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      For the friends who never imagined being friends, the ones who’ve become family, and the ones you share your secrets with.

      That's between you.

      And this story is between us...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            CRIMES OF LOVE PODCAST

          

          EP 98: CUPID’S ARROW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Host: Hey, lovers, it’s our Valentine’s Day podcast episode. We’ve got a doozy for all you true romantics. And we have two very special guests joining us. I know we covered the events that happened at Flare Lake two years ago, and back then, none of the survivors were giving interviews. You might also know that I have a personal tie to one of the people involved in those horrible murders… but we’ll get to that later. For now, I want to introduce you to two brave young women who were forced to fight for their lives and the lives of those they loved. Please welcome Wren Murray and Morena Taylor. Thank you both so much for coming.

      

        

      
        Wren: I wish I could say it was great to be here, but… ya know.

      

        

      
        Morena: We haven’t spoken about this to anyone, but we felt like you’d understand us, seeing as how you dated one of the people involved.

      

        

      
        Host: Well, I’m glad you chose me. I’m also glad that I wasn’t close enough to the family to actually be there that week. Did you have any inkling you’d be involved in something so violently tragic?

      

        

      
        Wren: We obviously didn’t think anything like this would happen—we were blindsided.

      

        

      
        Morena: Yeah, we were lured out there. But even if we’d known where we were going, it’s not like we’d have thought we were in danger, right? Before that week, there had only been one mysterious death on that lake. For most people, that’s more than they’d see in their entire lives.

      

        

      
        Host: And now there are six violent deaths to contend with.

      

        

      
        Wren: Well, seven if you count⁠—

      

        

      
        Morena: Seven. Definitely Seven.

      

        

      
        Host: Sorry about that.

      

        

      
        Wren: It’s easy to forget someone when there’s that much blood on the ground.

      

        

      
        Host: (uncomfortable laughter) So, ladies… let’s start from the beginning.

      

        

      
        Morena: Well… it all started with a red envelope.

      

        

      
        Wren: Really, it started with a murder.

      

        

      
        Morena: It ended with a murder, too. It all happened in just

        two days. We left so many loved ones out there.

      

        

      
        Wren: And some of them probably wish one of us had been left behind. Like this bitch right here.

      

        

      
        Morena: I still have time to take you out, Wren.

      

        

      
        Host: (laughter) No love lost between the two of you, huh? I heard you never really got along.

      

        

      
        Wren: You heard right—we were enemies. The skank tried to kill me once.

      

        

      
        Morena: It was an accident. Unlike what you did to me.

        Wren: Bullshit. At least half bullshit.

      

        

      
        Host: Wait… is that true?

      

        

      
        Wren: It’s a long story.

      

        

      
        Host: We have time.

      

        

      
        Morena: I guess we should get started then.
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CHAPTER 2


          

          
            WREN:

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember how it felt—an awful tugging in my belly. I kept thinking, I’m going to puke. Like, seriously, I thought I’d go full Exorcist, horking slime all over the Town Car’s black leather, masticated papaya and coffee splattering over the back of the driver’s black hat.

      That I had been in the car for nearly four hours was unsettling enough. I mean, the first hour was fine. The second, I was chewing on my nails, ripped cuticles making my mouth taste like pennies. By the third, I realized where I was going—or rather, where he was taking me—winding through those all-too-familiar dirt roads.

      I should have suspected, I guess. To this day, I’m not sure why I didn’t know the moment I opened that envelope.

      When we finally pulled into the dirt driveway, the isolation hit me like a slap. The grassy front lawn was overrun with weeds like something out of a horror movie, the kind where the camera jumps inside to show a dusty floor, broken chairs, bloody drag marks leading to the basement. I’ve been told I have an overactive imagination, but I don’t actually think that’s true. Bloody prints were far from the worst thing that had happened there.

      The lake house looked smaller than I remembered, but the two-story structure still had the same cedar shake and blue-gray stones on the first level, set in a haphazard way meant to make it seem old and castle-like. The roof was new, some shiny black material that made it look cheap. The door was different, too, painted a vibrant crimson, which felt like a warning—stop, go back, turn around.

      I couldn’t do that, of course. Despite my abused cuticles, I never had a moment of doubt from the time I got the invitation—there had never been any choice. I think if you ask anyone who was there the night it happened, they’d say the same thing.

      Not that there are many of us left to ask.

      I nodded to the driver and forced myself to step out, dropping my suitcase on the wraparound deck, breathing deeply through my nose as I made my way along the overgrown path to the back of the house, the tall grass dry and crackling beneath my sneakers, a forest fire waiting to happen. Despite the brilliant sun, the air stank of wet pine and something I can only describe as “storm.” Marshy reeds covered the shoreline along the far-left side of the property, and they had always reeked of decay—petrichor and muck.

