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    ONE 
 
    Maribel woke to the odor of shit. She pulled the worn blue afghan over her face and groaned. How many times did the septic tank have to back up before Ben replaced it with a bigger one? Probably never would. Only a few families lived in the park year-round. The rest of it rented weekly during the summer. He made more money when everyone paid to use the showers in the main building and Ben was all about having more money. 
 
    “Mari!” her mother called from the other end of the trailer. “I’m leaving. Septic’s backed up again, so leave the dishes until Ben gets it pumped.” 
 
    She groaned again. The door slammed shut, shaking the thin walls of the trailer, and she heard the sound of a toilet flushing. At least Anya was awake. She wouldn’t have to wrestle her out of bed for once.  
 
    The shit smell intensified. Maribel sat up, pushed the afghan from her body and stood. “Anya, no flushing until they pump the tank,” she said as she pulled on her t-shirt. “Jesus, didn’t you hear Mom?” 
 
    “I hate this stupid place.” A door slammed. “I’m still having a shower. It’s not that bad yet.” 
 
    Maribel left the bedroom. Anya waited in the hall, her hair a mess of curls and knots around her small face. “You can shower if you want, but don’t forget that last time sewage started coming through the pipes.” 
 
    “It’s not even coming up the toilet. You can just smell it in the drains.” 
 
    “One day without a shower won’t kill you.” 
 
    “I can’t go to school without a shower.” 
 
    “You can have one after gym class, can’t you?” 
 
    Anya rolled her eyes. “No one uses the school showers.” 
 
    “It’s your last day. Is it that big of a deal if you don’t shower?” 
 
    She pointed to her hair. “Only way to tame this is with shampoo.” 
 
    “Then see if Ben will drive you in early and shower before anyone gets to school. Problem solved.” 
 
    “Mari, only losers shower at school. I won’t risk someone seeing me.” 
 
    “I showered at school all the time.” 
 
    Anya shrugged. “Exactly.” 
 
    Nice to know Anya thought she was a loser. She supposed it was inevitable, since every other kid in town made a point of telling her as much. Maribel never cared about being cool or doing what was socially acceptable. She had two friends, and they weren’t great ones. It bothered her that Anya had gone to the dark side, though. She’d been the only person who seemed to accept Maribel as she was. Even their mother nagged her to do something with her hair, wear something that drew attention to her good features, or “try a bit of mascara,” to brighten her blue eyes.  
 
    God, she was so glad to be done with this town. One more summer of working her ass off and she could leave for university. She felt bad at first for leaving her mom and sister behind, but the guilt faded as she got closer to her escape. Anya would do all right. She was smart, funny, and had no trouble making friends. Plus, she looked like their mother. Beauty seemed to make everything easier. Maribel took after her dad. Short, a little heavy, and hairy as an ape.  
 
    She used to have a mustache, too. Kids at school had made fun of it until Mrs. Cavanagh, her English teacher, mentioned how bleach could take care of the hair without the worry of stubble that shaving or waxing would cause. Maribel had been horrified that a sixty-something year old woman was giving her beauty tips, but grateful later when, after buying a bleaching product at the drugstore, she was mustache free for the first time in three years. 
 
    “I’ll use the shower in the main building,” Anya said. “Luke said we could use it any time.” 
 
    Maribel curled up her nose. “Stay away from him. He’s a perv.” 
 
    “I’m a kid. Luke doesn’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “He doesn’t care how old you are.” 
 
    “He’s not a pedophile. I don’t think he’s a perv either. You just hate him because he isn’t nice to you.” 
 
    “You’ve got boobs. Of course, he looks at you.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I need a shower.” 
 
    Anya took five dollars out of the can above the sink and then hefted her backpack over her shoulder. She’d stuffed a towel under her arm along with her pink and blue makeup bag, and left the trailer without another word. 
 
    Maribel checked the coffee pot next to the stove. Empty. She rinsed the pot and refilled it halfway and stared out the tiny window above the sink as she made fresh coffee for herself. She’d finished exams. Skipped the graduation ceremonies. Now she just had to get through the summer. By mid-August, she’d be in Ottawa, decorating her dorm and preparing for a new life where no one knew her history as Tweed’s biggest loser. They’d be more open minded in a big city like that. Maybe she’d even find a girlfriend. If anyone in this shithole town was gay, she’d never met them. Probably did as she tried to do and kept quiet about it. While they didn’t burn witches anymore, she had a feeling her neighbors weren’t above lynching people for being too different.  
 
    The phone next to the door rang. Maribel picked it up, careful to avoid pulling it off the wall. Anya had ruined the cord, turning it around her hand while she whispered to her friends for half the night when their mom was at work. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey,” Joel replied. He was her boss at the Becker’s store in town. “Can you work tonight?” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Four to eleven. Sally’s sick again.” 
 
    More like Sally was drunk again. Maribel didn’t want to turn down extra cash, though. “Sure. Might have to be five, though. I have to be here when Anya gets home and Mom has the car, so I’ll have to walk into town.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I guess that’ll have to do. Call me a little after three. Maybe I can get Kelly to pick you up.” 
 
    Kelly was Joel’s wife. She rarely came into town and would definitely not want to pick Maribel up. “Okay,” Maribel said anyway. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Yep. See you later, and I appreciate this. I know Sally’s been difficult.” 
 
    Maribel hung up the phone. Sally was difficult, and would be fired if she worked anywhere else, but Joel fucked her once and Sally used this huge error in judgment to blackmail him into keeping her on. Maribel doubted his wife would care. As long as the money rolled in, she suspected Kelly would let him fuck the whole town.  
 
    Her mom’s schedule was written on the calendar tacked to the wall beneath the phone. Maribel rubbed her forehead as she read the tiny annotations written in red marker. Her mom worked until five at the grocery store and then had a ten to six shift at the pallet plant. Anya wouldn’t be home alone at least, but Maribel would have to find a way back at eleven, or walk, which would take at least an hour.  
 
    She hated walking Stoco Road at night. It was pitch black and Luke and his friends liked to bike up and down the trails all night long. If they saw her walking, they’d be dicks. She’d have to run, or worse, hide under the boat launch again with the cobwebs and the bugs until they got bored and left her alone.  
 
    She chewed the edge of her fingernail as she watched the coffeemaker struggle its way toward a half pot. Maybe she’d splurge on a cab, if Al wasn’t too busy at the bar. She couldn’t wait to live in a place where buses and cabs were plentiful and an entire town didn’t rely on one guy and his minivan for rides.  
 
    — 
 
    No one was at the desk when Anya entered the lobby of the main building. She waited a few minutes, and then reached over the counter to grab the keys for the showers next to the pool. If she didn’t hurry, she’d miss the bus and then Mari would be more annoying.  
 
