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REEVE’S END IS THE KIND OF TOWN EVERY KID CAN’T WAIT TO ESCAPE. Each summer, a dozen kids leave and at least a quarter never come back. I don’t blame them—I’ll do the same in another year. We thought it was just something that happened in towns like ours.

We were wrong.

“Twenty dollars an hour,” I say to the guy who’s stopped me as I head for Doc Southcott’s. I know his name. When your high school has only two hundred kids, you can’t even pretend you don’t. But from his expression, you’d think I’ve clearly forgotten him. Forgotten who he is, at least.

I lean against the crumbling brickwork. “You asked if I can help boost your math grade. The answer is yes. For twenty dollars an hour.”

“But …”

“I know, Garrett. You expected I’d do it for the pleasure of your company. That’s what you’re used to—girls jumping at the chance to spend time with you. You’re a decent guy, though, so I’ll warn that it’s not so much you they’re after as a one-way ticket out of Reeve’s End. Preferably with a cute boy who’ll earn a football scholarship … as long as he can get the grades for college. Which is why you’re here.”

“Uh …”

I sigh and look down the road. There’s nothing to see. Pothole-ridden streets. Rust-plagued pickups. Even the mutt tied outside the Dollar Barn gazes at the fog-shrouded Appalachians as if dreaming of better.

I turn back to Garrett. “I’m happy to help. But you’re not the only one who wants out, and college is expensive.”

“Not for you. With your grades, you’re guaranteed a full ride.”

“Nothing is guaranteed. And I doubt I’ll get a full ride for my post-grad.”

“Med school?” He glances at Doc Southcott’s office. “You’re not serious about that.”

“Are you serious about a football scholarship?”

“Hell, yeah. It’s just … med school?”

Kids from Reeve’s End don’t go to med school. Especially those like me, who even here would be from the wrong side of the tracks … if Reeve’s End had tracks. Sometimes I figure the train purposely diverted around us for the same reason we don’t have buses or taxis—so it’s harder to escape.

Tutoring won’t get me through med school. Neither will working for Doc Southcott. But I’ve got a plan, and every penny counts. It’s always counted.

“You have your dreams, Garrett, and I have mine. Yours will cost twenty bucks an hour. If you put in the effort, I can bring you up to a B. And the bonus to paying me? You won’t need to flirt to win my help.”

He shakes his head. “You’re a strange girl, Winter Crane.”

“No, I’m just strange for Reeve’s End. So, do we have a deal? I’ve got one tutor slot open, which will fill in another week, when kids finally admit midterms are coming.”

He agrees, still looking confused.

“Tomorrow, after school at the library,” I say. “Payment in advance.”

I have a short shift at the doc’s that day. Mrs. Southcott has managed to convince her husband to take an extended long-weekend vacation, leaving this afternoon. I tried to argue that I could do office work while they’re gone, but apparently she figures Doc Southcott isn’t the only one overdue for time off.

I head to the trailer park. My official address, even if I spend as little time there as possible. Mom died when I was seven. My sister left last year. It’s just me and Bert now. He prefers Rob, but Bert better suits a guy who traded an engineering career in the city for a string of crap jobs that pay just enough to keep him in bourbon. He lost the right to be called Dad when he decided I was a burden to be borne and not gladly.

I pass our trailer and duck into the forest. My real home is out there—an abandoned shack that’s far more habitable than our trailer.

Thick forest leads from the town to the foothills, and what used to be a good source of income back when the local coal mine operated. Shitty work—old-timers still cough black phlegm decades later. But that doesn’t stop them from reminiscing as if they’d had cushy office jobs. There was money then. Good and steady money. Then the mine closed and the town emptied. Those who stayed did so because they had no place else to go … or no place else would have them.

My shack is nearly a mile in. That’s a serious hike through dense forest, but it means I don’t need to worry about local kids using my cabin for parties. Hunters do stumble over it in season—and out of season, Reeve’s End not being a place where people pay attention to laws if they interfere with putting food on the table.

