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Kayla ignored her mother’s warning to stay away from Brewster Lake.
She parked her beat-up Honda in the deserted parking lot and sucked in the crisp, fresh air, leaning against the car to stretch out her calves. A wave of guilt washed over her as her mother’s words echoed in her ears. “I don’t want you anywhere near the lake ’til they catch whoever murdered that poor girl.”
The police hadn’t found any evidence of foul play. The girl had drowned in the lake while training for a triathlon, they said. It was an unfortunate accident, but that’s all it was—an accident.
Kayla was no stranger to her mother’s paranoia.
But she refused to sacrifice her daily after-school ritual of running the trails next to the lake. It was her sole escape from reality—her constant social upheavals at school, her endless assignments and exams, her overbearing mother. None of that existed out here. Nothing but the cool, clean air, the rustling leaves, and the songbirds chirping overhead. It was the only place in her minuscule suburban New York town she could clear her head without the risk of running into someone who’d set her anxiety spiraling.
After looping her car key through her shoelaces and knotting them, she untangled her headphones and plugged them into her old MP3 player. She’d “forgotten” her iPhone at home. Kayla had never so much as broken curfew, but it made no difference—her mother tracked her via GPS like the diligent stalker she was. Her antics got worse after Kayla’s father drove up from his house in Florida to gift her his old car. She constantly hovered overhead; an omnipotent presence questioning every deviation from the prescribed route, chiseling away any semblance of freedom her new driver’s license afforded. Kayla’s phone was her jailer, but without it, she was in the clear.
A frigid breeze nipped at her bare arms. She wore only yoga pants and a tank top. Shivering, she pulled her old windbreaker from the backseat and wiggled into it, wishing she’d remembered to bring a sweater. After one last hamstring stretch, Kayla started her running playlist and set off toward the path where blue markers outlined a five-mile loop.
Kayla’s feet crunched over dead leaves and twigs as she spotted the first marker near the lake’s shore—a blue plastic triangle nailed into the trunk of a towering pine tree. If she could complete the loop in under forty-five minutes, she’d make it home in time for a quick shower before dinner. Her mother might never know she’d left.
There was the next blue marker.
Kayla ran at a brisk pace, but not so fast she’d burn out early. She had learned that the hard way the first time she ran this loop. Running uphill had been a challenge since the school track had zero elevation changes, and she’d had to walk the last two miles, clutching a stitch in her side. But once she’d discovered the tranquility the woods offered, she couldn’t go back to pounding red asphalt.
There was the next blue marker.
She climbed a small hill without slowing, her quads cramping from the effort. Maybe she should pause to stretch some more. But the sunlight already dipped low through the trees, casting a reddish glow on their trunks. It was early November, and the encroaching darkness swallowed more of each day in its hunger for winter.
As she scanned the woods for the next blue marker, a spiderweb swept across her face, tickling her skin. Kayla gasped, pawing at her cheeks. She dropped her MP3 player, and her earbuds fell from her ears with a small pop. “Gross, gross, gross.” Maybe the spider had already abandoned its home. But what if it hadn’t? She pictured the spider scuttling up her neck with its eight spindly legs into her hair, and shivers raced along her spine. She shook out her ponytail, releasing her long red tresses, and ran her fingers through them.
Kayla’s cheeks flushed with the sudden sense that someone was watching her. She stilled and glanced around, her heart hammering against her ribcage. But nobody was there.
With a final shudder, Kayla swept her hair back, scooped up her MP3 player, and wiped the dirt off its screen. But she couldn’t find her black elastic hair tie. She kicked at the nearby leaves, wishing she hadn’t succumbed to the heebie-jeebies, but it was no use—the hair tie was a goner.
As she untangled her earbuds, the woods were eerily quiet. She took a deep breath, trying to ignore the unsettled feeling at the base of her spine. A crisp breeze cut the silence, rustling the vibrant red and orange leaves clinging to their branches for dear life over the decaying brown ones blanketing the ground. Birds chirped somewhere in the distance.
Chill out, Kayla ordered herself. It was just a stupid spider.
Reorienting herself, she spotted a blue marker on an ancient beech tree with a trunk as wide as her Honda, its branches twisting in every direction. It was like something out of a storybook, and she sometimes paused during her runs to admire it. Feeling a bit nervous, she only put one earbud in and set off along the trail, scanning for the next blue marker while keeping an eye out for spiderwebs, dangling green worms, or any other creepy crawly creatures.
Something rustled loudly in the thicket up ahead, and Kayla stilled, the hairs on her nape prickling. It felt like dozens of watchful eyes bore into her skin, but she couldn’t see anything in the brush but dead branches and weeds.
Maybe it was a squirrel or something.
