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One

Claire excelled at three things: ballet, homework, and identifying all the ways there were to die in any given situation. Like now, on this boat. She couldn’t stop thinking about how easy it would be to be knocked off the side, hit your head as you fell, and drown.

Less likely: being guillotined by a fishing line.

Also unlikely but still possible: being pierced by shrapnel if the engine exploded.

She fidgeted with her life jacket, touching the three buckles in rapid succession, until she felt reassured they were secure.

I hate boats, she decided.

She also hated airplanes, particularly the minuscule prop planes that felt as if they’d been assembled by a five-year-old with unfettered access to glue. That had been the other option for the trip to the Lake House—itty-bitty prop plane. There were no roads.

“Not a fan of boats?” Reyva asked.

The driver started the engine.

“They’re loud,” Claire said, shouting to be heard. “Like a lawn mower mated with a wood chipper and had a hideous, gargling child.”

Reyva’s lips twitched as if she were considering smiling but didn’t want to commit. Claire wasn’t certain she’d seen her smile once yet. It didn’t seem to be Reyva’s thing.

As they shot across the lake, the boat slapped the water again and again. Each time, Claire bounced off her seat by a half inch. She wrapped one hand around the flimsy metal rail, trying not to make it obvious that she was holding on for dear life, especially in front of the two girls she’d just met and the boy driving the boat.

It’ll be fun, her parents had said, much too cheerfully. Plus, think of how much it’ll help your college applications! You’ll learn new skills, have new experiences, and make new friends! Claire glanced at the other two girls. Friends. She never knew what to say to turn a person she’d just met into one of those, but since the boy driving the boat, Jack, seemed intent on increasing their speed beyond the limits of the speedometer, it wasn’t first on her list to worry about.

Across the boat, not holding on at all, the other girl—her name was Mariana, Claire remembered—took a selfie as her hair blew in the wind. Lowering her phone, she shouted what sounded like, “Porpoise!”

“Can’t be!” Claire shouted back. “There aren’t any freshwater dolphins or toothed whales in Maine. Only Asia and South America.” She winced at herself. Why did she always sound like she’d swallowed a textbook?

Mariana shouted louder. “Not porpoise! Porpoising! The way the boat is bouncing. It means the trim is set incorrectly. I can fix it.” She tucked her phone into her back pocket as she stood up.

Claire squeezed the rail tighter.

“Sit down, please!” Jack called.

“You have to adjust the trim! Trim up!” Mariana called back to him, but she, to Claire’s relief, sat down.

Jack adjusted the throttle, the engine changed pitch, and the boat’s bouncing subsided. It sped more smoothly over the lake, and Claire relaxed her grip a little. “Hey, thanks!” he called to Mariana.

She flashed him a brilliant smile and tossed her hair, and Claire saw his eyes widen and cheeks tint pink. Good, she thought. He’ll be staring at her now. One less person to notice how terrified she was.

“More useful than she looks,” Reyva commented.

Claire wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she nodded vaguely. She’d only known the two other girls for about an hour—due to the weather, they were all arriving a day late. She was glad it had worked out that way. It was better than arriving late alone. She couldn’t be “the new girl,” singled out, if there were three of them. Reyva or Mariana could take the spotlight, while she blended into the wallpaper. It was the best possible outcome, really—preferable to nearly any other Claire could currently imagine.

“Have you ever been to the Lake House?” Claire asked Reyva.

“Nope. My dad said it’s been closed for years. He was so excited it reopened that he was practically giddy. He said it had always been his ‘dearest wish’ that I attend the beloved retreat where he forged so many precious memories and made lifelong friends—so dear that he has literally never talked about it once.”

“Both my parents went,” Claire offered. “They said it was a formative experience.”

Reyva laughed. “My dad tossed in that phrase a few times too. I told him I’m already formed.”

“You didn’t want to come?”

Reyva shrugged. “You?”

She’d told her parents of course she’d go. If they thought this was best, then yes, sign her up. There was nothing else to say since it was clear they’d already decided. Obviously, she would have rather stayed home for the summer, no matter how great it would look on college applications. She hadn’t even arrived, and she was already out of her comfort zone. Surreptitiously, Claire touched the buckles on her life jacket again and thought longingly of her bedroom with all her books, and a door that closed everyone out. “I’m not sure ‘want’ is the right word. But it’ll be great.”

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

“Both?”

“Fair enough.”

Reyva fell silent.

Claire tried to enjoy the boat ride. Spray spat in her face, and it was refreshing, if she didn’t think about how much bacteria could be in each drop. She made herself take a deep breath. The lake smelled like a fresh-mowed lawn, undercut with the aroma of dead fish.

The trip lasted another forty-five minutes, which officially made this the largest lake that Claire had ever been on. Finally, the boat slowed, angling itself to drift up against a dock, knocking into it. Jack hopped off, secured the lines, and waved at them all to hurry up. He held out his hand to help Mariana, but she jumped from the boat as if she hadn’t noticed.

Claire waited until the other two had disembarked before she joined them, carrying her backpack, which was crammed so full that she felt unbalanced. She wouldn’t have minded if Jack had offered his hand to help her, but he didn’t. He was busy hauling Mariana’s bags onto the dock. Reyva had a similar-sized backpack, but Mariana had a backpack plus two suitcases large enough to smuggle a couple of kindergartners inside them.