I check my boundary thread. One section is slack, as if something pushed against it and then withdrew. Humans barrel through without noticing, so I’m guessing this was a deer. Or so I hope, because the alternative is a black bear or coyote or, worse, one of the feral dogs that have been giving me trouble.

I tighten the thread and duck under. My shack is exactly that—a dilapidated wooden structure maybe eight feet square. It’s empty inside except for a rickety chair near the wall. I pry up a loose floorboard and remove my gear. Spread my carpet. Pour a cup of water. Set aside my sleeping bag and lantern. Home sweet home.

I write up a lab experiment while the light is good. Then I go check my snares, the bow over my shoulder doubling my chance to add meat to my ramen noodles. I forage, too, but it’s the hunting that marks me as a girl who lives in a place like Reeve’s End, as I discovered when a scholarship sent me to science camp in Lexington. Some city girls must hunt, but you wouldn’t think so from my fellow students’ expressions when I told them how I got my ace dissection skills.

“Aren’t there supermarkets where you live?” one girl asked.

Well, no. Reeve’s End only has a grocery and a small one at that. But food costs money, and as much as possible, money is for my savings account. At least I know where my meat comes from, which is more than I can say for those kids.

I’m drawing near the second snare when I notice something white lying beside it. I inhale, hoping it’s not a skunk—polecat in these parts. But it’s just white. Shit. I hope I haven’t trapped someone’s cat.

I jog over to see … a sneaker?

I peer at the surrounding forest, expecting a prank. My snares are far from the trails, and even if someone stumbled on one, the trap is hardly life-threatening. Yet from the looks of the flattened ground cover, this person fought hard to get free.

I examine the shoe. If the mate were here, I’d take it. At size eleven, it wouldn’t fit me, but it’s a nearly new Air Jordan, which I could sell for at least fifty bucks. I turn the shoe over.

That’s when I see the blood. Then I spot a red handprint on a sapling, where he must have righted himself after the trap. I figure “he” given the size of the shoe. That shoe also means he’s not from Reeve’s End, where wearing three-hundred-dollar sneakers would be the equivalent of riding to school in a chauffeured Escalade.

I follow his trail for a bit. Mostly I’m just curious. But as I track him, I start to worry. He’s like an injured black bear, staggering and stumbling and mowing down everything in his path. Wounded and lost in what must have seemed endless wilderness.

I should try to find him. It’s inconvenient, but it’ll be a hell of a lot more inconvenient when some hunter finds his body and I suffer the guilt of knowing I might have been able to help.

I continue tracking him for close to a mile. That’s when I hear the distant growls of feral dogs.
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OLD-TIMERS TALK ABOUT BACK WHEN WE HAD WOLVES AND mountain lions in these woods, and roll their eyes at hunters these days whining about a few stray dogs. The old-timers are full of shit. At least a wolf or a catamount would slink off if they heard me coming. These dogs know humans, and we don’t scare them.

I’m moving at a jog now, praying those aren’t the snarls and snaps of a feasting pack. I found a body out here once. I don’t want to ever do it again.

The light is fading fast. That’s one problem with being on the east side of the mountains. Once the sun drops behind them, it’s like snuffing a candle. I’ve learned to hunt in twilight because it’s the best time for game, but this is too dark for safety, so I clip on my headlamp. It’s modified from old mining equipment, which we have plenty of. For a weapon, I’m more comfortable with my bow, but when I’m moving at this rate, the hunting knife is more reliable.

There’s no doubt now that I’m hearing the dog pack. I slow and make sure I’m downwind so they won’t smell me. Then I exchange the knife for my bow and turn off my headlamp. Each step lands in silence as my eyes adjust to the twilight. I can smell the dogs now. They reek like an old cat that’s lost any interest in keeping itself clean.

I round a bush and spot Reject, the pack omega. She keeps to the edges, eating whatever the others leave. Last spring, she was pregnant, the dogs having apparently found a use for her. I never saw the pups. I suspect the alpha bitch killed them. These aren’t wolves or foxes or even coyotes—they’re half-mad beasts.