Another noise niggled, and she shut off her music, straining to listen. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. Were those… footsteps? Human footsteps? Why would someone be walking through the bramble instead of sticking to the trail?
Kayla pictured the dead girl floating face down in the water, her hair haloing her head. She’d seen her picture on the news her mother watched as fervently as a soap opera. She was so young to die; only a couple of years older than Kayla, with a round baby face, bright blue eyes, and the same long, red hair as Kayla. She shuddered at the thought. What if she had been murdered? What if her killer was hiding out in the woods, waiting for the coast to clear?
Don’t be ridiculous, Kayla scolded herself. There was no murder. It was an accident.
But something rustled in the brush again, and it sounded bigger than a squirrel. What the hell was it? An animal readying to attack if she got too close? The trail continued past the brush—she had to run past it to stay on course. Maybe she could go around it.
Before she could take more than a few steps, dozens of black crows swooped from the brush at once, squawking as they batted their wings. Kayla gasped and leaped back. They ascended in unison toward the patches of purple sky overhead, as though to escape a brewing storm—but the sky was clear of rainclouds.
Kayla had never been so creeped out in the woods before. She cursed her mother for setting her on edge with her perpetual paranoia. But she had to keep going—the sooner she finished this run, the sooner she’d be out of the woods.
She cranked up her music to drown out the sound of her feet crunching over dead leaves and hummed along to the next pop song. It was one of those obnoxious earworms they looped on the radio every few songs, but Kayla appreciated the distraction now.
There was another blue marker.
And another blue marker.
And another.
Kayla was in the zone, the spider and crows all but forgotten, keeping a good pace. Her breaths were deep and even, and her legs felt strong. Shadows slashed the tree trunks as the sun dipped closer to the horizon.
She picked up the pace as dusk dimmed the woods, and a familiar stitch formed under her ribcage. She swallowed hard, trying to ignore the sharp pain, and tore along the narrowing path… at least, it looked like a path. Was she still on the right trail? She hadn’t seen one of those blue markers in a while. How long had it been? In her attempt to forget the spiderweb and crows, she’d been so focused on her music and breath that she hadn’t been paying attention.
Kayla slowed, confused. She could have sworn she was going the right way. Though she was no directional savant, she’d run this trail dozens of times. But she could have veered off the trail while letting her mind wander. She always depended on the blue markers to keep her on track. Her pulse quickened, and her eyes darted from tree trunk to tree trunk, trying to spot blue plastic amongst the branches and brambles. But the only blue visible was the darkening sky overhead, and even that was more purple than blue now.
She stopped and stared at the narrow clearing between the trees, wiping sweat from her brow. It seemed to veer off to the left, but something resembling a path veered to the right as well. But maybe this wasn’t a manmade clearing at all. Her stomach clenched.
Kayla glanced at the time on her useless MP3 player. She’d started her run about thirty minutes ago. That should’ve meant she had about fifteen minutes to go, but her surroundings didn’t look familiar at all. She wished she had her iPhone now. But she couldn’t keep running in any old direction. She’d have to turn around and retrace her steps instead of finishing the loop. Hopefully, she had thirty minutes of daylight left.
She reversed course, practically sprinting. An unfamiliar song started up, and she clicked the back arrow to replay the familiar pop song. She hummed along again, trying to comfort herself. Worst came to worse, if she were truly lost, she could always find her way to Brewster Lake and follow the shoreline to her car.
But where was the lake? She slowed again, and bile crept up her throat as she turned in a circle. Nothing looked familiar. She wasn’t paying attention until she realized she hadn’t spotted a blue marker. Maybe she wasn’t retracing her steps at all.
Oh, God. She was lost. Well and truly lost. Panic gripped her chest, and she hunched over, resting her hands on her knees. She had to breathe. She had to think. What should she do? She’d never gotten lost in the woods before. She could kick herself. How could she be so stupid? Night was fast approaching, and the woods were getting darker and darker. What if she couldn’t find her way to her car before nightfall? She had no way of calling for help.
How cold would it get overnight? It was already chilly, but at night the temperature dropped even more. Was it dangerous to be out all night in frigid temperatures? Kayla didn’t even want to think about it. She had to get to her car. She had to.
Kayla picked up the pace again; staying put wouldn’t help. She had to find a blue marker or some familiar landmark. But what if she was going in the wrong direction? How would she even know? She was so turned around now, she very well could be.
Her legs were tiring, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She longed for a sip of water, but she liked to run light, so hadn’t brought a water bottle.
Suddenly, she recognized the great storybook beech tree with the blue marker, and her heart skipped a beat. She almost skipped, she was so relieved—
Wait.
That couldn’t be right.