With another sunny smile at Jack, Mariana said, “I packed light.”

“You and I have different definitions of that word,” Reyva said.

“I only brought outfits with green in them, in honor of the woodland setting.” Mariana waved her painted nails at the shore.

To Claire, Reyva said, “I can’t tell if she’s serious.”

Following Mariana’s wave, Claire confronted the forest for the first time. It was thick, populated mostly by white pine, spruce, hemlock, and sugar maples. The bark of the occasional white birch tree provided the only break in the lush, dark green. She couldn’t see any hint of a house.

Jack pointed to the end of the dock, where a trail of packed dirt led in between the trees and bushes. “Follow that for a half mile, and it’ll lead you right to the Lake House. The program director, Ms. Williams, will be there to greet you and introduce you to everyone.”

As Jack untied the line, Mariana asked, “You’re . . . not coming with us?”

“Lake House policy. Drop-off only.” He hopped back onto the boat and revved the engine. “Stick to the path, and you’ll be fine.” To Claire, he said, “You won’t need a life jacket.” He held out his hand.

Feeling herself blush, Claire put down her backpack and unclipped her life jacket. She handed it back to the driver. Reyva and Mariana had already tossed theirs onto the boat. She hadn’t wanted to take hers off until she was firmly on land, and technically the dock wasn’t land. It was a wooden bridge to nowhere, supported by narrow poles that were continually weakened by partial submersion in water.

“Sorry,” she muttered.

“Enjoy your summer,” he said.

“Aw, you won’t be stopping by? Even to say hi?” Mariana asked.

“Um . . . uh . . . I . . . that is, I don’t . . .” A few of his words were lost as he pushed off from the dock and waved. “I’ll let your parents know you made it safely. See you in August!”

He motored away from the shore.

“I think you scared him off,” Reyva said.

Mariana shrugged. “Boys are fun to scare.”

Reyva nodded. “It’s not not true.”

Claire stared after the girls. She wished she had that kind of confidence. Or any kind. She was fairly sure she hadn’t said anything to Jack except her name and “Sorry.” Oh well. He wasn’t the one she’d be spending the summer with—these girls were.

All of them faced the woods.

“You know, if this were a movie, the soundtrack would shift here,” Mariana said. “Something orchestral, like John Williams. I’m thinking the Jurassic Park entrance theme, as we begin our grand adventure.”

“Can’t be that grand,” Reyva said. “It’s summer camp.”

“‘An enrichment retreat,’” Mariana corrected.

“Either way, no theme song.”

But Mariana started humming the Jurassic Park theme anyway. As she hit the climax, she marched off the dock with her suitcases and backpack, and Claire hurried after her. She caught up with her at the start of the trail. Mariana had stopped and was staring at the trees with awe on her face. “I’ve been to Muir Woods and seen sequoias and redwoods, but there’s something about this . . .”

“It’s the quantity of trees,” Claire said. “In national parks like Muir, every tree is studied and treasured, visited reverently. But here, there’s miles and miles of forest, and I don’t think anyone’s ever taken the time to pay attention to each individual tree. They’re nameless. Indistinguishable. It makes it all feel . . . overwhelmingly endless.” According to her parents, this was an old-growth forest, which meant it had never been logged. Some of these trees, they said, were hundreds of years old. It had been an oddly intense conversation. Before this summer, she’d had no idea her parents had such strong feelings about the woods of Maine. They’d waxed poetic about it for at least an hour, before launching into their much-more-in-character spiel in which she was made to promise that she would never leave the trails or the grounds.

“So what you mean is, you can’t see the trees for the forest?” Mariana asked, laughing. “Okay, that was a really bad joke. Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

Reyva brushed past them. “We’ll survive. As long as there are no puns.”

Mariana followed her. “The tree-o sets off on an adventure!”

Reyva gave an exaggerated groan and picked up her pace, leading the way. She liked both of these girls already, which was a good start. Maybe, Claire thought, this will be okay. Maybe she could be a new Claire here, a never-before-seen version of herself who made friends easily and didn’t freak out about every little thing. She’d come home radiating confidence and calm, leaving the old Claire behind, shed like a butterfly’s chrysalis or a molted snakeskin. Hopefully more butterfly than snake, she thought. Certainly, that was what her parents wanted.

The woods closed quickly around them. Light filtered down between the branches, casting everything in a greenish hue. This late in the day, just before dusk, the shadows were thick in the underbrush. Following Reyva, Mariana lugged her suitcases up the path. Behind her, Claire kept to the center of the trail and watched for poison ivy.

Birds chirped to one another, and the branches rustled with the weight of squirrels as they scampered from tree to tree. The trail wound around boulders, and she had to keep an eye on her footing. The dead needles on the trail were slick, and there were plenty of rocks and roots threatening to trip her. The air also tasted much more sour than she’d expected for the Great Outdoors. Shouldn’t fresh air be, well, fresh? she thought.

“Anyone know exactly what we’ll be doing here?” Claire asked. “There was no useful info online, not even a website.” She’d done thorough searches, and not only was there no official website, but there was no chatter about the Lake House anywhere, which was weird—or at least bad business for a camp that was trying to reopen. Of course, it didn’t help that the name was so generic.