I pity Reject, but trying to tame her would be foolhardy—she’s as crazy as the rest of them. I keep an eye on her as I move closer, in case she notices me and sounds the alarm.

Reject stands at the edge of a clearing, watching the others. When I pass more bushes, I see them: Flea, Scar, Mange, One-Eye, and Alanna. I named Alanna after a girl at school. She’s the alpha bitch. The dog, that is. The girl is just a bitch.

The dogs are barking at something in a tree. When I see that, I exhale. I ease around the bushes for a better look, but even an unobstructed sight line doesn’t help much in the darkness. Whatever they’re barking at is just a shape in a shadow-enshrouded oak. Then I lean to the side and spot a white Air Jordan, dangling from a leg, at just the right height to convince the beasts that if they keep jumping they’ll eventually snag it.

Assuming the guy isn’t stupid enough to intentionally tease feral dogs, I’m guessing he’s unconscious. Or so I tell myself. He climbed up there and passed out. That’s all.

I could leave him and go for help. But there’s no guarantee those dogs can’t get his leg in a freakishly high jump. Nor any guarantee he won’t bolt awake and fall.

I survey my options, find a suitable oak, and shimmy up. Hunkering down on a wide branch, I notch an arrow and let it fly into the tree trunk, over the pack’s heads. That’s not a misfire. There’s no way in hell I can take down five dogs with a bow and a half dozen arrows.

The first arrow gets their attention. My second flies into the underbrush with a crackle and thump … and the dogs take off after this new threat. I jump down and race to the tree holding the one-sneakered stranger. I take a few precious seconds to fire another even more precious arrow. Three gone, and they’re good ones—carbon hybrids—a luxury I allow myself because they’re more effective. I’ll have to mentally map this spot and come back for them.

I climb past the stranger, well out of reach of the dogs. Then I look down. It’s a guy, not much older than me. Dark hair hangs as his head lolls. His eyes are closed, and he’s sprawled on the branch, as if he collapsed there. His shirt is bloodied and torn, as is one leg of his jeans.

I can’t tell if he’s alive. That’s the main thing right now—not his age or his hair color or the condition of his clothing.

Is he alive?

The dogs are back, yipping and yelping as they scent their old enemy. I barely hear them, too focused on answering that critical question.

Please be alive. Please.

I keep seeing flashes of that other body—the one I found two years ago—and I’m shaking as I lower myself onto the branch beside his. My boot touches down, and I catch a better view of his face, battered and bloodied, and I’m trying to see if he’s breathing and I lift my other boot, confident the first is securely planted. It isn’t.

My foot slips.

As I drop, I wildly grapple for a hold. Alanna lets out a crow of victory. She jumps and her fangs graze my leg. Then my arm snags a branch, awkwardly catching it in the crook of my elbow, my arm scissoring shut, pain ripping through my shoulder as my full weight slams down.

My free hand finds and grabs the branch as Alanna’s fangs sink into my leg. My yowl only whips the dogs into a frenzy. I pull my leg up as far as I can, but Alanna is hanging off it, her teeth digging in.

I gather all my strength and kick. She might be fierce and wiry, but she’s small, and I send her flying. There’s pit bull in that bitch, though, and her teeth rake down my calf, furrows splitting open as I howl in pain.

The damn dogs join in, howling along, and rage fills me—frustration and fury—and there’s a split second where I almost drop from the tree. Drop to face them, armed with my hunting knife, like some crazed action hero pushed one step too far. Finally facing off against my canine nemeses, blade flashing, blood spraying, taking down one, maybe two … before they rip me apart.

Here lies Winter Crane. So brave. So daring. Such a freaking idiot.

I resist the urge to go Lara Croft on their heads, and instead swing up my legs until I’m hanging off the branch like a sloth. I stay that way, catching my breath and ignoring the pain in my leg and the blood trickling down it. Then I clamber up and climb opposite the one-sneakered boy.

He’s dead. I’m sure of that now. With everything going on, he hasn’t even stirred.

