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  Chapter 1


Maddie
The ground disappears under my boots, shale scraping my palms. 
One second, I’m lunging forward, fingers outstretched. The next I’m sliding, gravel exploding beneath me, air ripping from my lungs as the world tilts sideways.
“No—no—”
My palms slam against shale. It crumbles. My knees hit. My body keeps going.
I don’t see the edge give way. I just feel it—the sickening drop in my stomach as the mountain decides I don’t belong on it anymore.
It was supposed to be one second.
One second off the marked trail.
The charm bracelet flashes in my peripheral vision—gold catching sunlight as it bounces once and disappears over the lip of the ravine.
Of course I went after it.
Because losing it meant admitting I don’t belong in that world anymore.
The slide turns into a drop.
I hit hard.
The impact knocks the breath out of me. My back slams into packed dirt at the bottom of a narrow ravine, loose stones cascading down after me.
Silence follows.
Not true silence. Wind moves high in the trees. Something chirps once.
Because the trail is gone.
I blink up at the slice of sky above me. The rim of the ravine looks impossibly far away. Jagged. Steep.
“Okay,” I whisper. “You’re fine.”
I’m not fine.
My palms sting when I push up. Tiny shards of rock are embedded in my skin. My right ankle protests the second I shift my weight.
I sit back down.
Great, Maddie.
You leave the trail because you can’t emotionally process losing a bracelet.
I look around properly.
The ravine isn’t wide—maybe fifteen feet—but the sides are steep shale and packed earth. Scrub brush clings to the slopes. Tree roots snake out of the dirt.
The trail above is invisible.
My phone.
Still in my pack. I yank it out and tap the screen.
No service.
Of course.
The rim above me doesn’t even look that high.
It just looks impossible.
This is a setback.
People get turned around all the time. Rangers find them.
I just need to climb back up.
I plant my hands against the slope and try to stand.
Pain shoots through my ankle so fast I gasp and grab for the dirt again.
“Okay,” I breathe. “That’s… fine.”
It’s not.
I ease weight onto my right foot.
White-hot protest.
The incline isn’t vertical, just steep and loose, like a sandcastle starting to crumble.
I can do this.
I press my palms into the dirt and start climbing.
One step.
Shale shifts.
Two steps.
My fingers hook around a tree root. I pull myself higher.
Halfway up, the ground sighs beneath me.
The root rips free.
I slide back down in a shower of gravel, landing on my hip with a grunt.
Attempt one.
“Fine,” I mutter. “Different angle.”
I limp sideways along the ravine floor, searching for thicker brush.
I try again.
Slower this time. Deliberate.
I get higher.
Hope sparks.
My bad ankle twists.
I land hard, breath shaking out of me.
Attempt two.
The sky above looks smaller.
I press my forehead to my arm.
I am not fragile. I am not incompetent.
Maddie, stop trying to win this. Just stay where it’s safe.
Safe.
I push upright.
Attempt Three.
At the narrowest part of the ravine, I brace one foot against each wall, inching upward.
For a second—I rise.
My ankle trembles.
The dirt shifts.
I slide down again.
This time I land on both feet and immediately regret it.
The pain is worse now. Persistent.
I look up at the rim and let the truth settle.
I’m not climbing out that way.
Madeline “Maddie” Sinclair, how did you manage to get yourself into this mess?
The light has shifted—more gold than blue.
Still no service.
Eighty-two percent battery.
Eighty-two percent of nothing.
If I can’t go up…
I look down the ravine where it slopes into thicker trees.
I don’t want to go farther from where I’m supposed to be.
But staying feels worse.
“Downhill leads somewhere,” I murmur.
Water runs downhill. Trails cross water.
I adjust my pack and start moving.
Each step is cautious. The dirt here is more compact. The air feels cooler as the ravine narrows the sky.
I glance back once.
The place where I fell already blends into the landscape.