Mariana gasped.

Claire reached out, ready to catch her if she’d tripped. “Are you okay?”

“There’s no Wi-Fi,” Mariana said. She’d dropped her suitcases and was holding her phone up toward the sky. “I didn’t expect cell service out in the middle of nowhere, but with the house so near—I should be able to see at least the name of their network, even if it’s password protected.”

“It’s not necessary to password protect their network out here,” Reyva said. “Unless they’re worried about the bears stealing their bandwidth.”

I forgot to worry about bears, Claire thought. Not that she thought they’d steal Wi-Fi, but she wasn’t eager to encounter one. Or a mountain lion. Or a wolf. Maine had all three.

“True,” Mariana said, picking up her suitcases and continuing on, “but we should be close enough to—”

In the lead, Reyva halted.

Claire and Mariana caught up to her and also halted.

Claire felt as if she were plummeting from a plane, or what she’d imagined that would feel like. Distantly, she heard the voices of the others, the cries and the gasps, as they all stared at the clearing with the house—or what should have been the house.

Because the house was not there.

It had been consumed by fire.

Only a blackened shell remained.
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Two

Of all the potential disasters Claire had imagined, both plausible and far-fetched, this one had never entered her calculations. Yet here it was: the roof had collapsed, half the walls had crumbled to ash, and only the chimney still stood at its full height.

This was why the air on the trail had tasted so sour, she realized. Here by the Lake House, it was worse, bitter, like a wood fire mixed with battery acid. Wisps of smoke rose in tendrils off piles of ash. If there were still hints of smoke, she thought, the fire must have happened recently. She pictured the house ablaze.

“Did they get out?” Mariana asked, dropping her suitcases and backpack. “Please tell me they got out.”

Claire called, “Hello! Is anyone here?”

“Lucky it didn’t burn down the forest,” Reyva said.

“Not lucky if they didn’t get out,” Claire said, but Reyva was right—if there had been any wind when the place burned, all the fallen trees, the dead brush, and the blanket of pine needles would have lit up and it would have spread. Five log-cabin-like sheds had also been destroyed by fire, but the house and the sheds had been separated from the forest by an airstrip with cracked pavement, a weed-infested tennis court, and a charred lawn as broad as a baseball field. She called again, “Is anyone here? Does anyone need help?”

A flock of birds startled from a nearby tree, but otherwise there was no movement.

Shedding her backpack, Reyva started across the lawn.

“Wait!” Mariana called. “You shouldn’t go in there! It’s not safe!”

Ignoring her, Reyva stepped over the crumbled remnants of the doorframe. Swearing under her breath, Claire also shed her pack, then jogged after her and stepped over the threshold.

Inside—if one could call it inside, since there was no roof anymore—was a pile of debris. Part of the roof was piled on collapsed stairs. One wall, partially standing, had bits of flowered wallpaper, which had been scorched sepia-colored. Charred electrical wires and broken pipes were exposed. A blackened mirror still hung, though several framed photos had fallen. Their glass had shattered, and the photos were shriveled like dead leaves.

“Help me with this?” Reyva asked.

Together, they tried to shift a chunk of the roof. Grunting, they maneuvered a section of shingles and then dropped it. Ash mushroomed into the air, and they fell back, coughing. Claire’s eyes watered. She wiped them and blinked rapidly.

“If anyone’s in here . . .” Claire let the words trail off.

To destroy the house this thoroughly, it had to have been a huge blaze. The smoke would have choked anyone who had been trapped long before the walls collapsed. Either they made it out, or . . . Or they’re beyond caring if we find them, Claire thought.

Safely beyond the doorframe, Mariana said, “They must have escaped. See?” She pointed to the airstrip. “No plane. They could have taken it, if there was one. Or a boat.”

Claire let out a yelp. “The boat! We have to get it back!” She pivoted and ran out of the house and across the singed lawn. Jack had already been speeding away when they’d begun their hike, but he might not be out of sight yet. . . .

She heard footsteps behind her. Glancing back, she saw Mariana frowning at her feet as she ran. Flying over the trail, Reyva passed her, then Claire. “He’ll be too far away,” Reyva said, but she didn’t slow.

“We have to try.”

“Obviously.”

Then they didn’t speak. They just ran.

Avoiding the rocks and roots, Claire half hopped and half jogged down the trail. She was acutely aware that at any moment, she could trip and twist her ankle, but she also knew that with each second, the boat was speeding farther away.

And it wouldn’t return for weeks.

Don’t think, she told herself. Just run. She forced herself to count her footsteps, every stride, to thwart the litany of What if, what if, what if . . .

They burst out of the woods and ran onto the dock. In the distance, the boat was still visible, but so small that it looked like a toy. Its wake was a V-shaped ripple behind it. Jumping up and down, Claire shouted and screamed, “Jack, come back! Help! Help us! Fire!”

Beside her, Mariana and Reyva yelled and waved too.

Sound traveled well over water. Maybe Jack would hear them; maybe he’d see them; maybe he’d turn the boat around and check on why they’d returned to the dock.

With the others, Claire shouted until her throat ached, but the boat vanished around the bend in the lake, beyond a granite rock face. Gone.

