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Chapter 1

The small rowboat floated in the center of the moonlit lake, unmoving. Its presence disturbed the glass-still water, sending ripples out in all directions. The waves bobbed the rowboat up and down, splashing against the rough sides with a burble and a hiss. But the movements of the water died long before reaching the shore, which was nothing more than a dark smudge in all directions, watercolors smeared by a careless finger.

There was no wind to move the boat. Its bobbing came only from the shaking of the man in the center, hunched in on himself, shoulders vibrating with silent sobs. The violence of his tears threatened to tear his body apart. But he made no sound.

The man’s hands were sticky with blood. It glued his fingers to his cheeks and caked in the space between his eyelashes. Smeared down the front of his shirt, it had dried on the drive here, turning the fabric thick and stiff. The smell of it choked him, cutting through the odor of old fish that clung to the boat. He thought he might vomit. He pressed his lips tightly together to hold in bile and the scream that threatened to rip from his throat.

He didn’t want to take his hands from his face. He didn’t want to look at the mess at his feet, the crumpled pile of fabric and blood and flesh lying in an inch of stagnant water. The body.

But not looking wouldn’t make it any less real. He might not be able to see the body, but he could feel it, a weight that threatened to sink them both to the bottom of the lake. A molten core of heat, even though in reality the body had already gone cold.

He slowly peeled his blood-caked fingers away from his face and blinked open sticky lashes. The dead man’s eyes were open too, glistening an unnatural white from the reflected moonlight. The living man hadn’t been able to bring himself to close them.

“It was good, wasn’t it?” He flinched at the sound of his own whisper, deafening in the silence. “While it lasted. Better than good. I would have chosen it. All of it. I would have chosen you. Even knowing how… knowing what would…” His voice thickened, clogging his throat. Salty wetness rinsed the blood from his cheeks.

He stared into those open eyes, remembering when they had sparkled with life. Remembering the teasing flash that preceded a kiss, and the tender light of the affection the other man had rarely let himself voice. Now the cold, unforgiving moonlight was the only light that remained.

“I hope you would have chosen it, too,” he said. “Chosen me.” But he knew the other man wouldn’t have. No matter what protests he might have offered to the contrary if he had still had breath to speak.

“I know we spent too much time apart,” the living man continued. “I wish that had been different. I wish I had made different choices. Had different priorities. If I had known…” He swallowed. “But the times we spent together… they made up for it, don’t you think? More than made up for it. It was all worth it.”

At least for him. If the other man might have felt differently, he couldn’t say so now.

He closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear to keep holding the corpse’s unblinking gaze. A film reel started up behind his eyelids. A first hesitant kiss. Another kiss, less shy and more hungry. Pasta by candlelight at a restaurant that smelled of money. Lazy late-morning pancakes at home. The other man’s laughter. His shaking sobs. Blood and tears between them as they clung to one another.

He opened his eyes. The sight of the corpse was kinder.

He leaned down. The boat rocked queasily. The water splashed against the sides with an uneasy gurgle.

He let his eyes drift shut again as his lips brushed the cold lips of his lover. He tasted blood. When he opened his eyes, his tears had left shiny tracks down the dead man’s face.

“I love you.” He whispered the words like a secret. He straightened his back, but couldn’t tear his eyes from the empty face at his feet. “Goodbye.”


 

Chapter 2

One Year Earlier

 

Rory leaned back in the warm wooden lounge chair, sinking the back legs deeper into the loamy earth. He gazed out at the lake, at the sun glittering off its surface like a handful of diamonds. He took a long, deep breath, savoring the rich scent of the lake—of water teeming with life, and the pine trees to either side of the rental house, and the warm summer sunlight. He unbuttoned his shirt and let the rays sink into his sun-starved skin.

This was the life. Why had he ever thought he would miss the city? Workaholic though he was, he really ought to think about taking more vacations. When was the last time he had really relaxed, anyway?