      Directly behind the house, a bar of sand separated the grass from the water, a smaller comma of lake that snaked between me and the opposite shore. The body of Flare Lake was enormous, but there at the rotting dock, beneath the overgrown maples, it was like the water was flipping me off. And below that skin of shimmering sun, I could see the darkness, the water almost black in the middle. Around the house on every side… nothing but wilderness for hours. And hours.

      And hours.

      Had we always been so alone out there? It might have felt more profound because I was first to arrive—not a single other car, no sign of anyone else. And I suppose things hit differently when you’re young and invincible, before the world proves you’re prone to destruction. That thought set off a burst of throbbing ache in my elbow, where pins held my bones together.

      I used to love it out there, teenage me running wild and free through the trees, sitting in the shade beneath the giant maples that flanked the dock, cutting the waves with my jet ski, or sunbathing on the floating dock, which was by then conspicuously absent, surely rotting on the bottom of the lake. It was always just our families out there, no cops to catch us driving without a boating license or for drinking underage. Lucian Taylor used to pass out liquor and weed across the lake without a thought to our ages.

      “Party dad”—that’s what we called him. Now, the only sign that the Taylors had ever existed was the burned-out shell of a cottage across the way, blackened beams stabbing from the earth like the teeth of some hell-beast. For a moment, I could hear the fire, see tongues of orange licking the sky; I could smell the smoke, acrid and harsh in my nostrils. Then it was gone.

      Water hissed against the shore. Crickets chirped. The thick maple trees around the old dock rustled. Nothing more—nothing but my thoughts.

      Was nostalgia a good enough reason to invite me here? Why not at least cut the grass? Would the house inside be in disrepair, forcing me to camp on the porch, sleeping on the rickety bench? What if the house wasn’t even open?

      I could have tried the door, but I felt rooted to the spot, to the lake, the isolation needling a place low on my spine, anxiety tingling along the back of my neck.

      Isolation was the reason our parents bought houses out here. Morena’s father, Lucian, was an insurance salesman, smarmy as hell, and the desolate location meant he could snap up the land for next to nothing, call it an investment. My father had plenty of money, could have purchased property anywhere at all, but he loved the idea that it was an unspoiled section of wilderness. That was until the Taylors came along.

      They both came to regret it eventually. Unspoiled wilderness meant there was no help for hours.

      It meant people could vanish without a trace.

      Bile climbed up my throat—bitter. If that mysterious invitation was about what I thought it was, they could have spilled the truth anywhere, even dropped a confession right in the invite—sent a fucking email. Being out there felt like I was begging for my own Dateline episode, which wasn’t so far from the truth with the way it all turned out.

      That thought—that I might wind up on Dateline or some Netflix docuseries—finally pulled me out of it, made my feet move. But I didn’t want to go inside. I was already trying to figure out how to get home. There had never been cell reception out that far. There might have been a landline in the house… if anyone had paid the bill. And why would they do that and not mow the lawn? The only other building anywhere close was a ramshackle hunting cottage that had been in disrepair a decade before—it used to take us hours to get there on four-wheelers. And I had no such vehicle. Unless… someone did. What was that sound?

      I headed back around the house, but drew up short at the corner of the cottage. I was no longer alone.

      Two other Town Cars had arrived, one parked behind the other. Three handsome specimens were stepping out of those cars—lots of straight white teeth and high cheekbones, despite the hours of traveling. All of them privileged as fuck and not in the way the younger crowd uses it, the invisible kind of privilege that makes you forget that you have it at all. No, we Murrays had old-money privilege, and anyone who possesses that is well-aware. It’s an actively used privilege. If they weren’t already handsome, they’d have paid surgeons until they were. If they got into trouble, they’d skate off with a slap on the wrist.

      I’d say to ask my older brother Webster about that one… anyway.

      Webster wasn’t getting out of the car then. Denny Murray had never quite earned the term “dad”—I just called him “my father” for simplicity, but to his face, it was more of a “hey you” situation. He was glaring at the lake house as if furious he wasn’t in the Hamptons instead.

      Denny used to have red hair, but he was snowy around the edges by then, which better matched his demeanor. His ice-blue button-down, the most casual shirt I’d ever seen him in, completed the look; he's always been a cold bastard. Detached, you know? He looked at everyone like he could see right through them, which served him well when he was the best criminal attorney in Detroit. They used to call him “The Undertaker” because he could bury any prosecutor’s case, no matter the evidence. The name fits him better than Denny or Dad. He always said it didn’t matter what was true, just what you could make people believe.