She dropped her arms down. They felt heavy and limp. Her heart was beating hard.

Reyva swore under her breath.

“Exactly,” Claire said.

Reyva swore louder and punched at the air. “He isn’t due back until August.”

“I am aware of that.”

“It’s June.”

“That it is.”

“And there’s no cell phone coverage.”

“Also aware,” Claire said. “And trying not to panic.”

“This isn’t a great situation,” Reyva said.

Yeah, I noticed that too, Claire thought. She looked across the water. In every direction, the shore was choked with trees. There wasn’t a single house visible. Her parents had raved about how secluded this place was, nestled within a national forest, miles and miles from any hint of civilization, but that didn’t seem like a selling point anymore. She tried to clear out a corner of her mind to think through the problem logically, as if it were one of the mental puzzles she loved. Standing on the dock, listening to the lake water lick the pilings, wasn’t going to change anything about the situation.

Wringing her hands, Mariana paced back and forth on the dock, as she repeated over and over, “This can’t be happening. Can’t be happening. It’s my fault. All my fault. . . .”

“How is this your fault?” Reyva asked.

“I scared him off.”

“He was supposed to leave,” Reyva said. “It had nothing to do with you.”

Mariana nodded, but it was more like an automatic reaction than agreement. “He’ll come back. Or someone will. Eventually, the director will remember we were on our way here, and she’ll send someone to pick us up.”

“Assuming the director and the others got to safety,” Claire said.

“You mean assuming they’re not all dead?” Mariana said, her voice a half octave higher. She was breathing extra fast.

“Well, yeah,” Claire said. She thought that was obvious. And better left unsaid. She wanted to believe that the house had had spectacular fire alarms, and everyone had vacated in plenty of time, along with all their belongings and any sentimental items, and had flown to the nearest city, where they were enjoying a stay in a hotel with lots of Wi-Fi, but they had to consider all possibilities.

“You know, I thought I was a glass-half-empty kind of person,” Reyva said, “but I think you have me beat, Claire. You’re talking about all of this like, I don’t know, like you’re informing us that you just finished brushing your teeth. You are, how do I say this? Ridiculously resigned.”

Claire winced. “Sorry? I just . . . think we need to face the facts here.” As she inhaled, she tasted the burnt scent that permeated the air. She didn’t know how she hadn’t identified it sooner. It undercut every other odor with its bitter tang. She should have been more alert when they’d docked and not assumed that the bitter scent in the air was just exhaust from the boat’s motor or whatever. If she’d suspected there had been a fire, she could have called back the boat sooner. Or better, convinced Jack not to leave until they investigated. . . .

But how could she have predicted this?

“There’s something else,” she continued. “We have to assume that no one escaped.”

Mariana’s voice was even more shrill. “Why do we have to assume that? I don’t think we have to assume that. Maybe they were injured. Maybe they’re unconscious. Maybe they’re in a hospital, recovering. Or here’s a wild idea: maybe they’re home with their families.”

“Look, it’s just . . .” Claire tried to think of the right words to explain her thoughts. Usually she tried to avoid sharing her internal monologue; it helped prevent moments like this, when people looked at her like she had three heads. But this was too serious a situation. “It’s getting dark, and the boat is gone. And we have no evidence that anyone but us is here, or has any idea what happened.”

Mariana gasped.

“Bingo,” Reyva said. “She gets it now.”

“We’re on our own,” Claire said.

“But someone will be expecting to hear from one of us . . . or one of them,” Mariana insisted. “When they don’t, they’ll come. I mean, my folks couldn’t have been happier to see me go, but don’t either of you have parents who care?”

Claire was certain her parents did care, often too much, but they also weren’t expecting to hear from her immediately. Jack had said he’d let them know she’d made it safely, and her parents had told her not to worry about calling home often, since they knew she’d be having so much fun.

Hah.

So they weren’t going to be waiting for a call. Sure, eventually, they’d worry. But “eventually” could be a while. And also, a little voice inside whispered, I’m sure they’re happy to have a break from worrying about you.

“Key question for the moment: Will anyone worry before it’s dark?” Claire asked. She pointed to the sky, which was already graying. The sun had sunk behind the granite hills, the leftover glow from sunset was fading fast, and the woods were cloaked with shadows. “We need a place to spend the night, and it should be somewhere rescuers will find us.”

“Back at the house,” Mariana said. “That’s where the airstrip is, and that’s where rescuers will come look for us, when they come.”

If they come, Claire silently amended.

Reyva was looking at Claire. “You said if in your head, didn’t you.”

Claire didn’t reply to that.

“I vote we camp here, near the dock,” Reyva said. “That way, we can keep watch for boats. Signal them before they get away.”

“I should have packed a flare,” Claire said. It could have worked for catching Jack’s attention. Her parents usually kept one in the car, in case of emergency, but it hadn’t been an item she’d thought she’d need for camp. First-aid kit, yes. Flare, no. “We could light a fire.”

“I don’t think more fire is the best idea.” Mariana gestured in the direction of the house.

“If it’s by the shore, someone might see it,” Claire said.

“Or they’ll just think we’re toasting s’mores,” Mariana said. “I really think we should go back to the house and wait for rescue there.”