    It was weird being in the shower room by herself. She switched on the lights and walked to the stall furthest from the door. Checking to make sure she was alone one more time, Anya stripped off her clothes and hung them in the cubby next to the shower door. Once inside the shower stall, she relaxed. They didn’t have separate showers for men and women. Instead, Ben had divided the room into six stalls, but each had a flimsy little hook and eye as a lock, so she still felt exposed sometimes, because you could see everyone’s head and shoulders over the tops of the stalls. If Maribel hadn’t said that stuff about Luke being a perv, she wouldn’t have even thought about someone watching her.  
 
    The water was hot, unlike the tepid spray she usually had in the trailer and she took a little longer than necessary to enjoy the way it warmed her body. When she noticed her fingertips pruning, she turned off the shower and dried herself quickly before putting her clothes back on. She left the towel hanging over the half-wall. After school she’d grab it and take it home. No point in riling Mari up again.  
 
    As she walked toward the door, Luke Wilson entered.  
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” he said. 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “I heard the water running and didn’t know who would be in here this early. No one’s at the desk yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just grabbed the keys. Septic’s acting up again, so we have no water in the trailer. If I waited for Michelle, I’d miss my bus. I have the money to pay for it. Do you have change for a five?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Dad shouldn’t charge tenants when the tank is fucked. Not your fault you can’t shower in your trailer.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She walked past him. Something about the way he looked at her made her skin tingle. Probably just Mari’s stupid comment about him being a perv messing with her head.  
 
    “By the way, the bus already left,” Luke said as she opened the door. 
 
    “What?” Mari would shit. Her mom would do worse.  
 
    “When I was in the lobby, I saw it at the end of the lane.” 
 
    “Damn.” Anya leaned on the doorframe. “I skipped so many days this year, Mom’s gonna be pissed if I miss the last day, too. I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    “I can drive you,” he offered. “Just let me get my keys.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that. I’ll see if Mari has enough money for me to get a cab.” 
 
    “I have to go into town anyway. Really, I don’t mind.” 
 
    Anya let him walk past her and then followed him to the lobby. She should say no. Her mom had a rule about them accepting rides from Ben or Luke without asking her first. She didn’t like Luke or his father much, so Anya would bet she’d say no. She’d be angrier about Anya missing the last day of school. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her or get Anya grounded.  
 
    — 
 
    Luke didn’t have to go into town, but Anya and her sister had always been a curiosity for him. He didn’t want to miss an opportunity to know more about them. His dad went out of his way to help Carol Daniels out, but behind closed doors, he never had a nice word to say about her for some reason. Told Luke to stay away from Maribel, too. Called her and Carol trash and worse. If he saw Luke talking to one of them, he’d remind him that he was better than they were and to stay away.  
 
    On the other hand, his dad was always nice to Anya. Exceptionally nice. He never liked kids, but he let Anya tag along with him when he did his rounds of the park, or would sneak her ice cream or cookies when he was working the bar and she and her sister were playing on the deck outside. He’d never been sweet like that with Luke and Luke got jealous of the spell Anya seemed to cast over his dad. He told himself it was because Anya’s mom was a tenant, and he just wanted to make sure the money kept rolling in, but deep down, he knew that wasn’t it. His dad really liked Anya for some reason. 
 
    Luke didn’t mind her, despite his jealousy. She was funny sometimes, and smart, and she was suddenly kind of hot, even if she was just a kid. Now that she was a teenager, and not easily impressed by adults, she didn’t hang around his dad as much. His dad didn’t have much use for anyone lately anyway. Since he divorced Luke’s stepmom—wife number three—he mostly holed himself away in his office. He left the day-to-day tasks of the park to Michelle, Luke, and Luke’s cousin Caleb.  
 
    He glanced at the passenger side, where Anya sat, backpack hugged to her chest while she watched the guardrails go by through the window.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, “how old are you now?” 
 
    She didn’t look at him. “I’ll be thirteen next month.” 
 
    Shit, he’d have put her a couple years older at least. “You’re tall for your age.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    While she wasn’t as frosty as her sister, Anya did have a gift for making a person feel inadequate. It was a feeling he rarely experienced. Maribel was worse, though, because unlike Anya, who he suspected wasn’t doing it intentionally, Maribel chose her words to inflict the maximum amount of disdain and scorn on people. She thought she was better than everyone. In truth, she was the biggest loser he’d ever seen. No one liked her. If she was nicer, maybe they wouldn’t be so hard on her all the time. He’d said that once, and Maribel told him to fuck off.  
 
    Initially, when Carol had moved into the park, when they were kids, Luke tried to forge a friendship with Maribel, but even as children, she rejected every advance he made, friendly or otherwise. He didn’t understand her and hated that he felt the need to try to win her over. Most of the time, his frustration won out and he was unnecessarily cruel. She never cracked, though, no matter how nice or mean he was. Her reaction to him remained the same. It was as though he was something nasty stuck to the bottom of her shoe. Fucking bitch. 
 
    “Where’s your sister today?” he asked.  
 
    “Home. She might work this afternoon. I don’t know.” 
 
    “How’s she getting into town? I heard your mom telling Fred she works a double today.” 
 
    “Probably walk like she usually does.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Kind of dangerous.” 
 
    She laughed. “In the middle of the day?” 
 
    “Bad things happen in the day too, you know.” 
 
    “No one wants to abduct Maribel. If they did, they’d return her a few minutes after she unleashed hell on them.” 
 
    Luke tapped the steering wheel as he thought about all of the times he tried to make peace with Maribel Daniels. True, he’d been shitty to her over the years, and had been the main reason other kids picked on her, too, but she asked for most of it. Whenever he tried to be nice, she just ignored him. If he pushed, she acted like he was trying to rape her or something. She wasn’t ugly or anything, but he liked his women a little smaller. Less…angry. He entertained the idea of dating her in fifth grade, but she quickly squashed that yearning with her dead eyes and foul mouth.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” he said to Anya. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Is your sister gay or something?” 
 
    Anya laughed. “Or something. Why do you care? You guys should just leave her alone.” 
 
    He slowed at the stop sign, indicating the turn into Tweed. “Just curious. She’s never dated anyone. Seems like she hates men or something.” 
 
    “Maybe she just hates you.” 
 
    “Maybe she does, but she’s a bitch to every guy who’s stupid enough to try to talk to her. I’ve seen it. Come on, even you have to admit she’s weird with men.” 
 
    “I don’t have to do anything.” 
 
    He laughed. “No, I guess you don’t. I’m not trying to be mean or anything. I’ve just always wondered.” 
 
    “Just because a girl doesn’t want to go out with you doesn’t mean she’s gay.” 
 
    Luke was pretty sure if he could get Maribel alone, he’d prove her frigid game was just that; a ploy to keep people at bay. “Do you need a ride home after school?” he asked. “I can get you and Mari when I pick up Dad’s boat.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ll take the bus. Mari should be home.” 
 
    “You said she worked.” 
 
    She sighed. “I said she might work. I don’t know for sure. If she does, it won’t be until after I get home. She’ll be home waiting for me to get off the bus. If I get a ride from you or anyone else, it’ll make her mad.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, call me if you change your mind.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Luke reached over to touch her leg. “I’m sorry for being insensitive.” 
 