      I watched my mother climb out behind him. Limping a little, but he didn’t offer her a hand. His style had always been, “Get it together, Arlene. I didn’t marry a weak woman.”

      My stomach twisted harder, bile churning as I watched Denny leave my mother to hobble along behind him—twisted ankle? Had he hurt her? With his temper, maybe, but I’d never seen him hit her—my mother had never accused him of anything. I didn’t expect that to change.

      My baby brother Will got out of the second car alone and marched across the crackling grass, ignoring our parents. He was wearing a bright pink T-shirt, Micky and Minnie Mouse with their puffy gloved hands wrapped around one another, a heart above their cartoon heads.

      Will had the same heart-shaped face I do, the same light eyes, the same chestnut hair, though his was cut short and mine was ombre, lighter at the ends, as unnatural as my mom’s bottle-brown locks. I was shocked Will was there at all—that he looked relatively sober, though I was sure he wasn’t. Functional addicts make it hard to tell, but I’d be able to see it in the dilation of his pupils. Denny always blamed Lucian Taylor for getting Will hooked, though Denny did more coke than anyone, as might be expected from a high-powered criminal attorney in the ’80s. Stereotypical hypocrites, am I right?

      Will kept glancing toward the cottage, his fists clenching and unclenching. He hadn’t seen me yet, but I didn’t really want him to. I was still trying to figure out how to escape.

      I had a bad feeling—a really bad feeling. A cold hollowness in my guts that had been leeching into my bones since the moment I realized where the Town Car was headed.

      I should have run for the cars then as they backed down the drive. Should have offered to pay them whatever they wanted to take me out of there. I still had no idea who had invited us to the lake, but I was certain I could make the drivers a better offer.

      Well, I’m certain now.

      Back then, I just stood there like a fucking goon. Because that was when another Town Car started up the drive.

      I figured it’d be my older brother Webster—my parents were already there along with Will, so Webster was the only one left. The only one I was expecting anyway. It wasn’t like Wendy was going to pop out of the tall grass, grinning that gleaming white smile of hers. That was why we were all there, in a place we’d avoided since the summer she went missing. We had come to find out what had happened to her.

      What other hard-won truths were there? What else could possibly bring people—these people—to this ghost of a lake?

      So yeah, I expected it’d be the five of us. But Webster wasn’t the one who got out of the car.

      The air left my lungs; my spine bristled. Clementine Taylor? What the fuck was she doing there? And in the car coming up the drive… was that Morena Taylor?

      I don’t remember pushing myself off the side of the house or marching to the front lawn, but I must have, because I was standing directly in front of the house, the sunburned grass brushing my knees. The Taylors weren’t supposed to be at our lake house. My father sold it soon after Wendy went missing, but I still thought of it as “ours”—it definitely wasn’t “theirs.” The Taylors had lost their house across the lake—for very good reason. They should have lost their lives too.

      But they hadn’t. They’d all escaped. My sister was the only one who’d stayed gone.

      I was having trouble forcing my lungs to expand. Was that what all of this was about? Were the Taylors ready to confess to hurting Wendy? But then… where was Lucian?

      Last I’d heard, Lucian had taken out a reverse mortgage, cleared out their bank accounts, and left Clementine and her two daughters with nothing but Clementine’s tarot cards and a drawer full of crystals, as if those might feed Morena and Celeste. The spirits predict: you’re fucked.

      I didn’t feel bad about that, of course. Not when we were children, and definitely not then with Morena—that evil bitch—staring daggers at me as she stepped out of the car.

      I shot daggers right back. Just seeing her face made my arm ache, the pins she’d put there brightening like I’d just come out of surgery. I was always a better swimmer than Morena, won every meet against her. When she realized she couldn’t beat me, she spread rumors that the lanes were rigged or that I offered sexual favors to coaches and competitors alike—I was twelve when she started that rumor. But I kept winning in the years after. I would have wound up with a scholarship independent of my father’s influence… until she tried to kill me.

      I remember thinking she’s the fucking worst. I repeated it like a mantra in my head. It’s passive-aggressive, but better than kicking her in the vagina.

      Anyway, there we were. Two families, staring each other down from across the lawn, the way we used to stare at each other across the lake. Then the red door opened. And the world turned upside down.

      Webster?

      My brother has always been kind of a smarmy bastard—dark and broody like our father. He resembled Dean from Supernatural with that square jaw and constant stubble. He’d never be caught dead sporting stubble back in Detroit at his fancy-schmancy “finance guy” job, but that stubble was his uniform for vacation.