“You’re not lost,” I whisper. “You’re rerouting.” My fingers tighten briefly around the strap of my pack before I force them to relax.
My ankle throbs, but it holds.
Then I hear it.
Water.
Faint, but there.
Relief pulses through me.
The ravine bends, and I follow it.
A bird erupts from a bush.
I flinch hard, grabbing a branch to steady myself.
The woods settle again, but every sound feels amplified now.
I round another bend.
The trickle of water is clearer here, weaving through rocks.
I step over it when something shifts above me.
A faint scrape.
I freeze and lift my eyes to the rim.
Nothing but scrub brush and rock.
Probably an animal.
A stone dislodges and clatters down the slope, landing near my foot.
Then I hear it.
Low. Male.
A laugh.
My stomach drops.
Boots crunch along the rim.
Pacing.
Tracking.
I am not alone in this ravine anymore.
My brain tries to rearrange the sound into something harmless.
Campers. Other hikers.
But hikers call out.
They don’t laugh like that.
“Hello?” My voice is thinner than I intend. “I slipped. I’m trying to get back to the trail.”
Silence.
Then another crunch of gravel.
A shadow shifts behind scrub oak.
A second stone tumbles down—nudged, deliberate.
“Do you need help?” a voice calls.
Friendly—too easy. His smile never reaches his eyes.
A man steps partially into view along the ridge. Broad shoulders.
Relief and dread collide in my chest.
“I fell,” I say. “I’m trying to get back up.”
“Well,” he says, amused, “that’s not the way to do it.”
A second figure moves into view. Taller. Silent.
There’s more than one.
“Can you climb up?” the first man asks.
“No.”
A pause.
Then a chuckle.
“Aw, that’s a shame.”
A third silhouette appears along the ridge.
Three.
“You out here alone?”
Every instinct screams not to answer.
“My boyfriend’s up the trail,” I lie.
I don't have one.
“He’s coming back.”
“Must’ve missed him,” he says lightly.
The taller one shifts; something metallic glints at his belt. Not a ranger badge.
“We can help you up,” the first man offers.
They start walking along the ridge.
They don’t move away—they move with me.
Tracking.
I step backward. Then another.
The ravine narrows into deeper shadow.
“Don’t run,” the first man calls. “You’ll hurt yourself worse.”
He already knows I’m hurt.
The sky darkens another shade, blue fading toward iron.
If I scream, who hears me?
A third laugh joins the first two.
My ankle flares. My pulse spikes.
I turn and start moving deeper into the ravine anyway.
Loose stones shift under my boots as I move faster than I should. My ankle protests immediately, a sharp reminder that panic doesn’t make injuries disappear.
Behind me, gravel slides.
They’re keeping pace.
Not rushing.
Matching.
Like this is a game they are in no hurry to finish.
The ravine curves tighter, walls rising higher on either side. The trees above knit together, swallowing what little light remains. The air smells damp now—earth and water and something metallic that might just be fear.
“Easy,” one of them calls. “We’re just trying to help.”
Their boots crunch again. Closer.
I don’t look up this time. I don’t want to see how close.
The creek widens slightly ahead, water slipping over flat rock in a low whisper. If I step into it, maybe it muffles my sound. Maybe it erases my tracks.
Or it slows me down too much.
Another stone skips down the wall, landing near my shoulder.
Deliberate.
They want me to know they’re there.
They want me afraid.
My breathing turns shallow. Too loud. I try to steady it, pressing my tongue to the roof of my mouth the way my therapist once taught me when anxiety clawed too high.
In through your nose, out slow.
The ravine narrows again just ahead—boulders stacked like a broken staircase. If I can wedge myself between them, maybe I disappear long enough to think.
“Hey!” one of them calls again, closer now. “We don’t bite.”
Laughter follows.
All three of them this time.
I don’t answer.
I step into the creek anyway, cold water soaking through my boot, swallowing the sound of my next step.
I pray they don’t decide they’re done playing.






