finished, he sat quietly for a moment before reaching for the phone.

      “Get me Chief Morris,” he said with a sense of urgency.

      Chief Morris arrived within the hour, his usually ruddy face pale. As he meticulously examined the box’s contents, I could see disbelief etched in his features. He picked up the watch, holding it gingerly between his fingers as if it were a ticking time bomb. “This…changes everything,” he said. He slowly slid the wristwatch over to an evidence bag, followed by Michael McNeely’s license and the rest of the contents. He looked at me with a severity that was uncomfortable, yet reassuring. “We’ll need to take your official statement, of course,” Chief Morris said. “But in light of this new evidence, we’re going to have to reopen the case.”

      It took a few days, but eventually, Mr. Finch was set free. I was waiting for him on his front porch when he arrived.

      “This was all your doin’, wasn’t it?”

      “I had a little help from my friends,” I said, offering him a smile.

      Mr. Finch returned my smile with a nod, his eyes welling up with an emotion he could no longer express. He pulled me into a hug, murmuring his thanks into the fabric of my shirt.

      We went inside and sat down at his kitchen table, the one that had been untouched since his arrest. The house held a ghostly silence, as if holding its breath for the return of its familiar rhythm. Mr. Finch slowly reacquainted himself with his surroundings, his fingers tracing the worn-out wood of the table, his gaze lingering on the faded family photos hanging on the wall. His hands clenched and unclenched involuntarily, a reminder of the nerves that were bundled up inside him.

      I watched him, feeling a new wave of empathy for this man who had been robbed of his freedom.

      “I suppose you’ve come to finish our game,” he said, glancing at the chessboard still sitting on the table. The pieces were frozen in their places, a battle unfinished and forgotten in the face of real conflict.

      “Yes,” I answered, pulling out the chair opposite him.

      “I don’t suppose there’s anything I can say to change your mind, is there?”

      “No,” I replied, my gaze steady on his. “It’s time.”

      He let out a soft sigh, nodding in resignation. It was the same kind of peaceful surrender that only comes with acceptance. “Then let it be so,” he said.

      Slowly, cautiously, like soldiers returning to battle after a ceasefire, we moved our pieces. Finch maneuvered his king out of harm’s way, but only momentarily.

      “Check,” I said, gently placing my black queen on the square that would corner his king.

      Further into the corner, he retreated, but there was no escaping the inevitable. His fingers trembled slightly as he moved his remaining knight, a futile attempt at shielding his monarch. I could see the resignation in his eyes; he knew that this was the end.

      “Checkmate,” I uttered softly, moving my bishop to deliver the final blow.

      The room fell still, the clink of the chess pieces settling into the quiet like a tomb. The ghostly silence returned, thicker now, as Mr. Finch sat staring at his fallen king. His pale face was unreadable, eyes distant and lost in thought. He seemed to have aged years in just minutes, suddenly looking more hollow, more frail. His knotted fingers rested on the edge of the board, one ghostly white bishop still nestled within his grip.

      For a moment, we both merely sat there, the echoes of our game vibrating in the silence between us. The dance of knights and kings, bishops and rooks seemed somehow trivial now, a mere distraction from the poignant reality that lingered between us.

      Wordlessly, Mr. Finch pushed himself up from his chair, his lined face bathed in the weak, dusty light that filtered in through the grimy window. He seemed so much more diminished now, somehow smaller than the towering figure he’d once been. It was as if the game we’d just finished had cost him more than just his king.

      He shuffled around the table to stand beside me, his eyes still locked on the fallen pieces. A tremor coursed through his hand as he reached out to gently lift his defeated king from its final resting place. He held it up to the light, scrutinizing it as if trying to divine some hidden message from the worn and faded figurine.

      “All these years,” he muttered, almost to himself, his hoarse voice barely a whisper. “All these years, and it ends like this.”

      I watched him, my own victory bitter in my mouth. Winning had never tasted so hollow, so empty.