      But this wasn’t a vacation. We all knew it.

      And why did Celeste Taylor, oldest daughter of Clementine Taylor, Morena’s sister and Wendy’s best friend until she wasn’t, have her arm looped through my brother’s elbow, her golden shoulder-length waves wafting around his bicep? Why were her gray-green eyes locked on him?

      It dawned on me slowly, acid churning in my guts.

      From the outside, they looked like the perfect couple. So long as you didn’t look too closely.

      So long as you didn’t know too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            MORENA:

          

        

      

    

    
      Wren-fucking-Murray. That was my first thought when I stepped out of that Town Car onto the dirt driveway of the old Murray cottage. I squinted at her, trying to gauge her reaction as she stalked up the side of the house. If she dared say a word to me, I was ready to unleash all the hurt and rage I’d kept inside over the past decade. It felt good to focus my anger on something—someone—and leave most of my anxious thoughts in the car.

      When I got the invitation, I figured someone was finally ready to confess the truth about the night Wendy Murray went missing. Believe me when I say I wasn’t sure who it would be. I had my suspicions—I think we all did—but I wanted confirmation.

      Wendy wasn’t technically family, but she and Celeste had always been best friends, so I looked up to her like I did my older sister. And when someone you care about goes missing, it leaves a hole in your heart, especially if you never see them again. So yeah, I wanted to know what happened to her. Maybe I even thought I might learn who scarred me.

      Burn marks cover my upper right arm and more than half of my upper back. I was self-conscious of them when I was a teen; after the fire, I didn’t get back into a public pool until my twenties, never donned a tank top until I started work at the pharmaceutical factory, bottling cough syrup and boxing up blister packs on a line, and even then I wondered who was looking at me when I changed into my lab coat and booties. But at least I didn’t have to worry about boys. I’d only ever been intimate with one man, and he accepted me fully—Alison always thought I was beautiful. He was the love of my life. So yes, I did feel guilty for not telling him about the invitation… but not enough to stop me from going.

      The whole ride to Flare Lake, I wondered if I’d made a terrible mistake getting into the car alone. I’d called both Celeste and our mom when I got the invitation, thinking they might have been invited too, but neither had called back by the time the car arrived four hours later. I left a message on Celeste’s voicemail, then left Alison a note that I’d be gone for a week and to please take out the trash, assuming I’d be able to call him once I got to my destination. It was crazy in hindsight, of course—what partner wouldn’t panic and come looking? And if he didn’t, Celeste would have called in reinforcements, provided she hadn’t gotten a cryptic invitation of her own.

      Strange as it sounds, my worst-case scenario wasn’t being brought to the wilderness by some serial killer. It was that the invitation wouldn’t deliver on the promise I thought it had made. I needed… closure.

      I hadn’t been back to the lake in over a decade—I’d never wanted to go back. First, Wendy went missing. Then, a few months later, our cottage went up in flames. The insurance company denied the claim, so we lost the property. I feel like that’s when we really lost our dad.

      Denny told the police my dad lit the blaze himself to collect the insurance money—that my father, a man who played acoustic guitar around the bonfire, had burned his own cottage with his children inside—with himself inside.

      I think that’s when I realized how much they hated us. None of them came to make sure we were okay—no one so much as called to check on me in the hospital. I started to think they never believed my father guilty of arson. What if one of them had tried to burn us all alive? I’ve never accused them of it, but they all had a motive by then—they all blamed my dad for Wendy. And Wren… I mean, I was the reason for her broken arm. She’d tell anyone who’d listen that I’d ruined her precious swimming career.

      In the months following the fire, things at home deteriorated. My mom and dad couldn’t speak without fighting. And when my dad remortgaged the house, took the cash, and left us, I blamed myself. Maybe if my medical bills from the burn center hadn’t been so high, he wouldn’t have needed to cut ties. That’s the shit I thought back then. But by the time that Town Car turned up the Murrays’ four-car driveway, I didn’t blame myself anymore. I blamed him.

      In my darkest hours, when I looked in the mirror or ran my fingers over my scars, I imagined what the Murrays said about my dad was true. His whole world had been burning down, so maybe he thought we should go with him. I wished I could ask him, but we hadn’t spoken in over a decade; I would have bet all my savings that I’d never see him again.

      But I never anticipated seeing the Murrays again, either.

      Denny seemed to have aged the most. His scowl made his wrinkles deepen as the Town Car drove away up the dirt road, kicking up dust. Arlene stood beside him, but not close enough for their bodies to touch—she looked younger than him by a decade. Will was on her other side, dark circles beneath his eyes, his hands shoved in the pockets of his faded jeans. He used to do that when he was protecting the joints my dad rolled for him.