    Anya finally looked at him. Her cheeks were pink. She didn’t move her leg, though. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “About your sister. I was genuinely curious.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He moved his hand back to the steering wheel, uncomfortable with how the warmth of an eighth grader’s skin made him feel. “We’re all done school now,” he said. “Mari’s going away to college. I thought we could part on a positive note. You know, bygones and all that. If I understood her better, I might be able to get her to believe me when I say I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. Mari holds grudges. I doubt she’ll ever come back here anyway.” 
 
    He stopped the car in front of the school. Anya got out and muttered a thanks before closing the door and walking away. Luke scowled as he watched her enter the building. As far as appearances went, Anya and Maribel were night and day, but their personalities were more alike than he realized. In a few years, she’d be as tough a nut to crack as her sister.  
 
    Maybe when she wasn’t jailbait, it’d be worth trying to do just that. 
 
    — 
 
    “Hello.” Anya’s mom sounded breathless.  
 
    “Hey, Mom.” 
 
    “Anya! Where the hell are you?” 
 
    She knew she’d be in trouble. Her mom was pretty cool about curfew, letting Anya stay out until midnight on Fridays and Saturdays as long as she knew where she was at all times, but Mari wasn’t home after school and her mom said she’d be late. Anya thought she’d go to Chad’s party and make it home before anyone knew she’d gone. Then she had a couple of drinks, which she hadn’t done before, got a little tipsy, and ended up puking all over Chad’s mom’s new carpet. Chad said they had to leave. God, he was such a moron. If you throw a party for teenagers that involved booze, you had to expect it’d get messy. Maggie refused to call her mom to come get them, because she’d just been released from a month-long grounding over the last party, so it was Anya’s turn to take the hit. 
 
    “I’m waiting.” Her mom’s tone seemed to reach through the phone, right into Anya’s chest. She was already mad and she didn’t even know what Anya had done. Wonderful. 
 
    “I need a ride,” Anya said, trying to keep the tears out of her voice. 
 
    “Where. Are. You?” 
 
    “Chad Brown’s house.” 
 
    She waited while her mom launched into a lecture about boys and parties and responsibility and, last, but never least, respect. When she slowed down, Anya waited for the inevitable grudging agreement to come and get her. “Fine,” her mom said. “I have to work in an hour you know. I’ve been frantic trying to figure out where you were. I couldn’t even relax for the couple of hours I had between shifts and now I’ll have to call in, because I’ll be late if I drive over there to get you. Honestly, Anya, it’s time you started thinking about someone other than yourself. You can’t go through life like this. Selfish people end up alone and miserable.” 
 
    She would know. Anya cleared her throat after swallowing the reply that sprang to her lips. Instead, she adopted a docile tone. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You will be when you don’t get the swimsuit you’ve been pestering me for because I don’t have the cash to buy it. God, Anya, I don’t know what to do with you anymore.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to drink,” she lied. “They said it was just pop.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have been there in the first place, Anya Jane. Twelve year olds have no business drinking alcohol. You know better.” 
 
    “I’m really sick, Mom.” That’d make her less angry. Hopefully. “You’re right about everything. I’m sorry I ruined your night.” 
 
    A sigh. “Okay, let me see if someone can cover the first part of my shift. Be out front. Don’t make me search for you. Anyone else need a ride?” 
 
    Anya smiled. She never failed to do what any good mom would do in the end. “Maggie. Maybe Sam, but I don’t know. She’s in the shed with—never mind.” 
 
    “The shed? I don’t even want to know. You’re twelve, Anya. A child. Shouldn’t be drinking or going into sheds. Christ.” 
 
    She was practically thirteen, but it seemed unwise to argue the point. “I didn’t go in the shed. Jeeze, Mom. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    Anya let the comment slide. If she wanted to avoid grounding, it was best to let her mom get the anger out beforehand. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    “Maribel never gave me trouble like this. You could learn a thing or two from your sister.” 
 
    Anya disagreed. While she knew Maribel could be cool sometimes, everyone else thought she was a loser. Total weirdo, actually. They weren’t entirely wrong, but being weird didn’t mean someone was a bad person or deserved to be treated differently. She defended Mari a few times, but stopped after someone implied Anya might be exactly like her.  
 
    “Where’s Mari, by the way?” her mom asked. 
 
    “Sally called in sick again.” 
 
    “More like she’s drunk or hungover.” Her mom let out another sigh, her favorite way of expressing frustration. “Do I need to bring a bucket for Maggie as well?” 
 
    Anya glanced at Maggie, whose face was currently being sucked from her skull by a tenth-grade boy whose name Anya forgot. “No, she’s okay, I think.” 
 
    “All right, be ready.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 TWO 
 
    Stoco Road was a narrow, two-lane road that forked at the end. To the right was Marlbank Road, which took you to the town dump, a hamlet that consisted of a few creepy farmhouses—no longer connected to an actual farm—a dilapidated hotel, a cluster of new homes Ben Wilson owned, and a playground Ben sponsored for the kids of the families renting the houses he built. The road on the right, the one Maribel walked along, went through Stoco, another hamlet that contained mostly cottages and a golf course, and then back out, toward BenSon’s Trailer Park.  
 
    There were no lights, except the one above the Stoco General Store, which was adjacent to a baseball diamond at the edge of the road. Maribel’s flashlight conked out two kilometers into her walk. She kept her head down, stayed as close to the ditch as she could get without walking right in it, and tried to think about the hot shower she might be able to take once she got home, rather than the sounds of raccoons raiding nearby garbage cans.  
 
    The warm air changed slowly, bringing a soft, cool breeze and the fishy scent of Stoco Lake with it. Once she rounded the bend and got over the hill, she’d see the lights from the park and would no longer be at the mercy of the darkness and whatever hid within it.  
 
    As she approached the bend, she slipped in the loose gravel. Her foot slid into the ditch, and the few inches of water in it, soaking her shoes. She pulled her foot out. A slurping sound followed as the muddy earth kept the shoe. Maribel knelt, fished around in the dark until she felt canvas and yanked it out.  
 
    “Shit,” she said as she stood.  
 
    Her irritation turned to dismay when she heard the unmistakable sound of Luke’s four-wheeler coming from the direction of the park. She did a brief two-step on the side of the road, her feet unable to decide if they should run or just jump into the swampy ditch until Luke and his friends passed. She took a couple of steps toward the lake when the ATVs appeared. They skidded to a stop a few feet away from her position. Luke’s laughter was clear over the hum of the engines.  
 
    “Manlibel, fancy meeting you here. You visiting relatives in there?” 
 
    Maribel scowled. “Piss off, Luke.” 
 
    “Pardon?” he revved the engine. “Didn’t hear you.” 
 
    She marshalled her courage and took a chance, marching past Luke and toward the park. Maybe they would leave her alone. They’d done so before. If they weren’t too drunk yet, the allure of beer and boobs at the bar might be enough to make pestering her seem pointless. 
 