      Mr. Finch placed the king back on the chessboard, pausing momentarily to look at it before facing me. “A deal is a deal,” he said. Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved a small medallion made of copper and handed it to me. It was old—a rod with a winding snake coiled around it—fitting comfortably in the palm of my hand. The metal was cool to the touch, worn smooth from countless hands before mine—a silent testament to its years of secrets. “Take this and go,” he said, turning his back to the chessboard. “You haven’t much time.”

      I looked at the rod one last time, the snake glistening eerily in the light, before slipping it in my pocket. “Thank you, Mr. Finch,” I said, feeling an emotion catch in my throat. “For everything.”

      He held up a hand to stop me, keeping his back to me. “There is no need for thanks,” he said, voice laced with a finality that choked off any further attempts at conversation. “What’s done is done.”

      

      ***

      I got home just in time to catch the phone ringing. It was Cindy Davenport on the line, urging me to get to the hospital immediately. When I arrived, Cindy and Ronnie were in the waiting room, along with Reverend Ridgeway and what felt like half the school. As I walked in, all eyes turned to me. It felt like stepping onto a battlefield facing an overwhelming opponent. I feared the worst. “Is she—?” The words stuck in my throat.

      “She’s been waiting for you,” Cindy managed to say.

      This was the moment I had dreaded since she first told me about her illness. Everything up to now had led us here. My mind was suddenly clear. I hurried down the hall to her room, feeling different this evening, with a lighter heart. I paused at the door, looking back at the living behind me and the dead ahead, feeling caught between the two. The moment was too poignant to be amusing. I took a deep breath and entered her room. She was asleep, and I stood there for a moment, watching her breathe, profoundly grateful for the simple sight of her chest rising and falling.

      I sat quietly in the chair and watched her while she slept. Her face, still angelic and perfect, was just as it had been that first day in the woods. I didn’t have the heart to wake her, so I gently placed the medallion in her hand, wrapping her delicate fingers around the cold metal. Her grip tightened slightly, an unconscious reaction, perhaps, or maybe something more profound. As I watched, her breathing seemed to deepen, as if the object had filled her with a quiet strength.

      Late in the evening, when the sun was nearly gone, I saw her eyelids flutter. Her fingers had been entwined with mine for the longest time, and I felt the slightest twitch that let me know she was still with me.

      “Amanda,” I whispered softly. “Amanda, are you awake?”

      She stirred at the sound of my voice, finding the strength to open her eyes.

      “There you are.”

      “Cole?”

      “It’s me. I’m here.”

      She opened her hand, looking at the medallion with her tired eyes. “What’s this?” she asked.

      “A talisman of sorts,” I replied. “Something to keep you strong.”

      The corners of her mouth pulled up in a smile. “You never quit, do you?”

      I shook my head. “Never. Have the nurses been by to check on you?” I asked, noticing only now that the machines were gone.

      “They stopped giving me medicine this morning. They said they would try to make me as comfortable as they could.”

      I knew what that meant. Somewhere in my mind, I searched for words of wisdom, but none came. All I could do now was watch and wait. “Mr. Finch got released from jail this morning,” I told her. “I thought you might like to know that.”

      “That’s wonderful.” She stared at me. “You did it. I knew you could.”

      “I want you to know how much I love you,” I said.

      Her eyes reddened, and although the tears were difficult to come by these days, a solitary tear grew in the corner of her eye, then streamed in a long streak down the side of her face.

      “I love you too,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out without getting choked up.

      “This isn’t fair.” I was indignant, thinking of all that was possible between us. I stared at the medallion clutched in her fingers, willing it to do something, anything. Praying for magic, praying for anything.

      “Life rarely is,” she replied, giving my hand a squeeze. “Will you stay with me…until the end?”

      I nodded, gripping her hand tightly. “I’ll be here with you the entire time, and I won’t ever let go.”