      Wren was striding around from the back of the house by then, her hands in the pockets of her jean shorts, her hair longer and darker at the roots than ever, her lips set in the tight line of a competitor—that was all she’d ever been to me, even if we’d tried to play nice at the lake. Her white T-shirt wasn’t baggy, but it didn’t show off her thin frame, either. The material looked thick—expensive. Cape Cod Preppy on a Crappy Sod Lake. That’s how my mom always put it when the Murrays arrived each summer in their fancy gear.

      My mom stood on the other side of the drive near the forest in wide-legged pants and a floral blouse that blew in the soft breeze. She waved at me, and I strode toward her, frowning when I noticed her bloodshot eyes. Why hadn’t she called me back? But that didn’t matter when she folded me in a hug. I was just grateful not to be alone with the Murrays. And the fact that the Murrays were there seemed to support my assumptions that we’d be leaving with answers.

      I never imagined only some of us would be leaving at all.

      “I think your father finally decided to do it,” my mom whispered as I released her. “I would have called you back, but I didn’t want you trying to change my mind about coming. I did a three-card spread, Morrie. This is where I’m meant to be.”

      I didn’t argue with her. Those days, Clementine’s tarot reading outcomes were the be-all end-all, though Celeste and I had been her little therapists after our dad left us homeless; she’d asked us, not the cards, before moving us into a two-bedroom in a rough part of town.

      So, yeah, it hurt that she’d avoided me. But I’d done the same to Alison, and for the same reason. And right then, we had bigger issues to deal with. Because that’s when the front door opened.

      I gaped as Webster stepped out with my sister on his arm—both smiling. What was Celeste doing with him? I felt like I’d taken a wrong turn into a parallel universe where Wendy never went missing, and the cottage never burned down, and we were all just there for the summer. Otherwise, there was no way they should look so… happy. No way Webster, a full head taller than Celeste, should be looking at her with such adoration.

      Yes, my sister deserved adoration. But not from him.

      Denny turned to the house, his back to me. “What the hell is going on?”

      “Honey?” Mom said to Celeste, but she remained by my side.

      Celeste bit her lip, but clasped her hand in Webster’s. A united front that made my blood boil.

      “We bought the cottage.” Webster’s deep voice reached my ears, but I still questioned what I’d heard. They… bought the cottage? Was this a joke?

      “And… we’re together.” Celeste gave Denny a tight-lipped smile. “Obviously.”

      My nails dug into my palms. “What do you mean you’re together?”

      “Seriously,” Wren snapped. “Are you a fucking idiot?” An unlikely ally, but at least someone agreed.

      I could feel everyone’s eyes on Wren and me, but all I saw was Celeste, her perfect blonde waves shining in the sun. My older sister, the one I’d always looked up to, had been sneaking around behind my back. With Webster. It wasn’t a secret to me—or anyone, I’m sure—that Webster and Celeste had crushes on each other back in the day. But after Wendy and the fire, I couldn’t imagine they’d overcome their shared history. They must have been in denial—that’s what I thought, anyway. We needed to yank them back to reality.

      “We hope you’ll hear us out,” Webster said.

      “And we’re glad you’re all here,” Celeste added, every word a stab of betrayal. “We’ve wanted to tell you for a while now.”

      Denny turned to Arlene, nostrils flaring. “You believe this fucking shit?”

      Arlene shook her head, wide-eyed.

      It became clear to me then that we’d all been kept in the dark. I was glad it wasn’t just me, but in that moment, I was fighting for each breath, chest heaving, eyes welling, silently questioning what I’d done wrong.

      How bad of a sister could I be for Celeste, whom I spoke to every week, not to tell me—not to give me any warning at all? Why the hell had she dragged us all out there to tell us they were boning? At least I knew why she’d avoided my calls.

      “Whatever this is,” Arlene gestured to the couple on the porch, “whatever you’re trying to do here, you should have told me first instead of springing it like this.”

      Webster opened his mouth to speak, but Celeste beat him to it. “We’re trying to make this a home again.” But she wasn’t talking to Arlene; my sister was looking right at me like she thought I’d understand—like I’d be on her side. Usually, I am. Usually, I think she’s right—that she knows better than me.

      I turned away. I couldn’t bear to look at her anymore. Arlene was talking again, but I started off across the front lawn and around the back of the house, blinking back tears, trying to force myself to breathe. I loved Celeste more than anyone else, and she’d involved herself with the family who had torn ours apart. How could Celeste sleep so near our cottage—where her sister almost died? How could she stay where her best friend went missing? How could she do this to me?