“If we hear an airplane, we’ll have time to make it back to the airstrip,” Claire reasoned. “But a boat might pass us by and if we’re not down here, we’ll never know.”

“Stay by the dock or return to the house,” Reyva said. “Now is the time to decide. Vote? All those in favor of the house, raise your hands.” Mariana raised her hand. “And by the dock?” Claire raised her hand. “Deciding vote to me, then. By the dock.”

“Fine,” Mariana said. “Anyone know anything about camping?”

“I know I wish I’d packed a tent,” Claire said. Also, sleeping bags. She’d expected to be living inside a house, sleeping in a bedroom. She’d worried about how she’d manage having a roommate and not being able to have a minute alone to compose herself when she needed to. She hadn’t worried about . . . this. She really, really hoped all the people had made it out.

“Let’s go retrieve what we did pack, and figure out how we’re going to do this,” Mariana said. She started up the trail, and Reyva and Claire followed her. This time, there was no need to rush. None of them were eager to see the burnt house again.

When they reached it, they didn’t linger. They picked up their packs and Mariana’s suitcases and filed back onto the trail. Before it was obscured by trees, Claire shot one more look at the remnants of the Lake House. She had a feeling she’d be seeing that sight in her nightmares for a very long time.

The shadows were noticeably thicker this time through the woods. Claire turned on her phone’s flashlight and held it in front of her to illuminate the trail. All of them were silent as they walked, each locked in their own thoughts, and when they reached the lakeside, Claire thought it almost looked peaceful.

The water was a glassy black, with ripples that were silvery. Above, the sky was a deepening blue. The hills still glowed with a yellowish blue to the west, but to the east, it was already dark.

“Anyone have matches for a fire?” Claire asked.

Mariana shuddered.

“For the signal fire,” Claire clarified.

“No matches,” Reyva said.

It wasn’t a disaster, Claire told herself. There were other ways to light a flame. All they needed was a spark, and she had a Swiss Army knife. It was just a small one, but any blade would make a spark if you struck it on the right kind of rock, wouldn’t it? “I’ve watched enough survival shows—my parents love them—that I think I know how to make a fire, but I’ve never actually done it.”

Reyva shrugged. “Can’t be that hard. Cavemen did it.”

“First, we need tinder. Dried moss, or dried bark. Cotton would work. Anything dry that will catch a spark.” Crossing to a birch tree, Claire stripped bits of bark off. Reyva began gathering sticks and fallen branches and pulling them into a pile by the shore.

“I think I have cotton balls in my makeup kit,” Mariana said. Kneeling next to her suitcases, she began rooting through them. “You know, I’ve never slept outside in my life. Not that I’m not fine with it. I totally am. I mean, adventure, yay!” Her voice was shaky, but Claire appreciated that she was trying. “So how do we do this? Just find a patch of dirt we like? Oh, I know! We can spread out my clothes and use them for cushioning! I have spares. As you noticed, I’m an overpacker. Everything but the kitchen sink, as my mom would say.”

Mariana’s babble was almost soothing.

She continued. “Speaking of kitchens, what do we do about dinner? And water? I know there’s a lake, but we have to boil it, yes? I feel like I heard that. Can’t drink unpurified water. Anyone pack a pot or kettle or whatever?”

“Definitely can’t drink the lake water,” Claire said.

“We can go back to the house in the morning and search for additional supplies,” Reyva said. “There might be useful items that survived the fire.”

“You want to raid the place where people have, potentially, died?” Mariana asked.

“Um, yes?” Reyva said.

“If we can find any kind of metal container,” Claire said, “or anything that can withstand the heat of a fire, we can use that to boil water for drinking.” She liked that idea. If she could keep solving problems, then she might be able to keep her thoughts under control.

“And what do we do if we find someone”—Mariana swallowed hard—“dead?”

Reyva scoffed. “Be glad it’s not us. Practically speaking, that’s all we can do.”

Mariana sucked in air as if she were about to launch into some kind of speech, but Claire interrupted her. “Back to the food question. I did pack some snacks.” Kneeling, she opened up her backpack: a few granola bars and dried mango slices, her favorite. Mariana and Reyva both sorted through their packs and pulled out their snacks, adding several Hershey’s Kisses, a half-eaten bagel with cream cheese, a yogurt granola bar, and a snack-size bag of Cape Cod potato chips to the pile, as well as a pack of gum. It made a nice stack. Almost enough for a meal.

It won’t last, Claire thought.

In fact, she doubted it would last much more than a day, split between three of them. If they were stuck here for longer . . . We’ll need to eat somehow, she thought. Learn to fish. Or hunt.

But maybe she was getting ahead of herself, letting her pessimism take control, per usual. It was possible a boat would return for them as soon as it was light again. All they really had to do was make it through the night. They didn’t have to instantly become hunter-gatherers. She had to stop catastrophizing; this wasn’t hopeless.

Tomorrow they’d be able to search the house and grounds more thoroughly. Maybe there would be something they could use. Like a spare boat to get themselves away from here. She wished she’d checked around for that. A retreat on a lake ought to have a few canoes, if not a powerboat. See, there was hope.

Worst case, she thought, we can hike around the lake.

Except, judging by the length of the boat ride, it would be a very, very long hike. Better if they could either be rescued or rescue themselves.