      We sat in silence for a long time. As the sunlight faded, I read passages from Emily Dickinson while she drifted in and out of consciousness. Then, somewhere close to midnight, she slipped away to the place where the trees spoke in a language all their own.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 26

        Evergreen

      
      At dawn the next morning, I awoke to the sound of birds chirping, my head resting against the cool metal railing of Amanda’s bed. The metallic scent of the hospital room had faded, replaced now with a hint of morning dew and spring blossoms from the half-open window. I turned to look at Amanda, her face serene in the soft light. She looked so peaceful, like a morning sunflower basking in the first light of day.

      Slipping my hand into hers, I expected to find it cold and lifeless, but instead, it was warm. I glanced at her chest, detecting a steady rise and fall. Amanda was still here.

      With a heart threatening to burst from relief, I tightened my grip gently around her hand. Her eyelids fluttered open, revealing those bright blue eyes that had mesmerized me from the first moment we met.

      “Hey,” she murmured, her voice soft as a whisper but as soothing as a lullaby.

      “Hey,” I responded, voice choked with emotion. I noticed the color had returned to her cheeks.

      A small, weak smile graced her lips, which no longer bore the dry cracks of illness. “I was having the strangest dream,” she began, her eyes losing focus as she drifted back into the recesses of her memory. “I was in a forest of towering pine trees, and they were whispering to me, their voices soft like a breeze.”

      “Trees?” I asked. “What were they saying?”

      She didn’t respond right away, her gaze far away.

      “They kept saying, ‘live.’ Just that one word, over and over.” Her eyes twinkled, as if she carried a secret. “Live.”

      “And you did, Amanda,” I said, tears streaming down my face. “You did.”

      

      ***

      The doctors and nurses were at a loss for words, labeling it the miracle of all miracles. There was even a big write-up about it in the Raleigh Times, which I had framed and keep to this very day. Over the years, everyone I told that story to said that Amanda must have had faith like Job, but I knew better. It wasn’t about faith at all, but about my choice to step in and exchange one life for another.

      A week after Amanda’s brush with death, we walked out of that hospital in Durham, hand in hand, and never looked back. We dated the rest of the summer and the year after, and when high school was over, I asked Amanda Gertrude Davenport to marry me on the overlook above the town. Once upon a time, she said it was her favorite place in the world, and I supposed it was mine too. So much of our story had been written there.

      We considered leaving Evergreen a couple of times, but after our son Alex was born in ’92 and our daughter Emma came along three years later, we chose to stay. We wanted to give our children a life similar to ours, filled with family, friends, and enduring love. For sixty-three years, we never left one another’s side, until the day she left me for the last time.

      I laid Amanda to rest in the White Hall cemetery beside her mother, Ronnie, and my sister Tabitha, who passed away in a car accident with her best friend Darlene when they were seventeen. Many of the friends I once knew are also buried there.

      After Tabitha died, my mother left Evergreen and met Mike Houser, a devout physician from Atlanta. He supported her through her grief, and they married a year later, spending the next forty years living life to the fullest and taking nothing for granted. I was by her side when she took her last breath at the ripe old age of ninety-three.

      Jackson and Gabe left Evergreen shortly after high school. They visited for a time, then life got in the way, and eventually, they stopped coming altogether. Gabe suffered a fatal heart attack at forty-two, leaving behind his wife Janette and their two little girls. Jackson and I served as pallbearers at his funeral, one of the most sorrowful experiences of my life. I saw Jackson again years later when his mother died. His hair had turned gray, and he was going through a divorce. We fondly recalled the summer I moved to Evergreen, reminiscing about the flood, the festival, the time we faced our fears and stood up to the Rattners, and the night poor Lenny paid the ultimate price for it. And of course, Old Man Finch.

      His mountain is my domain now, and I tend to it like any good shepherd would: with patience and understanding.

      This morning, a dense fog blankets Spar Mountain. By midday, the sun will break through as it always does, but until then, I enjoy the time spent in the mist. I work the land, mend the house when it needs fixing, and in the evenings, when I feel up to it, I sit down to supper and a game of chess. But it can be awfully lonely up here in the clouds. It’s been twenty years since I’ve spoken to another human being, and sometimes the silence is so overwhelming that I talk to myself just to keep from going mad.