      Yes, I blamed my father for what happened. But none of it would have happened without the Murrays. And now I was stuck with them, reliving every trauma I’d tried so hard to forget, because my sister had decided to buy property with Webster, binding our families together? Screw that.

      No one came after me, not that I’d expected them to. I stood at the water’s edge, staring across the lake at our burned-down cottage. My scars blazed to life. Fire on my skin, in my chest, my tendons—the burns had taken their toll on my muscles as well as my lungs. It was as if being near that old lake house made every scar angry. Maybe they were feeding off my anger, too.

      I wanted the safety of my home—I wanted to be with Alison. I wanted to tell him I was sorry for leaving without talking to him, that it was stupid to come. He’d tell me I didn’t have to go to Christmas at the lake. He’d make it okay to stay away from the Murrays even if I saw less of Celeste, as much as that would break my heart. Alison never liked the Murrays. Never went near them when he’d come to visit that last summer on the lake. He’d understand what a betrayal it was for Celeste to get involved with Webster, and he’d be on my side, like always.

      But I couldn’t get that note out of my head. Was this really the truth we’d come all this way to hear? And… had Webster and Celeste invited my father?

      Even then, I was hoping for answers. I still had this lingering idea that we’d figure out the truth we came for. I think I was forcing myself to stay because I couldn’t face the disappointment of leaving less whole than I’d come.

      I didn’t know how much worse things could get.

      I didn’t know it could all go so wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            WREN:

          

        

      

    

    
      My first thought when I heard Webster say they bought the cottage was, “Are you a fucking idiot?” I wasn’t in control of my mouth right then, so I actually asked him out loud, but no one responded to my question. What was there to say? They’d bought the lake house, sent out invites, and now they thought we’d just accept being stuck there while they tried to convince us we were one big fucked-up family?

      I wasn’t the only one thinking it. Morena’s reaction showed she was on my side about our idiot siblings, though I wouldn’t exactly call that an alliance.

      Sure, we had a few good years out there before everything fell apart, but I think most would look fondly on the days when they still had a sister. It feels sacrilegious not to—a betrayal of Wendy’s memory. And it’s a universal truth that one remembers the past more fondly in the aftermath of tragedy. When every day of your existence is shadowed by unrelenting grief, the “before” feels better, and it’s not as simple as rose-colored glasses. I think things were genuinely better when Wendy was alive.

      Our parents had given us routines; they prioritized excellence in sports and scholastic achievement. But Wendy looked out for us. She was the one who told me my first high school boyfriend was cheating on me. To this day, I have no idea how she knew.

      She was the best of us—I want everyone to understand that. She cared about people. She cared about me. When my parents were fighting—no, scratch that, when my father was yelling at my mom—she’d spirit me outside, take me on a boat ride. Even at home in Birmingham, she’d walk around the block with me. She didn’t want me to see Denny bitching Arlene out. But she couldn’t protect me from everything. What was she going to do? Blindfold me, hope I didn’t see what was happening? Anyone who lived under our roof knew we weren’t as perfect as we appeared on paper.

      Webster was the golden child—motivated, played football, dated the hottest girls in school. But he also got into fights, snuck out of the house, was arrested for spraying graffiti across a convenience store. After Wendy died, he got a DUI, almost killed a guy. But the charges just… went away. I heard my father yelling at him once because he was failing chemistry, but he somehow has an A on his transcript. Webster had a fucking angel on his shoulder.

      Will wasn’t so lucky. He’d started using drugs in his early teens, first alcohol, then Adderall, then pot, then ketamine, which is a crazy jump considering we all knew where my dad kept his coke: in the belly of the hallway cuckoo clock. But Will never wanted to be like our father any more than I wanted to be like our mother.

      Arlene did the best she could, but she wasn’t present for any of us before “it happened.” She drove me to swim meets, took Webster to track practice, made dinner at exactly the same time every night, always checked our homework, but I never had a heart-to-heart with either of my parents. To her credit, Arlene stepped it up after Wendy died, telling us to bring our dates home, asking us about school. I guess they didn’t realize they could actually lose any of us… until they did.

      We all lost a part of ourselves that summer. Webster lost his inhibitions, Will lost his last sober fuck and any desire to be part of our family, and I lost my ability to connect to anyone. I had boyfriends before Wendy vanished; I kept Parker around for a year before he cheated on me with a cheerleader. But after Wendy, not a single man stuck around for longer than a few weeks. I’d bring them home for dinner, and a few weeks later, poof. One of them, Bryce, snapped that I was “too much” before driving away—that was the closest I ever got to an explanation. I spent years in therapy peeling apart my actions, kept a journal, but I couldn’t identify what I was doing wrong. I was just… broken.