“Okay, another important survival question,” Mariana said. “Bathroom.”

Claire pointed to the woods. “Just don’t wipe with poison ivy.”

Mariana turned on her phone’s flashlight and aimed it at the trees. “Great and useful advice, if I knew what poison ivy looked like.”

“Three leaves with the two side leaves growing directly from the stem,” Claire said. She’d once researched poisonous plants before a family picnic. Her parents hated picnics but thought the fresh air would be good for her. They were always insisting that various things were “good for her,” without any interest in what she thought. She thought of how they always insisted a third of her plate held vegetables, how they limited screen time, how they signed her up for all-day ballet intensives without ever asking her, as if she were incapable of taking care of herself or making sensible decisions. Like this summer. She hadn’t had any choice about coming here. They’d decided the Lake House would be good for her, and that was that. In their eyes, she was their constant renovation project, in need of continuous care and guidance. Especially lately. “Often the leaves are shiny but not always. There are some harmless vines with three leaves, but if you avoid all of them, you’ll be safe.”

“Right. Got it. I’ll be right back.” With her phone, she tromped into the woods, away from the trail. They listened to her footsteps through the underbrush for a minute.

“My parents promised new experiences,” Reyva said.

“Mine did too,” Claire said. “Wish they’d been wrong about that.”

Kneeling, she made a circle of rocks and began preparing to light the fire. With Reyva helping her, she placed the birch bark and a couple of Mariana’s cotton balls in the center as the tinder and positioned the sticks around it in a pyramid. They didn’t speak while they worked.

As they finished the pyramid, Claire asked, “Have you ever fished or hunted?”

Reyva studied her. “You don’t think rescue is coming.”

“I think we don’t know,” Claire said, “and I don’t think a few granola bars and Hershey’s Kisses are going to last more than a couple of days.”

“Never fished before. You?”

“Once or twice, when I was little. My grandfather took me.” She remembered one such trip, age six or seven, when her nose had burned so badly that it started peeling by bedtime. He hadn’t known how to take care of a kid. But he’d tried. She still missed him. He’d been her only relative who understood how awkward she felt 90 percent of the time, because he’d felt the same way. She’d spent many holidays being awkwardly but pleasantly quiet with Grandpa, until her parents ferreted her out and forced her to play with the other kids. They never considered that she might not have anything in common with her cousins. One particularly terrible Thanksgiving, her cousin Emma had been teasing her to the point of tears, and Grandpa had told her to hide under the table. He’d covered for her with her parents, claiming she was off on a scavenger hunt organized by his neighbor, and he’d snuck her books and pie until the day mercifully ended. He never once acted like there was anything wrong with me, she thought. “He didn’t like fishing,” Claire told Reyva, “but he thought it was something a grandpa should do with his grandkid.” The theory wasn’t that complex: stick bait on a hook, lower the hook somewhere fish swam, and wait for one to bite. It helped to have a hook, line, and a fishing rod, though. And some idea how to gut the fish, which she didn’t have.

“Someone will come for us,” Reyva said.

“Rather not have already starved to death when they arrive,” Claire said. “I think we should at least make plans for lasting a few—”

A scream tore through the woods.

Claire spun to face the forest. “Mariana?”

Reyva plunged into the woods, in the direction of the scream. Turning on her phone light, Claire hurried after her.

It wasn’t hard to find Mariana. They could see the light from her phone, wobbling through the trees, and she hadn’t stopped screaming.

As Reyva reached her, she clapped a hand over Mariana’s mouth and shushed her. “Shh, it’s okay, shh, shh, quiet.” Mariana quit screaming. Instead she whimpered softly. Claire caught up a few seconds later.

“What happened? Is she okay?” Claire asked. “Mariana, are you okay?”

Reyva lowered her hand, but Mariana didn’t speak. She just shook her head and aimed her phone’s light at a clump of nearby pine trees.

And Claire saw the body.

It took an extra second for her brain to process what she was seeing.

It was a middle-aged woman, eyes open, mouth open, slumped against the trunk of a pine tree. Blood, black except when the light hit it directly, coated her chest, her right shoulder, and her left thigh.

Claire dropped to her hands and knees as spots danced in front of her eyes. She told herself to breathe. Just breathe. She inhaled and exhaled. In and out. Just in and out.

A person had died.

Here.

She’d thought it was possible, when she saw the husk of the Lake House, but knowing it intellectually and seeing it right in front of her—

“She’s not burned,” Mariana whispered.

Shakily, Claire stood up and made herself turn to face the others—and the body. She saw that Mariana was right. There was no sign of burns, scorched clothes, or singed hair, at least not that she could see. There was so very much blood. . . .

“She was shot,” Reyva said flatly.

“How can you tell?” Claire asked.

Reyva just looked at her.

“It could have been . . .” Claire trailed off. She didn’t know what else it could have been, but none of them were doctors or coroners, so Reyva could be wrong . . . or not. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. “You think she was shot?”

Wordlessly, Reyva pointed to the woman’s right shoulder, then chest, then thigh.

“I’ve never seen a dead body before,” Mariana said, hushed. “What are we supposed to do? Who do you think she was? Was she the program director? Ms. Williams?”