  
  Chapter 2


Ethan
The woods are quiet in the way they’re supposed to be. 
Not silent. Never silent.
Wind moves through pine needles in steady currents. A woodpecker taps somewhere beyond the ridge. My boots press into packed earth in a rhythm I don’t have to think about.
Routine keeps things steady.
I kneel at the base of the trail marker and tighten the bolt with a small wrench from my pack. The warning sign has weathered at the corners—sun-faded orange, edges curling slightly where last winter’s ice gripped too hard.
STEEP GRADE. STAY ON MARKED TRAIL.
People treat signs like suggestions.
I straighten, give the post a testing shove, and nod once. Secure.
The radio clipped to my vest crackles faintly with static, then goes quiet again. No calls. No emergencies. Just the soft hum of open air.
This stretch of trail doesn’t usually cause trouble. Too far from the main visitor center for casual walkers. Too mild for thrill-seekers.
Which is why I like it—no tourists asking for shortcuts, no one looking for something they’re not ready to handle.
I check the trail cam mounted to a nearby tree, swapping out the memory card with efficient movements. My fingers know this sequence without conscious thought. Insert. Lock. Test connection. Done.
Ex-military habits don’t disappear because the uniform changes color.
Out here, they make sense.
The woods reward discipline.
They don’t care who you were before.
They don’t ask questions about the things you don’t talk about.
I sling my pack over my shoulder and start down the trail toward the falls overlook, scanning automatically as I walk.
Boot tread patterns.
Broken branches.
Disturbed soil.
The air shifts slightly, carrying the faint metallic scent of water from the ravine system below.
Everything is normal.
I like normal.
A chipmunk darts across the path ahead of me, vanishing into brush. I don’t break stride.
My cabin sits another mile east from here. I’ll finish this loop, log the cam data, reset two more markers, and be home before full dark.
Predictable.
Controlled.
The kind of day that doesn’t require improvisation.
I round a bend in the trail—and stop.
Not because it's loud.
Because something is wrong.
The dirt just off the right side of the path is disturbed.
Fresh.
Not wind.
Not animal.
Small boot prints.
Narrow tread. Expensive brand by the pattern.
They angle away from the marked trail.
Toward the ravine.
I step closer and crouch, studying the impression.
Deep heel strike. Slight outward roll on the right foot.
Not experienced.
Someone walking with more confidence than traction.
The tread pattern is clean, barely worn. High-end hiking boot—designer collaboration kind of thing. Bought for the aesthetic as much as the function.
I exhale slowly through my nose.
The sign is ten yards behind me.
STAY ON MARKED TRAIL.
Clear. Large. Impossible to miss unless you’re distracted.
Or think the rules don’t apply to you.
I stand and scan the area again, letting my eyes move the way they were trained to—wide sweep first, then narrowing in.
There.
A broken stem of brush at shin height.
A scuff in the dirt where someone slid slightly.
No return tracks.
They didn’t just step off for a better photo angle.
They kept going.
“Bad choice,” I mutter under my breath.
I don’t raise my voice. The woods don’t need theatrics.
I step off the trail, following the prints carefully, placing my boots to the side of hers so I don’t destroy the evidence. Habit.
The ground slopes subtly downward here before it drops off harder toward the ravine system that runs parallel to this stretch of trail.
The metallic scent of water is stronger now.
The prints grow less distinct as the soil turns to loose shale.
Then I see it.
A drag mark.
Not long. Not violent.
Just enough to say someone lost footing.
My jaw tightens.
I move faster.
The trees thin near the edge, opening to a narrow overlook that isn’t technically a viewpoint but always tempts people who want to see more than they should.
I stop two feet from the drop.
The ravine below cuts sharp and narrow through the earth.
Loose rock. Packed dirt. Steep walls.
And there—
Skid marks.
Fresh.
Shale displaced in a fan pattern.
Small handprints in the dirt halfway down where someone tried to grab hold.
This wasn’t a
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