Kayla plucked out her earbuds, only to hear her pulse thrashing in her ears. There was no blue marker. Just bark. Kayla turned in a circle, eyes wide and frantic. This wasn’t the right tree. But it had to be. She was sure of it. It loomed over her like a monster, branches protruding from its thick trunk in bizarre angles, like it was readying to grab her.
There couldn’t be more than one tree like this. But maybe there could be—
Kayla gasped, and her eyes widened. She took a couple of steps closer, blinking rapidly. Yes, it was definitely there—an impression from the marker. The tree’s bark was ever so slightly darker where the blue triangle had been. The marker had kept the bark underneath from fading in the sunlight.
Someone had removed the marker.
Her mother’s voice bristled in her mind. I don’t want you anywhere near that lake until they catch whoever murdered that poor girl.
Oh, God. Did someone remove the blue markers so she’d get lost? So they could trap her… and kill her?
No. She was being ridiculous. There wasn’t a murderer lurking in the woods, waiting for some girl to wander past alone. Maybe someone was messing with her. Yes, that had to be it—her friends from school had followed her and were playing a prank on her.
But none of her friends even knew she ran in the woods. It was something she kept to herself—her reprieve from the real world and everyone in it. She remembered the loud rustling noise she heard earlier. Someone had been there. Something bigger than crows.
She shook her head and rested her hands on her hips, catching her breath. No, she thought. You’re being paranoid.
A nearby whistle cut the silence. It was no bird. It was a man’s whistle. A chill soared down Kayla’s spine. He was whistling the same pop song she’d been humming along to before.
She was right.
Someone had been following her.
Someone had been watching her.
And now he was taunting her before going for the kill.
Kayla sprinted through the woods in the opposite direction of the whistling. She thought she heard a man’s voice, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t listen. She just ran, full steam ahead, as hard and as fast as her legs would carry her.
Oh God, oh God, oh God.
She should have obeyed her mother. She should have stayed away from Brewster Lake. Her mother had latched onto the fact that the dead girl washed up on the shore in her running gear—yoga pants and a sweatshirt. If she really had been training for a triathlon, wouldn’t she have stripped to her bathing suit before jumping into the lake? Since the investigation was ongoing, the police hadn’t released details yet, but Kayla had assumed her mother was being paranoid, as always.
But what if she was right?
What if she had hadn’t accidentally drowned? What if someone killed her? What if someone held her head under the surface for so long it felt as though her lungs would burst, and she had no choice but to suck in water?
And Kayla had rolled her eyes at her mother and sauntered right into the murderer’s path.
“Ahh!” Kayla let out a garbled cry as she slid on something slippery, her foot catching on a vine. Her arms reflexively shot out, and she landed hard on her palms. Trying to scramble to her feet, she gasped and tumbled as pain radiated from her ankle. Had she broken it? Or strained it?
A man shouted something unintelligible nearby. Oh, God. Kayla shifted, putting weight on her scratched, muddied palms, trying to get her bearings. Nothing looked familiar—all the trees, branches, leaves… they all looked the same. Everything blended together, except for a metallic glint on a small hill nearby. A car. There was a car on that hill! Maybe someone was there! Maybe they’d get help, or drive her away, or call the police.
Dead leaves crunched nearby. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.
Footsteps.
Kayla had to move. She climbed to her feet by sheer force of will, moving as quietly as possible to avoid detection, and crouched low in the bramble. Adrenaline raced through her veins, making her fingers tremble. Her ankle could tolerate light pressure, but it hurt like hell. She tried ignoring the jabs stemming up her calf as she scrambled over a couple of fallen trees and limped up the muddy hill toward the car, trying not to make a peep.
Something rustled behind her, and panic clawed at her throat as she hobbled toward the beige Jeep, too terrified to look back to see who was chasing her. Someone had driven the Jeep off-road; there was no dirt path here, just a small flat clearing at the crest of the hill. At least two of the windows were open a few inches, but nobody was inside. She didn’t see anyone, anywhere.
There was nobody around to help.
Kayla tugged on the handle of the dented driver’s side door, and it opened. “Yes,” she hissed. She leaped inside, smearing blood and mud on the lock as she slammed it shut. She reached for the ignition, but there were no keys. No. She searched everywhere—in the glove compartment, behind the visors, under the driver and passenger seats, in the cupholders. But there were no keys.
“Oh, God.” She glanced at her own useless car key looped through her shoelaces and wished more than anything she was in her own car, driving home to the safety of her mother, her corgi, her purple comforter, and the teddy bear she kept stashed under her bed, even though her mother thought she’d long since thrown him out.
Ahead, she could see the lake, still and smooth as glass. She’d been closer to the shore than she thought. Somewhere near that lake, her beat-up Honda waited for her. She could try to run for it… but she wouldn’t get far with her injured ankle. She glanced out the rear window, down the steep incline—
“Aha! Found you!” a man shouted.