“Maybe it was an accident,” Claire said.

“You don’t shoot someone multiple times by accident,” Reyva said. She knelt next to the body. Claire didn’t know how Reyva could stand to be so close. She felt like bolting or vomiting or both.

“Who did this?” Claire asked.

“How should I know?” Reyva said.

Mariana asked, “But you think she was m-m-murdered?”

“Yes,” Reyva said. “And I do think it’s the program director. Or was. Jack said she was supposed to meet us.”

Claire took a deep breath and then another. She couldn’t taste the hint of smoke in the air anymore, which meant she’d gotten used to it. In another minute, she suspected she’d get used to the dead body here. One of the advantages, if one could call it that, of always imagining the worst-case scenario was that it didn’t take her long to process all the ramifications of their situation.

And the worst part wasn’t that there was a dead body here.

The worst part was that somewhere out there . . . was a killer.
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Three

Inhale.

Exhale.

Inhale.

Don’t scream.

Claire had imagined what it would be like to see a dead body. Did other people—did normal people—do that? She suspected they didn’t, at least not on a regular basis. She’d pictured one on a subway platform, one on a street, another in a hospital bed. She’d run through dozens of macabre scenarios, yet never envisioned stumbling on one in a dark wood. That kind of thing felt relegated to horror movies. Yet here she was. In real life.

Beside her, Mariana was whispering, “Oh dear God, wake up, Mariana. It’s a dream. You’re asleep. Wake the hell up.”

“You aren’t asleep,” Reyva said flatly. “And this isn’t the time for freaking out. We have to figure out what to do.”

“I think it’s exactly the time for freaking out!” Mariana said. “It’s a tailor-made time for freaking out. How are you both taking this so calmly?”

Without changing inflection, Reyva said, “Oh no. Ahh. Eeeeee.”

“Seriously?”

“I don’t do performative emotions,” Reyva said. “Yes, it’s terrible, but we can’t help her. We can’t call the police. We can’t call anyone. So what do we do?”

“We don’t stay here,” Claire said. Her heart was beating so fast and loud that it made it hard to think, even to breathe, but she tried to keep her voice steady and normal. The last thing she wanted was for them to notice how bad she was at holding herself together.

Reyva snorted. “Are you planning to swim home? It’s miles. Even farther on foot. You saw how ridiculously far it is around the lake. We’re talking days. Unless you’re an endurance athlete—”

Claire tugged on both Reyva’s and Mariana’s sleeves. “I mean, we can’t stay right here, right now, with that.” She heard the shrillness in her own voice and forced it lower. “Come on.” Neither of them protested as she led them back through the woods.

Her heart was hammering as she waded through the bushes, and her skin prickled as if she were being watched by dozens of unseen eyes. She thought about switching off the phone light—it had to be visible through the trees—but she couldn’t make herself plunge them into darkness. She told herself they needed the light to find their way to the water, where they’d left their packs, where it wouldn’t feel as if the trees were closing in on them.

Count your steps, she told herself. Keep it together. One, two, three . . . Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight . . . She kept her eyes fixed on the beam of light and her mind fixed on the numbers.

Only when she saw the glassy blackness of the lake did she turn off her light.

“Mariana, turn your light off,” Claire said, her voice a whisper.

“What? No. Absolutely not.”

“She’s right.” Reyva reached over to grab Mariana’s phone, and Mariana clutched it to her chest. The beam swept up and illuminated her chin and nostrils, as well as the leaves on the branches that bent over the shore.

“It’s too visible,” Claire whispered. “We don’t know who could see it.”

Mariana stared at her, then turned it off. She whispered, “Sorry.”

Night folded over them. Claire was aware of the sounds: the lap of water on the shore, the wind through the trees, the loud chirping hum of crickets.

“If there’s someone out there . . . ,” Mariana began, again a whisper.

“We don’t want them to see us,” Claire said.

“But we won’t see them either.”

She didn’t have a good response to that. But Reyva did: “We listen. One of us stays awake at all times, and we stay alert. Keep our backs to the water and face the forest. And when it’s dawn . . . we figure out what to do next. One hour at a time.” She sat down on the rocks.

Claire wished she could stop worrying about what would happen next, especially since the images that her brain was oh-so-helpfully conjuring were nightmarish. She gathered up the tinder they’d collected, the bark and cotton balls and so forth, and tucked it into her pack. They certainly weren’t about to light a fire tonight.

“Okay, so what else?” Mariana whispered. She sat too, perched like a bird who was ready to take flight at a second’s notice.

“What else what?” Reyva asked.

“What else can we do to keep from being murdered in our sleep? Why do I keep having to spell everything out? These are not the kinds of things I’m supposed to be worried about! I’m supposed to be worried about whether anyone will like me, whether I’ll get along with my roommate, whether the food will be decent, whether the showers will have reasonable water pressure to rinse the shampoo fully out of my hair, whether I’ll have a summer romance that will have me pining away for whoever and listening to sappy songs on repeat.”

Claire had been thinking about that—about how else to keep them safe, not about a doomed summer romance. “Instead of sleeping exposed out here, we could hide ourselves in the woods.”

“There are dead people in the woods,” Mariana said.

“Only one we know of,” Claire pointed out.