    “Hey,” he called. The engines stopped. “Where you going, Manly? We just want to talk.” 
 
    “I have to get home. Mom’s waiting.” 
 
    Feet crunched on the gravel. A hand on her arm.  
 
    “Let go.” Maribel yanked her arm from his grasp, but he grabbed her shirt instead. “Luke!” 
 
    “Relax,” he said and then laughed. His friends, thankfully, remained on their rides. “If you show us your tits, prove you’re a girl, we’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    Luke tried to pull at her shirt, but Maribel was faster, and managed to break free of his grip. Her t-shirt ripped at the shoulder as she did so. It hung loosely over her chest, exposing part of her bra. She tugged it back up as she ran toward the hill.  
 
    The bikes revved again, and Maribel darted from the road, toward the edge of the lake. If she could get to the beach, she’d have plenty of places to hunker down. Luke would get bored after a few minutes of hide-and-seek. He always did.  
 
    She bolted across the road, narrowly avoiding the left wheel of Brad’s ATV as she slipped in the muddy shoulder near the guard rails. Just twenty feet or so. That’s not far. They’d get bogged down if they went in after her. She just had to get to the beach before they got to the boat launch.  
 
    — 
 
    “Oh shit.” Anya’s mom sighed as they approached the bridge.  
 
    Ahead of them, a line of cars idled. She sat straighter in her seat as she tried to make out what was happening. Red, blue, and white lights flashed as cops, the local fire department, and a tow truck blocked the entrance to the bridge. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Anya asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. Some idiot probably jumped again.” 
 
    “Need a tow truck for that?”  
 
    “Okay, smart-ass. Maybe there was an accident. Someone might’ve gone off the bridge into the lake.” 
 
    “I hope Maribel got home before it happened.” 
 
    Her mom glanced at her. “Why?” 
 
    “If she’s home, then it’s not her they hit when they drove into the lake.” 
 
    “Don’t say shit like that. It’s bad karma.” 
 
    “That’s not how karma works, Mom.” 
 
    “Still…” She rolled down the window as a cop approached her car. “What’s going on, Mason?” 
 
    Mason Bowman, a man too fat to be of any use as a real cop, scratched his belly as he pointed toward the bridge. “Guy was hauling barrels from the chemical plant in Eldorado. Blew a tire and the whole thing tipped over.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, jumped out. Truck didn’t go in the water, but it’s wedged real good on the rails and he lost the barrels. Already turning the lake a weird color. You’ll have to turn around and take Sulphide Road in to the park, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Anya stared at Mason, who always seemed to be chewing something. Probably his tongue, she decided. Like a cow. “What was in the barrels?” she asked. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “The barrels,” she repeated. “What was in them?” 
 
    “Oh, waste from the plant, I reckon. Lake’s gonna be no good for swimming this year unless they can clean it up quick.” 
 
    She tried not to be selfish about it, since the greater problem here was that the lake was polluted and all of the animals in it would probably die, but Anya was extremely disappointed she wouldn’t be able to swim all summer. Wasn’t much else to do around Tweed. 
 
    “Let me get the car behind you turned around and then you can be on your way.” 
 
    Her mom smiled. “Okay. Thanks, Mason. You think this will affect the water in the park?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We get it cleaned up in time, should be all right. You all are on a well, I think. Beaumont is calling in some experts from the city, see if what’s in the lake will affect the park’s well.” 
 
    “If they can’t clean it up?” 
 
    “Oh, sure they can.” 
 
    “I hope so.”  
 
    Anya hadn’t thought about the drinking water. The plant in Eldorado, a controversial addition to the local economy—according to her mom—made cleaning products and other chemicals. The waste was supposed to be transported by a different company, one approved by the Environmental Protection Agency, to ensure it was disposed of properly. They learned about it in science class last year. She didn’t think hauling barrels of chemical waste in a pickup truck would be an acceptable way to dispose of it. Someone would be in shit for sure. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “What, baby?” 
 
    “What if our water is contaminated?” 
 
    “They’ll close the park. Have to, I guess.” 
 
    “What’ll we do?” 
 
    Her mom didn’t answer right away. She turned the car slowly, following the one behind her into the ditch and then back onto the road so they could take the long way around into the park.  
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll stay with Granny, I guess.” 
 
    “I’ll have to go to a different school!” 
 
    “We’ll do what we have to, Anya. If the water isn’t drinkable, then we can’t live in the trailer. I can’t afford an apartment in town, even for a little while. You’ll have to make the best of things. Granny’s house is big and it’s not right in the city. The schools are pretty much like the ones here.” 
 
    “It stinks in Toronto. I hate it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it yet. We’ve got all summer. They’ll probably have it cleaned up by the time you go back in September.” 
 
    “They better.” 
 
    — 
 
    Maribel hated running like a scared little kid, but there were three of them. They were always worse in a group. If she could just slide under the dock or lock herself inside the utility shed near the main building like she always did, they’d get bored and leave her alone. Then she could make the trek across the park to the trailer.  
 
    Her thighs burned at the exertion. Running on sand was the worst. Fucking Luke and his stupid asshole friends. They were adults now. The days of chasing the fat girl around should be over.  
 
    “Manlibel!” Luke called. “Come on, we just want to see if your balls are as hairy as your chins!” 
 
    The dock was a few feet away. Maribel slid to a stop as she approached the large blue barrels that held the dock afloat. Ben was late preparing for the summer crowd and still had to repair some broken boards before putting the dock out, so it was half on the beach, half in the water. Not an ideal hiding spot. 
 
    She couldn’t hear the four wheelers anymore. That probably meant they had given up or were on foot. Maribel had little time to find a better place to hide. Just as she crouched to shimmy under the narrow gap between the underside and the sand, something hit her back. She fell forward, smashing her forehead on the edge of the dock. 
 
    For a breathless moment, she saw stars, felt the wet sand on her backside, and then the world went sideways. She blinked, felt hands on her face. Swatting at them, she tried to climb out of the murky haze that clouded her head. Hands again. Maribel’s mouth watered, she vomited. The warm bile coated her neck and her cheeks. 
 
    “Ugh,” Luke said. “Gross.” 
 
    Maribel tried to get up, but something weighed her legs down. She kicked, but it had no effect.  
 
    “Stop,” Luke ordered. “You’re making it worse for yourself, Manly.” 
 
    “Did she knock herself out?” That was Jason, who was usually the voice of reason. The one who usually said, Hey guys, leave her alone, after a while. He’d make sure Luke didn’t go too far. 
 
    “Nah,” Luke said. “Just dazed.” 
 
    “Dude!” Jason exclaimed. “What’s with the knife.” 
 
    “She’s gonna show us her balls,” Luke said. “Aren’t you, Manly?” 
 