Kayla gasped. Where was he? His voice seemed to come from the driver’s side. She scrambled to lock the other three doors. But that wouldn’t matter—without the keys, there was no way to turn on the engine to shut the automatic windows. They were open just wide enough for an arm to reach through and unlock the door.
Oh, God. This was probably his car. Which meant, of course, that he had the keys.
Something rustled the brush next to the clearing, and Kayla spotted a dark figure moving toward her. No, no, no. He was coming!
How would he kill her? Would he drag her over to the lake and drown her, too? Or did he have a knife or some other weapon? Would he torture her first, before killing her?
Kayla considered hot-wiring the car, but she had no idea how, and didn’t have time to even search for the right wires. Desperate, she released the parking brake and put the car into neutral. She could try steering the car as it rolled backward down the hill, and at least get a head start on him. She buckled her seatbelt and twisted to see out the rear windshield, keeping one hand on the steering wheel, and stomped on the gas in case that would do anything.
The Jeep rolled.
Forward.
In the wrong direction.
“No!”
She must have misjudged the distance between the Jeep and the decline behind it. Before she could shift back from neutral, the car rolled through the brush and dropped from a ridge onto the muddied hill below. She screamed and gripped the wheel, her body jolting from the impact.
As the lake took up more and more of the windshield, Kayla pumped the brakes, but it did nothing to slow the car. It picked up speed as it descended the muddy, bumpy hill, faster and faster toward the still blue water, narrowly avoiding the largest trees, plowing through bushes, and flattening vines. She grabbed at the gears, thinking she could shift into park, but she was jostling so much she couldn’t keep hold. She tried cutting the wheel, but it was too late. The Jeep tore into the water with a roaring splash.
Kayla cursed and unclipped her seatbelt. The car finally slowed when its wheels no longer touched the bottom of the lake, but it was submerging quickly. This was all happening so fast! She didn’t have time to think. She had to move.
Kayla unlocked the door and tried pushing it open, but it wouldn’t budge. There was too much pressure outside the door. “No!” she sobbed. The windows weren’t open wide enough for her to climb through them. She was trapped.
Kayla shrieked. “Help! Help me! Please!” She pounded on the door. Maybe she’d be able to get the trunk open? But before she could move, water gushed into the car, onto her lap. It was so cold. So cold.
The water quickly rose over her ankles, over her calves, over her knees. So fast. So cold.
She was going to drown.
Tears streamed down Kayla’s cheeks as she struggled against the door, struggled for no reason, because it was useless. The door wouldn’t open. Kayla would never get out…
* * *
Liam pried the final nail loose as his radio crackled. He barely heard it over his music. “Liam, where you at? Over.”
Wiping his nose on his sleeve, Liam plucked out his earbuds, unclipped his radio, and held it to his lips. “Finally found the last blue one. These maps are shit. Over.”
“Maybe you just can’t read ‘em. Over.”
Liam rolled his eyes and tossed the blue marker into his tool bag along with the nails and hammer. Jayden always gave him hell for having no sense of direction. He could have whipped up a comeback, but all he wanted was to head home to his Xbox and a cold six-pack. “You got all the orange ones? Over.”
“Almost. Just a couple more stops, and that’ll be all of ‘em. Meet me by the car. Over.”
“Roger that.” Liam stuffed his earbuds into his bag—he wasn’t supposed to listen to music on the job, but what Jayden didn’t know wouldn’t kill him. He scooped up his park ranger hat and slung the tool bag over his shoulder, whistling as he trudged toward the hill where they’d parked. The light was practically gone, making him wish they’d done this earlier in the day.
“Dude!” Jayden spotted him first and jogged over, shoving his arm. “Will you stop whistling that crap?”
“Sorry, man, it’s been stuck in my head all day. Damn radio’s been playing that stupid song on loop.” Like hell he’d fess up to having it on his playlist. “We’re putting up the new markers in the morning?”
“Yup.”
“As if we got nothin’ better to do.”
“Hey, if we don’t reroute these trails, it’s on us if someone else slips. There are a few steep drops over there. Bad enough we didn’t notice the erosion to begin with.”
Liam’s stomach clenched, feeling guilty for complaining. Jayden was right—if that girl hadn’t hit her head from the fall, she probably wouldn’t have drowned. The rangers reached the top of the hill, but there was nothing there except a family of deer munching on leaves and weeds. Their heads whipped toward the rangers, and they froze.
“Hey!” Liam yelled. The deer skittered into the brush and disappeared. “Where the hell’s the Jeep?”
Jayden cursed. “I told you to get those brakes looked at.”
“Holy—” Liam gripped his head and stared over the still waters of the lake, eyes wide. “Dammit, I didn’t get around to it. I thought you were just being paranoid.”
* * *
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