      At night, I leave the light burning in memory of Thaddeus Finch, the most remarkable man I ever knew. I think about the first time I met him and how terrified I was of that shotgun, how frightened I was the night I stole it to save Lenny’s life, and how it paled in comparison to the fear I felt when I took it back. Then I think about the exchange we made—a life for a life—and how it changed everything.

      These days, I yearn for spring and the hope that someone will find the courage to climb the mountain. If I’m lucky, they might want to play a game of chess with a tired old man. Until then, I remain here, tethered to this existence, praying—not for a prosperous life as I did in my youth, but for death. If I think about it long enough, perhaps I am already dead, and this is my hell. After all, it’s a thin line we walk between life and death, good and evil, heaven and hell. I’m just relieved my beloved Amanda isn’t here to witness this.

      As I look out into the fog, I think about all the friends and family I’ve seen pass away over the years. It’s an odd feeling to be the last of those you know, and even stranger to realize your turn will never come. I’ll be 170 this year, ten years older than Finch was when I succeeded him. Reflecting on that chess game we played so many years ago, I wonder if he didn’t emerge victorious after all.

      Then I think back on that night when I laid bare my soul before God, pleading for him to heal Amanda, and how I also asked him to save me from the darkness she had seen that day in the woods. It’s curious how some prayers are answered and others aren’t. Perhaps God has a sense of humor after all.

      Nearly ninety years have passed since I last held the hand of the only girl I ever loved—that beautiful, delicate soul without equal on this earth or in the heavens above. And while time may dull the memory, it only sharpens the sting of her loss.

      I’m sorry to say there’s not much left of Evergreen now, just a handful of deserted buildings and a couple of houses on the Bluff, struggling against the relentless march of nature and time. A few years after Amanda died, a flood even worse than the one in ’86 swept away half the town. The survivors packed up and moved to Linville or Burnsville, leaving Evergreen to fade away. The church is gone too, destroyed by a storm that felt like the end of everything, but the cemetery remains as a testament to a bygone era.

      Occasionally, when I’m feeling up to it, I descend from the mountain to lay flowers on the graves of those I once knew. I wander the streets with my eyes closed, trying hard to remember, but it’s been so long. On my way back up, I always pause to trace the initials we carved into that old hemlock tree, which still stands today. That’s when the memories rush back—of the love that is, and always will be, evergreen.

    
  
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      
      As always, I would like to thank the individuals who played key roles in shaping this story into what it is today.

      To my agent, Katie Monson, thank you for your continued support. To Meg Gibbons and the insanely talented team at Sourcebooks, it has been an absolute pleasure working with you on this book.

      I must also thank my wife, Josette, for her patience and understanding as I immersed myself in the world of Evergreen. None of this would be possible without your love and support.

      And lastly, to my readers, your unwavering support is what keeps me writing. You’re the best!

    
  
    
      
        About the Author

      
      
        [image: A posed photo of the author, Buck Turner.]

      
      Buck Turner is the bestselling author of eight novels, including The Keeper of Stars, A Thousand Distant Shores, The Long Road Back to You, and The Hearts We Leave Behind. A former IT professional turned writer, he lives with his family in Northern Kentucky.

    
  


Sourcebooksfire

Home of the hottest trends in YA!

Visit us online and sign up for our newsletter at FIREreads.com

Follow @sourcebooksfire online





Thank you for reading this Sourcebooks eBook!

Join our mailing list to learn about new releases, special offers, and bonus content—right in your inbox!

SIGN UP NOW


cover.jpeg
‘' FROM THE BESTSELLING’AUTHOR OF I'LL WAIT and
5 - THE LONG ROAD BACK TO YOU

BUCK TURNER





OEBPS/images/TitlePage.jpeg
EVERGREEN

BUCK TURNER

@ sourcebooks
fire





OEBPS/images/sb-logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/BuckTurner-AuthorPic.jpeg