As I lay my fingers on his neck, I get a better look at his face—inky black eyelashes against a pale cheek, dark stubble, arched brows, one split lip bitten under impossibly white teeth—and I have this bizarre urge to kiss those lips and see him wake, like Sleeping Beauty. Which proves I’m in a lot of pain and possibly hallucinating.

When I first feel his pulse under my fingertips, I don’t trust myself. I want it too much. I want this boy to be alive. I want to be the one who saved him, as if that justifies living in a shack and hunting rabbits and squirrels, because it means that I could be here for this stranger, to save him from the wild beasts.

Yep, pretty sure I’m hallucinating. I just hope that damn bitch isn’t rabid.

I check twice more before I am convinced the boy is, indeed, alive. Which only means that his heart beats. Not that he isn’t comatose or brain dead. Or that he’ll survive until I get him help.

Well, that’s more like it. Welcome back, sunshine.

I honestly can’t do much more than confirm he’s alive, as frustrating as that is. The dogs are still circling below. I’m stuck on this branch, unable to get close enough to examine him, and even if I could, I wouldn’t, for fear of startling him into waking and tumbling to the jaws of the hellhounds below.

I can only wait until the dogs lose interest, however long that might take.
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IT TAKES A WHILE, BUT THE DOGS EVENTUALLY TIRE OF THEIR fruitless leaping. They still linger after that, not quite ready to abandon their prey, but when Alanna catches a scent in the breeze and takes off, the others follow. I wait until I hear the thunder of them chasing fresh quarry. Then I climb down.

Getting the guy out of the tree isn’t easy. He must be close to six feet tall, with an athletic build. I’m in good shape but barely five six. It takes serious effort and even then it’s more breaking his fall than lifting him down.

Still he doesn’t wake.

I conduct a brief examination with my headlamp. His pupils are normal. The blood on his shirt seems to be mostly from his nose and split lip, the facial injuries that tell me he’s been beaten. He’s breathing fine, but when I pull up his T-shirt, I see bruising there too. Someone worked him over good.

I’m accustomed to treating the fallout from Saturday night fireworks. The fact we’re in a dry county only means you shouldn’t walk the back roads on a weekend night or you’re liable to get hit by some asshole who picked up his booze next county over and couldn’t wait to open it.

But this beating isn’t frustration—it’s rage.

There’s a sheen of sweat on his forehead, and when I touch it, his skin is feverishly hot. That suggests infection, but I don’t see anything worse than cuts and scrapes, none of them oozing pus.

I use both our jackets and some branches to fashion a makeshift stretcher, a little leftover know-how from the summer Edie and I worked at a Civil War reenactment site.

Edie Greene befriended me the summer after we moved here. She’d found me in the forest, sick from eating toxic berries, and got me to Doc Southcott. She’s the one who taught me to forage, hunt, and fish. Edie’s been gone two months. There’s nothing in Reeve’s End for a girl from the hills who dreamed of a career in fashion design. Also no place for a girl who found her gaze as likely to stray to the cheerleaders as the football players.

Edie would have done a better job with the makeshift stretcher, but it’ll have to do. I get the guy on it. Then, with my headlamp affixed and my knife within reach, I start out.

Any hope of hauling him all the way to Reeve’s End evaporates fast. My injured leg is soon screaming for mercy, and I veer to the shack instead, where he’ll be safe while I go for help.

I pull him inside. Then I spread my ground sheet between him and the sleeping bag to keep the blood off it. It’s an expensive bag, even if I did buy it secondhand, and I’m sure this guy won’t begrudge me protecting my investment. I’ve already potentially lost three arrows helping him. Slashed up my leg, too, but it’s my stuff I’m worried about.

Once he’s situated, I clean his face to make sure I haven’t underestimated the severity of his injuries. I haven’t.

I squeeze a few drops of water between his parched lips. Then I stretch the cloth over his forehead and run my hands over his scalp, searching for bumps. When I touch a goose egg, he bolts awake, hands flying out, knocking me back.