“That doesn’t make it better,” Mariana said. “I’m not going back in there.”

“We could set a kind of alarm,” Claire said. “Something that if a . . .” She didn’t know what word to pick. Intruder? Killer? “. . . if someone were to approach our camp, they’d make a loud noise. Like a string of tin cans, if we had them. How about sticks they’d have to step on?” If they made the sticks unavoidable, it could give them a few seconds’ warning, which was better than none.

Reyva seemed to like that idea. “Anyone have any wire? We can string it neck-high between the trunks.” She pointed to the nearby trees.

Excellent idea. Except Claire hadn’t packed any wire. “I don’t. Mariana?”

“You people are almost scarier than whoever is out there,” Mariana said. “How do you leap from seeing a dead body to instantly stringing up trip wires?”

“Technically, it’s not a trip wire if it’s neck height,” Reyva said.

“But a trip wire might be better,” Claire said, thinking about how it would work. “Less noticeable. And the sound of someone falling should alert us, and we can either run or defend ourselves.”

Mariana scooted back from them toward the dock. “Seriously, who are you and why are you this way? This is not normal behavior.” She was still holding her phone tightly.

Claire felt her face heat up in a blush. Her oddness. There it was, being pointed out by a relative stranger—again. But this time, unlike the other 99.9 percent of the time, the situation warranted her intense worry. Whatever way her brain was wired, her thoughts were right for this moment. She was sure of it. “I—I just worry a lot,” she explained.

“I, on the other hand, am a runaway with a checkered past, used to life-or-death situations. I’m hiding out here under a false name,” Reyva said. And then she gave a snort. “Seriously? I’m exactly like you. Unless you are hiding out here under an assumed name, in which case I am not like you.”

Mariana scowled at her, obviously not amused. “Convince me to trust you.”

“Please don’t make me do trust falls,” Reyva said.

“No trust falls,” Mariana said. “Just . . . I don’t know you. Either of you, which wasn’t a problem before—when we were supposed to be at normal camp doing normal camp things. My mom insisted I’d quote-unquote ‘learn new skills, have new experiences, and make new friends,’ but I don’t think any of this is what she meant.”

Funny, that was the same phrase her parents had used—multiple times, actually, in their tag-team monologues about why she must experience a summer at the Lake House. Learn new skills, have new experiences, make new friends. There must have been a brochure. Claire hadn’t seen one, though.

“Also, I don’t like the silence.”

“Might be safer if we’re silent,” Claire said, eyeing the shadowed trees.

They all fell quiet.

Claire listened again to the forest. With the crickets or cicadas or whatever they were, it was louder than her own house at night. There, she was used to the hum of the air conditioner, the tick of her bedroom clock, and the creak of the floorboards as her parents moved about. She wished she were home right now. She wondered what her parents were doing, if they were imagining all the fun things and great new people she was meeting at the Lake House.

She was fairly certain they weren’t imagining any of those people would be dead.

For once, I wasn’t pessimistic enough, she thought.

At least she could set her stick alarm, for whatever that was worth.

Using the wood they’d gathered for the fire, she laid a lattice pattern at the edge of the forest. Anyone coming out from the trees would have to step on it, and unless they were ridiculously light on their feet, they’d snap at least a few twigs. Or that was the idea.

After a few minutes, Reyva and Mariana joined her. They ventured in between the trees enough to pull out more sticks and branches until they had a moat of debris between their camp and anyone approaching.

It wouldn’t, of course, do anything to help against a person with a gun if they decided to shoot from a distance. But maybe it would prevent them from being surprised by anyone who wanted to sneak closer. If anyone was out there.

Once they’d finished with the sticks, they spread out enough clothing to cushion the ground. Claire rolled up a flannel shirt to be her pillow and then brushed her teeth without water.

“It’s going to be a long night,” Mariana said.

“If anyone needs to pee, don’t go far,” Reyva warned.

“I’m never going to pee again,” Mariana said.

“Okay,” Reyva said. “Everyone makes choices.”

“Never going in the woods either.”

“Considering we’re in a forest, that might be a hard promise to keep,” Claire said. She knew how Mariana felt, though. Every time she blinked, she pictured the burnt house and the blood-soaked body. She tried not blinking. Lying back on her makeshift bed, she stared up at the sky.

Stars speckled the cloudless night. The three stars of Orion’s belt were easy to spot, and so was the Big Dipper. She traced it to the North Star. That was the sum of her knowledge of the night sky. She hadn’t spent much time outside at night. She didn’t regret that. The moon was three-quarters full, but she didn’t know if it was waxing or waning.

She’d never been a night owl. Or a morning bird. Her favorite time was afternoon, preferably a Saturday, with a drizzle outside—the kind of weather where any family outdoor activities or yardwork or whatever would be canceled, and she could have hours to herself. On a rainy Saturday afternoon, you weren’t expected to do anything you didn’t want to do, or be anyone you weren’t. Extra bonus: you also usually didn’t stumble upon burned-down houses or corpses.

“Did anyone make a wish on the first star they saw?” Mariana asked, her voice still a whisper.

Both Claire and Reyva turned their heads to look at her.

“What? I’ve done it since I was a little kid. It’s nice.”

“What did you wish for?” Claire asked
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