    Maribel fought, but the blow to her head made every movement feel heavy and awkward. She couldn’t get him off her, but didn’t stop fighting until something hard touched her throat. She grabbed at it. The edge stung the soft flesh of her palm and the warmth of her own blood trickling down her wrist stilled her. Luke had never hurt her physically. Sure, they pushed her, threw stuff at her, but it’d always been stupid things. Nothing dangerous. 
 
    His eyes were different. In the darkness, it wasn’t easy to see his face, but Maribel saw the coldness in his stare as clear as day. Luke hated her. He actually hated her. She swallowed hard. Maybe she should just let him do whatever it was he planned to do and he’d have no reason to stab her. Better to be raped than dead, right?  
 
    That’s what they said, but as Luke tugged at the button on her shorts, she decided she’d rather die than let him touch her. Maribel kicked and punched. She twisted, tried to throw him off her. He flinched a couple of times, but was immovable. As dread crept in, so did the fear of the inevitable, but Maribel still fought as hard as she could. There was always a chance she’d get lucky, or someone would hear them. Right. Someone would hear them… 
 
    Maribel screamed as loud as she could.  
 
    “We just want to see, Manly. Stop fucking—” 
 
    She lunged forward and managed to sit up, but something hot circled her throat, driving the momentary burst of strength from her body. She fell back, now fighting for air instead of fighting Luke. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he whispered. 
 
    “What?” Brad’s voice. “What’d you do?” 
 
    “Fuck me.” Luke’s weight lifted from Maribel’s legs. “I didn’t mean to… She just jumped into it like a fucking idiot.” 
 
    Maribel tried to speak, but choked on the hot, thick, liquid that filled her mouth. She sputtered and coughed. Wetness sprayed her face. As she fought for air, she realized the liquid she was slowly drowning in was her blood.  
 
    She tried to get up, but her limbs felt heavy. At least they’d stopped trying to take her pants off. She heard them whispering, but couldn’t make out the words. Now and then, a high-pitched “Jesus fucking Christ” came from Jason, but that’s all she understood. If she could just get more air, then it’d be okay. She’d crawl away while they argued.  
 
    No, they’d go after her. Finish her off. She should play dead. Easier that way. Lay down. Wait them out. The park wasn’t far. When they left, she’d worry about regaining her strength and then she’d go there. Get someone to call her mom. Every breath seemed to pull up more blood, causing more coughing, and more spray. Blood soaked her chest, probably ruined what remained of the torn shirt. She wanted to laugh about that thought. She could die, and instead of worrying about that very serious fact, she was pissed about her ruined shirt. 
 
    “Get her up,” Luke said.  
 
    No one spoke. No one touched her.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? Help me get her up.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t move her,” Jason said. “Could make things worse.” 
 
    “We’ll have to move her if we’re going to dump her in the lake.” 
 
    “We can’t—” 
 
    “You want to explain what the fuck happened here to the cops?” 
 
    “You killed her,” Brad said. “Not us. Why’d you bring your stupid knife anyway?” 
 
    She was doing a good job at playing dead. Too good. She had to make them see it was a ruse. No need to dump her anywhere. 
 
    “You watched me do it,” Luke said. “Didn’t try to stop me, did you?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “That’s right. You’ll be accessories, so you’ll do what I fucking tell you.” 
 
    More whispers.  
 
    She raised her arm, or at least it felt like she raised her arm. Hard to know for sure. She couldn’t see much and it was hard to think. Try to breathe again. If she coughed, they’d see she wasn’t dead. No need to dump her anywhere.  
 
    Maribel drew a breath. This time, no blood followed. No coughing. At least she gave her lungs a bit of what they desperately needed. Slowly, she drew another breath. It caught in her chest, but she didn’t cough. God, she was cold and so, so tired. Maybe they’d take her home. Or leave her there on the beach for someone to find. They weren’t stupid enough to dump her somewhere. That was just Luke being a dick. Trying to scare her. When they saw she was still alive, they’d call someone. She’d promise not to tell and it’d all be okay. 
 
    Someone grabbed her arms. They grunted, swore, and then dragged her along the sand.  
 
    They didn’t call for help.  
 
    Suddenly, she knew without a doubt she wouldn’t see the sun rise. The certainty of her death should be terrifying, but it wasn’t. The idea wasn’t appealing, and she’d rather be anywhere than draped over the back of Luke’s four-wheeler, but she wasn’t scared. She was pissed off. Of all the ways she could’ve died, this had to be the most demoralizing and cruel. After the years of bullying she endured, didn’t she at least deserve to die at the hands of someone other than the ones who’d mistreated her? Didn’t she deserve the dignity of taking her own life? Fucking assholes.  
 
    Her mom wouldn’t let this rest. The knowledge consoled her a little bit. When her mom found out Maribel was dead, she’d figure out who did it and she’d make them suffer. If there was something after this life, Maribel might at least get the satisfaction of seeing these idiots go to jail. 
 
    If there was nothing, she hoped that some kind of universal justice made sure Luke Wilson followed her into death very soon. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 THREE 
 
    Maribel couldn’t be allowed to surface again, so leaving her on the beach was out of the question. Brad and Jason carried her to the boat while Luke retrieved a cinderblock from the utility shed. He expected them to argue about dumping her, but they were silent until Luke killed the engine.  
 
    “Okay,” he said as Brad secured the rope around Maribel’s ankles, “on the count of three, lift and throw her over. Brad, you have to toss the cement block at the same time, or we’ll all be swimming.” 
 
    “Let me do one more knot,” Brad said.  
 
    “Fuck, you’ve got three already. Dead girls don’t know how to untie a rope, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, well the current and fish or whatever might work it loose. Just one more and we’re good to go.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jason said. “Just check her pulse again. We should be sure before we do this.” 
 
    “She’s dead.” Christ, why did Jason always have to make everything an ordeal? He was like that cricket in Pinocchio, always trying to tell them what to do. 
 
    “Make sure,” Jason said as Brad yanked the last knot tight.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If she’s not dead, we can’t just leave her out here. We have to get help.” 
 
    Luke sighed. He had no choice. She’d be in the lake alive or not, because he wasn’t going to jail over her stupidity. He was just joking around. She had to freak out and pretty much kill herself. Probably did it on purpose to fuck him over. This would ruin his whole life. He had plans. The police academy frowned on a criminal record, and now that he was eighteen, an assault charge would stick. He’d never be a cop. Be lucky to get a job in mall security. 
 
    “Just humor him,” Brad said. “So we can get the fuck out of here. What’s up with the water?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” The lake had started turning red when they approached the old bridge. There was probably a good explanation, but it felt like the universe was fucking with his head.  
 
    “Luke—” Jason started again.  
 
    “Fine,” he said, putting his fingers on Maribel’s neck. Her blood still pulsed from the wound. It was slick and warm under his skin. He felt the slow but steady beat of her heart. “Nope. Nothing.” 
 
    “Let me check,” Jason said.  
 
    “You saying I’m a liar?” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “I think you’d do anything to cover your ass.” 
 
    “If she was alive, we wouldn’t be in any trouble,” Luke said. 
 
    “She’d tell them about you stabbing her.” 
 