      Wendy was the plaster that held us together. We all had cracks after, and no way to knit ourselves back together.

      So the fact that my brother decided to buy a lake house—that lake house—made me want to punch him in the balls. And he’d done it with Celeste. She was supposed to be Wendy’s best friend, and she hadn’t given a shit when Wendy went missing. Her sister had tried to kill me. And her father…

      What was Webster thinking?

      I’m not sure who was the first to go inside the house. I think it was Clementine climbing the steps slowly, pants billowing, strawberry-blonde waves lackluster. She was pale, but she no longer seemed upset—a far-too-quick shift into acceptance. Had she known about all this ahead of time? But of course Celeste would have told her mom beforehand… at least that’s what I thought then.

      But hindsight is weird like that. In the aftermath, we all realized we didn’t know jack shit.

      The cottage’s main living area was almost exactly as I remembered it, which was jarring instead of comforting—like a time capsule. Even the furniture was the same. Why had whoever purchased it from us the decade prior not painted a single wall or bought a new coffee table? Same old red-and-green plaid sofa, flowery poinsettia fabric on the wingback chairs, very ’80s-Christmas-vomit aesthetic. I could almost see Wendy sitting there, grinning, her chestnut hair catching the light. And then her face changed—chalky white, her glorious blue eyes cloudy. I turned to the fireplace when my throat closed up, willing her to vanish.

      And she did when Clementine and Will sank onto the sofa… or maybe when I noticed the rifle mounted over the hearth. My parents had never kept a gun there when we were children. Our weapons were always well away from the house, down in the shed through a thatch of woods, but not because my parents were worried about our safety. People who had to hunt their food used guns as art—the Murrays didn’t.

      But every one of us—the Murrays and the Taylors—was well-trained with firearms as well as a bow and arrow. We used to set up targets on the Taylors’ side of the lake, far down the shoreline from the house, since Marcus, Webster’s best friend and frequent tagalong, was such a terrible shot.

      Celeste was better than all of us, though—at every weapon. Had she put the gun there? I couldn’t imagine the previous owner leaving a rifle behind.

      “So…” Will said to Webster, fingernails claws on his knees, bloodshot eyes wild in a way that made my hackles rise. Pot? Cocaine? Please don’t let it be meth. “Are you going to tell us?”

      High or not, he’d come to the same conclusion I had: Webster and Celeste were the ones who’d lured us to the lake house. But he clearly hadn’t figured out that they’d lied to do it—that the invitation was bullshit. If they really knew what happened to Wendy, why would they tell us there? Why would they keep it a secret all those years? It certainly didn’t make sense to announce that they were a couple in the same breath they revealed who had murdered my sister.

      Besides, I already knew what had happened to her. Which was exactly why Webster being with Celeste was such a punch to the gut.

      But Webster just shrugged, leaning casually against the hearth in front of the gun, Celeste on the other side near the trigger—if she reached up, she could shoot him in the face. “Celeste and I are here for the same reason you are. To heal this wound.”

      What the fuck, right? I literally saw red, the entire room going the same shade as the front door. I stared at that gun until the barrel blurred into the mahogany mantel. If given the chance, I’m sure I would have spewed some righteous vitriol, but Will beat me to it.

      “You drag us out here, promising us information about Wendy, and then refuse to tell us?”

      Webster frowned. “What did your invitation say? Did it promise something?”

      Will grew quiet. Webster was right—the invite hadn’t mentioned Wendy by name. But what other truth could possibly matter to any of us? The truth about… their love? Fucking nonsense.

      “He tricked us,” I said to Will, or maybe to anyone who would listen—anyone who hadn’t figured it out. “They tricked us.” Webster and Celeste had brought us to the lake under false pretenses, hoping we’d heal old wounds so they could feel better about shacking up.

      Part of me wasn’t even that surprised. Webster and Celeste had always been chummy. Wendy used to tease that they liked each other, told Webster not to pull Celeste’s pigtails—that he had to be nice if he wanted her to like him back.

      “If you wanted us to heal, you shouldn’t have lied to us,” my mom said softly. “How could you do this? You’ve been hiding your relationship all this time?”

      Of course, Arlene was more upset he’d kept a secret from her than that he was hooked up with the family who’d murdered her daughter.

      That was the big thing, the only thing that mattered then: Lucian Taylor killed my sister. We all knew it. When I’d packed my bags that morning, I thought I was going to hear a confession. I figured maybe Lucian had been diagnosed with cancer, finally wanted to come clean in some last-ditch effort to save his disgusting soul.