He kicked off his sandals and dug his toes into the earth—not quite dirt, not quite sand, and pleasantly warm to the touch. Warmth turned to heat on his toes and on his bare chest, and he eyed the water lazily lapping at the shore and wondered whether it would be worth the effort to strip down to his trunks and go for a cooling dip. Was it worth getting up for? Talk about a nice dilemma to have.

A flicker of movement through the trees stilled him. His toes remained flexed, frozen in the act of digging, as energy thrummed through his taut body. The lazy warmth of the moment before was suddenly nothing but a memory.

Had that been someone moving behind the house next door?

Everyone staying in the summer rentals knew each other at least well enough to greet each other by name while waiting in line for a fish sandwich down at the convenience store. There was Sophie and her sullen teenage daughter, Eloise the gray-haired writer, William with his birdwatching binoculars. But Rory hadn’t seen a single spark of life from the house next door, not in the three weeks he had already spent here. He and the others traded rumors about the place—it was a CIA safehouse, a meth lab, the place where a local ring of thieves stashed their stolen goods.

And now someone was in the backyard.

Or… were they? Rory watched from the corner of his eye while keeping his gaze fixed on the glitter of light on water. But now all he saw was the quiver of the high pine branches.

He slowly loosened his muscles, sinking back into the chair. His toes unclenched and emerged from the earth covered in glittering flecks. He kept one part of his awareness on the movement of the trees at the corner of his vision, and on the small sounds that surrounded him. The soft whisper of the water. The skitter of squirrel feet. The sudden harsh cry of a bird.

Nothing from the mystery house next door. And why would there be? The place had been still and silent since he had arrived.

Then—a soft pop.

A gunshot?

Well, it wasn’t fireworks, not in the middle of the day.

He tensed again, his breath stilling in his chest.

Two more pops in quick succession. Then silence, somehow thick and oppressive despite the brightness of the day. The squirrel had gone still, frozen halfway up a tree trunk. The birds were silent.

He felt suddenly exposed, caught in the bright sun, the rays as harsh as a spotlight. Should he hide? His eyes locked on the rowboat pulled up onto the grass. It had come with the rental—good for fishing, the man who had handed over the keys had told him, but he was no fisherman. He couldn’t stand the thought of a fish’s futile flopping, of its staring eyes. Now his gaze lingered on the boat. If he lay on the grass and pulled it over himself… but would the movement draw attention? Not to mention the noise.

The back door, which he had carelessly left unlocked, seemed an impossible distance away across an unprotected expanse of grass.

He was looking at that grass, weighing the merits of risking a sprint versus staying in his chair and taking refuge in stillness like a possum playing dead, when someone stumbled out of the trees and straight into his field of view.

The man wasn’t dressed for a summer on the lake. He wore a crisp white shirt and creased black pants. His shiny shoes were caked with mud and something red and gleaming that made Rory shiver. He had muscles like a gym rat, hair cropped unforgivingly short, a scruff of stubble that led Rory’s eyes to a pair of thick lips that looked out of place on his harshly angled face. Rory realized his own lips had fallen open as he stared.

Then he saw the blood.

It leaked out from a small hole in the side of the man’s shirt, a circle of frayed fabric stained bright red. The stain grew as Rory watched, a spreading patch of darkness gleaming wetly in the bright sun. The man’s face was pale as his hand went to his wound. His fingers came away slick and glistening. He staggered forward with a muffled cry of pain.

Well, that couldn’t be good.

His eyes caught Rory’s. They were a clear amber, catching the light like a pair of gemstones. But that wasn’t what stole Rory’s ability to breathe. It was the ferocity there, the determination. Rory saw not a hint of fear. Only a singleminded purpose: to survive, no matter who or what got in his way.

Was Rory in his way?

The breeze blew the smell of blood to him. It lodged in his nose, in the back of his throat. Those eyes pinned him in place like he was one of the butterflies in the macabre display hung in the living room of the rental house.
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