    “It was an accident, and we’d get a slap on the wrist,” Luke said. “If I dump her while she’s still alive, I’d just be making everything worse. I’m telling you, she’s dead, but if you don’t trust me, then go ahead and check.” 
 
    Jason eyed him for a minute and then relented. “Okay. All right. I feel like throwing up. She wasn’t a bad person, Luke. Definitely didn’t deserve this. We’re murderers.” 
 
    “Don’t kid yourself. She hated us. Hated all men.” 
 
    “Of course, she hated us. We were horrible to her. Wouldn’t you hate us if you were her?” 
 
    “What’s done is done.” Luke wasn’t in the mood to debate the issue. He just wanted to be through with the miserable bitch before someone saw them. “Come on. Lift her legs. I’ve got her head.” 
 
    “We’re going to hell for this. Well, if we don’t get caught and go to jail first.” 
 
    “Okay, Sally, calm down.” Brad lifted the block as he spoke. “Just pull your knickers out of your ass long enough to do some man’s work and then you can go back to knitting yourself some balls.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Brad.” 
 
    Luke cleared his throat. “Ready? One…two…” 
 
    Brad threw the block over the side. The rope helped to pull her up as they lifted and then tossed her over in one fluid motion. Bubbles spread over the surface of the red water.  
 
    “She’s still breathing,” Jason said. “You lying cunt.” 
 
    “There’s always bubbles when you throw something in the water,” Luke said. “Has nothing to do with breathing. God, you need to get your shit together or you’ll join her in there.” 
 
    Jason said no more as Luke fired up the engine and turned the boat toward shore. He’d have to sit them both down later and work on their alibis. The cops would go looking for her eventually, and if she somehow floated to shore, they’d have to make sure no one suspected their part in this. 
 
    — 
 
    The red film spread slowly over the lake. It glowed under the moonlight, extending long tendrils, like bloody arms, across the rippling water. Maribel bobbed a couple of feet from the surface, her feet secured to the cement block Luke had dragged from behind the maintenance shed. The red cloud surrounded her, embracing her still form, its whorls licking at her broken skin; an ethereal caress that eased her pain.  
 
    As the boys sped away in Luke’s boat, Maribel arched and bowed with the waves created in their wake. She was dead. Had to be. Death was the only reason she’d no longer feel the ache of the gash in her neck. It was the only way she wouldn’t choke as she breathed, or feel the painful sting of the chain around her ankles. Only death could leave her empty of emotion.  
 
    That wasn’t right. She did feel something. Rage.  
 
    As her body drifted toward the bottom of the lake and she accepted the fate Luke forced upon her, she wanted revenge. The red cloud whispered ways she might get what she wanted. It filled her ears and then her mind with ideas, until, exhausted from the events of the night, depleted by the knowledge that she would never get out of Tweed or live the grand future she’d envisioned, she relaxed and allowed the chemical blanket to rock her gently toward an abyss she couldn’t see.  
 
    The red film danced around her, over her, inside her. Her fingertips tingled. Her skin stretched until she thought it might rip, and then it hardened and settled over her bones. Something tickled her pores. A pressure built on either side of the wound that caused her death and, finally, she drew a breath.  
 
    As the red fog drifted away from her body, Maribel opened her eyes.  
 
    — 
 
    Anya waited all night for Maribel to return home. Finally, as the sun made its way over the now red lake outside the living room window, and her mom returned home from work, Anya admitted to herself that something was wrong. Her mom waited an hour, called Maribel’s boss, and then, finally, called the police.  
 
    “Hey, Mason,” she said as she opened the door to look outside for what seemed like the hundredth time. “It’s Carol Daniels.” A pause. “Yeah, we got home fine.” Another pause as Mason interrupted. “Yes, for sure. Looks like blood. Yep. Listen, Maribel never came home last night.” 
 
    Anya shifted on the couch, pressing her cheek against the window. She should’ve called someone last night instead of letting so many hours pass. Whoever had her might not have had time to do anything bad if she’d called. If no one had her, she might’ve been hurt. Could’ve bled out or something because no one bothered to get her some help.  
 
    Tears spilled over her cheeks. Anya wiped them away before her mom saw them. 
 
    “She wouldn’t,” her mom said as she paced in a small circle. “Really, this is totally unlike her.” Pause. “She’d have called.” Pause again. “No boyfriends.” Laughing. “Look, she was supposed to be home around midnight. Her boss said she left at eleven and was walking out to the park because the cab was too busy and she didn’t want to wait for it.” This pause lasted a while. Her mom glanced back. Anya rolled her eyes. “I know, but I had to drive Anya home and then the thing on the bridge made us later. Seriously, I believe something happened to her. Can we just file the report and worry about that later?” 
 
    Anya sighed. Stupid hillbilly. If someone said their kid is missing, then just look for them. How hard was that? 
 
    “Yes, she’s eighteen but—” Another Mason-sized interruption. Anya’s mom bit her lip. Probably to stop herself from telling him to suck it. “Yeah, yeah, I understand. Okay. Well, can you just send someone out to look? Like, one car. That’s all I ask. I know.” A sigh. “I get it. I’ll go myself. Thanks anyway. Yeah, file it at midnight. Thanks.” 
 
    She hung up the phone. The cord banged against the wall as she pressed her head against the doorjamb.  
 
    “Well?” Anya said from the couch. “What’d he say?” 
 
    “She’s an adult, and they don’t file missing person reports on adults until they’ve been gone twenty-four hours or there’s reason to be concerned, like a blood trail or signs of a struggle.” 
 
    “Lame.” 
 
    “It is, but they won’t change their rules just because we ask them to. So, you stay here, in case she calls or shows up, and I’ll drive down by the lake. If I don’t see her, I’ll walk the road. While I’m doing that, you call everyone she knows and hope…” 
 
    “Hope what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Hope that she’s just sleeping over at a friend’s house or…something.” 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you think something bad happened?”  
 
    “I think it’s probably a simple explanation. She might have fallen, hit her head. Maybe someone picked her up and they…” she looked at Anya. “I guess she wouldn’t have gone to any parties. I know a couple of kids were planning graduation stuff. Maybe—” 
 
    “Highly unlikely.” 
 
    “But it’s still a possibility.” 
 
    “She has exactly two friends and both are gone for the summer.” 
 
    “Right. Okay, maybe she saw the road was blocked and she took a shortcut. Got lost. I don’t know. My point is there’s no reason to believe something terrible happened to her until we have a reason.” 
 
    Maribel being gone all night was enough reason for Anya to worry. “I want to go with you.” 
 
    “No.” Her mom slid her feet into the battered yellow flip-flops she’d worn for three summers in a row. “She might call. If she does, call Ben and ask him to send someone to let me know.” 
 
    “I think it’d be better if we went together. If she’s hurt, I can go for help while you stay with her.” 
 
    “And if she calls or comes home and no one’s here?” 
 