      Instead, Webster was involved with a Taylor. He’d brought our families there to… what? Bury the hatchet? Forget what the Taylors had done to us?

      I was finished—the whole thing was finished, so far as I was concerned. I stormed away, through the kitchen and out the back door, sliding the screen open so hard it rattled in the frame.

      My brother was a fucking traitor. To our family, to me, and most of all, to Wendy.

      And I wasn’t going to play his stupid game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            WENDY

          

          TWO MONTHS BEFORE SHE DIED

        

      

    

    
      Lucian’s waving to me from his firepit across the lake. I raise my hand, but something about the tilt of his head makes me lower it just as quickly. I adjust my bikini strap over my shoulder, hoping it looks like a natural movement instead of an anti-creep reflex.

      I guess I should be used to it by now. Most boys and men do it—leer at you when they think you aren’t watching… and sometimes when you are. But there’s something extra off about Lucian Taylor.

      My bare feet dangle off the dock and into the water, my red toenails fading then vanishing below the twilit surface. Reeds tickle the soles of my feet. I focus on them—the reeds. On the calm beneath the water.

      Mom doesn’t know about Wren’s arm yet. We called the cottage from the hospital; Dad came alone to the emergency room. He said he’d tell Mom when she comes home from the Taylors’, but our rowboat is still resting on their sandy shoreline.

      I should be the one to tell her, though, which is why I’m waiting on the dock for her to finish her palm reading. I need to intercept her before she gets to the house.

      Mom doesn’t believe in that stuff—tarot cards and whatnot—but she does like margaritas enough to feign interest in Clementine’s crystals and potions. Mom’s great at pretending. She’s had to be with our dad’s position in the community. He’s a big shark at his law firm—“The Undertaker.” The nickname is kinda creepy, but at least Dad doesn’t stare at teenage girls.

      My chest constricts. Dad will blame Wren’s accident on my mother—I feel awful about that. I was responsible for watching Wren when we took her and Morena with us to the bush party. It was just an afternoon get-together near the fairground, not an all-night liquor-fueled rave; Wren and Morena just wanted to get away from the lake. But I didn’t tell my parents where we were going. And now…

      Crap. I really messed up. I was too busy playing horseshoes with Al, my old co-worker at the bookshop, shamelessly enjoying the way he’d smirk at me when I wrapped one around the nail. He thinks he’s more athletic than me just because he plays sports, but he’s never had the chance to see what I can do with a bow and arrow. I’d just invited him to come visit me at the lake when I heard Wren screaming.

      What happened out there? I didn’t see, and neither did Webster or Celeste.

      The things Wren and Morena agree on: they were competing to see who could climb the highest in a pine tree near the edge of the clearing. Wren fell. Morena grabbed her hand.

      But that’s where things diverge. Morena says her hand slipped. But Wren’s convinced Morena dropped her from that tree on purpose.

      Do I believe that Morena willingly dropped my sister from a height that could have killed her? Is losing swim meets enough of a reason to seriously injure someone? I’ve seen hints of Morena’s jealousy; I always believed it was normal competitiveness. But what if I’m wrong? Clementine’s kinda spacey, even neglectful. And Lucian? Feeding your pre-teen kids drugs and alcohol is definitely failing Parenting 101. What other toxic coping skills did they teach their youngest daughter?

      I sigh. Things would be so much easier if Wren and Morena got along half as well as Webster and Celeste. My brother and my best friend were making eyes at each other all the way to that party, Webster tickling her ribs from the backseat, flirting the way they always do when they think no one’s watching. It’s pretty adorable. I wish they’d just get together already. Webster is only a year younger than we are—eighteen to nineteen is no difference at all. Besides, they should know better than to think I don’t know what’s happening between them.

      As for Wren and Morena, they have more in common than they think. They’re both sixteen, they’ve both concluded cereal is a meal for any time, they both love dogs, though none of us have one, and their natural competitive natures could flourish with each other’s support. Instead, they’re enemies. And from the way Wren was screaming, there’s no way she’ll let this go. And maybe she shouldn’t.

      If it was truly an accident like Morena says, I feel for her.

      But if she hurt my sister on purpose, I’ll leave the care and consideration to her actual big sister. No one hurts my Wren.

      I summon the courage from Clementine’s nonsense crystals to open my eyes. Lucian’s not looking this way anymore. He’s locked on the flames, strumming his guitar. He’s like the Pied Piper with that thing, probably hoping my brothers will come out to join him, though Mr. Fun Dad saves the smoking until my mother is inside our house. He snuck me my first alcoholic drink. If I was ever late getting home, Lucian would tell my parents he got talking—they know it’s hard to shut him up.
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