“Don’t move,” I say. “You’re—”

He grabs my wrist, and he holds me there, his blue eyes wide and unfocused.

“No,” he says. “No, no, no.”

He flings me away. “Go! Run! You need to get out of here!”

“I’m trying to help—”

“No! Just go. Now! Before …” He trails off, as if his brain sputters off midsentence. He blinks. Then he runs his hands over his face and winces as he brushes his split lip.

“You’ve been—” I say.

“You need to go. Now. He’ll come back.”

“No one’s coming back. I brought you here.”

He’s shaking his head, and I know he’s delirious from the fever and can’t process my words. I clasp his shoulders to calm him, but he grabs me again and, shit, he’s strong. Fueled by that delirium, he’s one good twist from breaking my wrists, and I struggle to get free, but he doesn’t seem to notice, just grips me tighter.

“You need to go. Run! As fast as you can. I’ll—I’ll take care of this.”

“I’m fine,” I say, trying not to panic as he squeezes my wrists. “You’re in my cabin. I brought you here. I need you to calm down so I can go for help.”

“Yes. Go. I’ll fix this.” He throws me off then, pushing me toward the door. “I’ll fix everything.”

“Okay, you lie down …”

Another vehement shake of his head. “No time. Just go.”

He staggers to his feet and pushes me toward the door. He wants me to escape his nightmare, and I realize the best way to calm him down is to pretend I’m doing exactly that.

I open the door. A startled grouse takes flight, the undergrowth crackling. The guy lunges and grabs me, saying, “No! He’s out there!” and I’m twisting to tell him it’s okay, but he’s put everything he has into that leap, and his injured leg gives way.

He smacks into me. My hands shoot out to break my fall, and I hear a crack, his head hitting the wall as he goes down. He collapses on top of me. I know he’s fallen, and it’s not his fault, but I panic under his dead weight, and I scrabble out from under him, clawing and kicking and—

Holy shit, Winter! Get a grip!

I stop short and crouch there, heart pounding. Then I see him in a heap on the floor. I crawl over. He’s out cold again.

No, cold isn’t the word—he’s burning up. Shit!

I make some effort to drag him back to the sleeping bag, but I’m afraid of hurting him, so I lay him on his back with my pillow under his head. I’m not worrying about bloodstains now. I’m freaking, knowing how dangerous a fever can be, but if I leave and he wakes up, delirious again …

Cell phone.

I don’t have one, obviously, but he might. I check his pockets. There are people I can call, people who will come if I ask. I don’t like to ask, but for this, I will.

His pockets are empty except for a wallet. I open that with some reluctance, feeling like I’m prying. No ID. Just money. A lot of money. A corner of my mind can’t help seeing a wad of cash like that and whispering that a twenty or two wouldn’t be missed. I close the wallet quickly.

Someone took this guy’s ID and left a few hundred in cash? Was he dumped, left for dead, his ID removed?

I look down at him.

What happened to you?

Forget that. I need to lower his fever so I can go for help.

I pull my backup water jug from under the baseboards. I take out ibuprofen, too, and bandages. The dressings can wait. First, I grind the painkillers into a glass of water. I tilt the boy’s head back so he won’t choke and then drip the water through his lips. I’m patient. Drop by drop until it’s gone.

Cold compresses follow while the ibuprofen has time to kick in. I strip him down to his boxers, lay water-soaked towels across him, and open the door to let the night air in.

When I return with the bandages, he’s already cooling. As soon as I’m sure the danger has passed, I shut the door before another kind of danger wanders in. Once he starts to shiver, I tuck my sleeping bag up to his armpits.

He needs a doctor. Which is a problem. Reeve’s End has exactly one—Doc Southcott, who’s gone out of state. I’ll have to get him to the next town, twelve miles over, beg a lift, as uncomfortable as that will be. He needs help. I will get it for him. That isn’t a question. I took on that responsibility when I followed his path, and maybe I didn’t mean to commit myself to this, but there’s no going back now.
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