    Anya didn’t think that was a likely scenario. Maribel didn’t come home because she couldn’t. Something happened to her. Her mom might not want to believe it, but she had to know that was the most logical explanation.  
 
    “Okay,” she said despite her misgivings about the plan her mom laid out. “I’ll stay.” 
 
    — 
 
    Carol Daniels didn’t have much to boast about in her life. She’d married young, had Maribel, divorced a few years later, got pregnant with Anya from a rebound one-night stand, and raised two daughters alone for almost two decades. She worked and she came home. Sometimes she met someone for a drink. There were two brief relationships that ended without any drama and a couple more one-night stands when the itch got too much to bear. There had been more than a few decisions she regretted, but she loved her girls, and felt like she’d done a decent job raising them despite the limitations of the small town they were forced to live in.  
 
    The trailer sucked ass, but it cost half as much as an apartment and gave the girls a yard, a lake to swim in, and the safety of a community that Carol knew well and trusted. 
 
    There was no tangible evidence that anything sinister happened to Maribel, but Carol knew in her heart there were few other possibilities. Sure, she tried to be positive for Anya. It’s what you did in times like these. Maribel would never just take off, though, or stay out all night partying.  
 
    Someone had prevented her from coming home. Who would do that, though? Maribel was so quiet and plain that Carol couldn’t think of anyone who’d feel strongly enough about her to hurt her. Luke Wilson and his buddies teased Maribel mercilessly for years. They didn’t like that she wasn’t like other girls. She didn’t look the same, nor did she care about male attention. Had Luke pestered her again and gone too far? Maybe they had too much to drink and Maribel said the wrong thing. She did have a way of cutting people down with a few well-chosen words.  
 
    As she walked along the beach, she dismissed the silly thought. Luke was a jerk, but no more than any other boy his age. Just strutting and fluffing his feathers to impress his friends. He’d never actually hurt anyone and had never gotten physical with Maribel. Just hurtful words and silly pranks. 
 
    Where is she then? 
 
    Carol walked to the far end of the empty beach, near the boat launch, and stopped. There, near the bobbing edge of the dock, a dark stain spread over the sand. It was rust-colored, almost like…blood. She knelt, touched the stain, and then sifted the sand through her fingers. Might be blood. More likely it was just wet from the newly dyed lake. 
 
    Around the stain, she saw what might be footprints, but there were so many, they merged together, making it impossible to know how many people had been there. She stood and looked at the water. It rolled gently toward the shore, leaving a pink stain in its wake. Not red, like the stain at her feet. Didn’t mean the water didn’t cause it, though. Positive thoughts brought positive things. She wouldn’t allow anything else into her mind. Carol headed toward the road and walked about a half-kilometer before something near the ditch caught her eye. She recognized Maribel’s tennis shoe immediately. Once white, it was now stained with mud and grass. Everything in her said don’t look, but she had to. Carol searched the ditch until she reached the fork in the road that led to town or to Marlbank.  
 
    No sign of Maribel. 
 
    The blood on the beach… 
 
    But it might not be blood at all. Maybe it wasn’t even Maribel’s shoe either. Could be a coincidence. 
 
    “No such thing,” she heard Anya’s voice in her head.  
 
    Carol stood on the side of the road, shoe in her hand, staring at nothing. She heard four wheelers in the distance. Luke and his buddies, probably, tearing up the back roads or someone’s pasture. She looked down at the shoe. If something terrible caused Maribel to lose the shoe, it would be bloody. She imagined someone dragging Maribel from the road into their car. That would cause it to slip off, without blood, and get dirty. Maybe she kicked it off on purpose as a way for someone to find it and wonder what happened. Carol hugged the shoe to her chest.  
 
    Go home.  
 
    Call the cops again.  
 
    She listened to the voice of reason, which sounded disturbingly like Maribel, and walked home. Before getting to the trailer, she’d said at least a dozen prayers, each one asking that whatever happened to her daughter, it didn’t end in her death, because Carol wouldn’t survive that.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 FOUR 
 
    They searched the lake, the park, and all roads surrounding Tweed for three days, stopping when it became too dark and starting again at dawn. As the likelihood that she was dead became more real, Anya tried to cling to the slim hope that there was a logical explanation for her sister’s disappearance that didn’t involve her being murdered. Maybe her mom was right and she did meet someone. Maybe she got lost. Maybe she just ran away. They used to talk about it all the time. Maribel would say no one would miss her anyway, and Anya would tell her not to be so stupid. They’d argue a little and then Maribel usually picked up a book or started cleaning to end the discussion. 
 
    No matter how she tried to convince herself all of that was possible, in her heart, Anya knew it was all just bullshit. Mari was gone. 
 
    Desperate to get away from her mom’s frantic cleaning, Anya went for a walk. She didn’t go far before she sat on a stump in the wooded area just outside the perimeter of the park and stared at the sky. Of course, it had no answers either and after a while, the brightness made her eyes sting. Sighing, she picked up a stick and poked it into an ant hill next to her feet. Now and then she looked toward the lake. She heard police officers talking in hushed tones. They still walked along the shore, looking for clues, she imagined, and they’d taken a boat out, dragging nets along the bottom. Her mom said they couldn’t send divers in until the EPA said it was safe.  
 
    At first, Anya had been pissed at their cowardice, but then two idiots tried to swim in it early yesterday morning and drowned. She understood why the cops wouldn’t risk it. If not for the damn chemical spill, they could at least confirm Maribel’s body wasn’t in there. Anya didn’t want her to be dead, but not knowing what happened was worse. 
 
    “Just shut it,” Luke said from somewhere to Anya’s right. She slouched down as she peered in the direction of his voice. “No one knows shit and no one will if you stop blubbering about it.” 
 
    “But we ki—” A muffled thump cut off Jason’s reply. 
 
    “Fuck, stop being such a pussy.” That was Brad, Luke’s right hand idiot. Anya hated him. He always lurked in the lobby of the main building so he could stare at the girls coming in and made lewd comments. 
 
    “Had fucking nightmares all week,” Jason said. “I’ve never done anything that awful in my life.” 
 
    “We had nothing to do with it.” Luke sounded angry. “We never saw her,” he continued. “We weren’t even there, which means we don’t know anything. That’s the story you need to tell yourself and anyone who asks. Actually, it’d be better if you just stopped talking about it to anyone, including between us.” 
 
    Anya saw their shadows stretching across the ground and realized they were approaching her spot. She was so scared she could barely breathe, although she didn’t understand why. Luke had never been anything but nice to her. Still, she trusted her gut and slipped off the stump. With jerky movements, she lay on her belly, head behind the foliage of a nest of ferns, bare legs against the prickly stems of a blackberry bush.  
 
    “Should’ve just gone to the bar,” Jason said. “I told you not to stop. You never listen to me. I just wanted to have a few beers and play a bit of pool, but you had to stop. Fuck, this is going to ruin our lives. I’m supposed to leave for university in like a month. Could’ve been out of this town, but you had to fucking stop. I’ve never understood why you had it out for her so bad. Always picking at her, like she was some kind of scab you couldn’t get rid of.” 
 
    “Enough. All right? It wasn’t our fault. Just stop it.”  
 
    They stood right in front of her. Luke’s back was to the stump, but Jason, if he looked down, would see her easily. Anya covered her mouth to muffle the sound of her breathing, which seemed as loud as a marching band. 
 
    “Just saying,” Jason said. “It’s a fucking mess that me and Brad didn’t make. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “You gotta get your shit together, bud.” Brad slapped Jason’s shoulder. “Three musketeers, remember? If you act all sketchy and shit when they talk to us, they’re gonna think you did something wrong.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to act?” 
 
    “Try normal for once in your life.” 
 
    “I am trying, but it’s hard to pretend it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Well, try harder.” Luke started walking again. “Stop being such a fucking pussy. If you fuck this up or you start telling a different story, we’ll deny everything and you’ll go down alone.” 
 
    “I’m a bad liar, Luke. I shouldn’t even have to lie.” 
 
    “You did nothing wrong, so it’s not a lie when you stick to the story.” 
 
    Jason laughed, but it wasn’t a funny ha-ha laugh, it was a bitter, you’re a fucking asshole, Luke, laugh. “Did you forget about the whole boat and cinderblock thing?” 
 
    Boat and cinderblock? Anya wanted to throw up. They weren’t capable of the images those words conjured in her mind. That was the stuff of movie psychopaths, not boys who lived next door. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, shit-for-brains,” Luke said. “Someone will hear you. I heard the cops talking to my dad about taking samples from the sand. Should go back tonight and make sure we clean up anything that might point to us being there.” 
 
    “You can’t clean sand,” Brad said. 
 
    “I’m not an idiot. We just take out the spot where—you know.” 
 
    As they moved farther away, their voices faded. Anya remained on the ground. In the dirt near her fingers, several ants scurried about. They went over her knuckles, down the side of her thumb, and disappeared behind a large rock.  
 
    She slowly rose, made sure the boys were long gone, and then made the short walk back to her trailer. As she went inside, she tried to work out what Luke and his buddies were talking about. They probably didn’t hurt Mari, but they saw something. Boat and cinderblock…she rolled Jason’s words over in her mind. If they saw Mari’s murder, why not say something? She couldn’t imagine Luke Wilson being too afraid to speak up. They smoked enough pot that it was also possible they were too messed up to know what they saw.  
 
    “Hey, sweetheart,” Carol stood when Anya looked up. Her voice was high. Too cheerful. “Where were you?” 
 
    Two police officers had crammed themselves into the narrow bench at the table. They both held coffee cups. She recognized Mason, whose belly looked seriously constricted by the edge of the table, but not the woman.  
 
    “Anya?” her mom prompted. “Where did you go?” 
 
    “Just took a walk,” Anya said. “Any sign of Mari?” 
 
    Carol shook her head. “They, um…” 
 
    When she didn’t finish, Mason cleared his throat. “We think your sister might have gone swimming the night she disappeared. The chemicals in the lake are highly toxic, so she may have passed out, and it’s possible she drowned like the two boys we pulled out this morning.” 
 
    Were they serious? Of course, they were. Mason didn’t have enough imagination to make that up on his own.  
 
    “Honey?” 
 
    Anya shook her head. “She didn’t like swimming. Even if she did, though, you’d have found her body.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” the woman said. 
 
    “You found those boys right away. What makes you think my sister wouldn’t have floated to shore by now? Until someone finds her body, I won’t believe she drowned.” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “There’s no body, sweetheart, but we found blood in the sand by the dock. If it’s hers, well, it doesn’t look good. I’m sorry, dear.” 
 
    Sweetheart…dear…she hated how everyone treated her like a little girl. She was smarter than all of them. “People don’t leave blood behind if they’ve gone swimming and drowned. They leave blood when someone does something bad to them.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” the woman asked. 
 
    “I think someone murdered her and then they dumped her body in the lake.” 
 
    Mason chuckled. “You’ve got a vivid imagination, sweetie, but there’s no evidence to support that theory. It’s possible she tripped, because it was dark, hit her head, and then in her concussed state, decided to go into the water. Once she got in there, she was overcome by the chemicals. I’m pretty confident there’s no foul play involved.” 
 
    What an idiot. “Without a body, you can’t say much confidently.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “If her blood is on the beach and there’s no sign of her anywhere, then it’s pretty clear what happened. Doesn’t take an expert to add two plus two in this situation.” 
 
    “Did you say she was twelve?” the woman asked.  
 
    “Almost thirteen,” her mother answered. 
 
    “Going on forty it seems.” 
 
    Anya rolled her eyes. “I’m just smarter than you guys, which is sad.” 
 
    “Okay, honey,” Carol said softly. “They’re doing their job. Show a little respect.” 
 
    Anya laughed. “Why don’t you talk to Luke Wilson and his friends? I just heard them talking. Sounded like they knew something. They’d have been the first people I talked to if I were you, since they’re always screwing around by the lake.” 
 
    Mason raised an eyebrow. “What’d they say?” 
 
    “They were talking about the boat and a cinderblock,” Anya stopped when the cops glanced at each other. She couldn’t remember exactly what they said. Boat and cinderblock replaced everything else in her head. “Jason was scared and Luke and Brad were telling him to keep his mouth shut.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t ask. If you talk to them, you can find out. Ask Jason first. He has a hard time lying and he’s really upset.” 
 
    “We’ll talk to them, but you may have misunderstood, sweetheart. Boys talk and they bullshit to impress their friends.” 
 
    “I know what I heard.” And stop calling me sweetheart. 
 
    “You’re upset, which is understandable, and when we’re upset, we sometimes…misconstrue what we hear.” 
 
    “I know what I heard,” she said again. “I wasn’t upset until after I heard it.” 
 
    “This is a serious matter,” the woman warned. “So, we can’t go throwing around accusations without proof. Don’t worry, though. We’ll talk to them.” She stood, picked up her mug and carried to the sink. “Coming?” she said to Mason. 
 
    “Yeah.” He turned to Carol. “Look, we’ll talk to the boys. Maybe Anya is right and they saw something, but I doubt they had anything to do with it. They raise a bit of hell now and then but deep down, they’re good kids.” 
 
    Anya laughed. “Yeah, great kids.” 
 
    Mason glanced at her and then looked at Carol. “If we find anything, we’ll call you right away. I’m sorry, Carol. I hope we’re wrong.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “I’m hoping for the best outcome here, but you should be prepared for the worst. If we don’t find her…” 
 
    “She’s probably dead,” her mom finished. 
 
    “I hate to say it, but yeah. Eventually, you’ll be able to get a death certificate and—" 
 
    “You can’t declare someone dead without a body,” Anya said. “And you can’t give up on searching for her until you know for sure. It’s your fucking job.” 
 
    “Anya!” 
 
    “What? It’s not like they have anything else to do. This is the first real police work any of them have seen in a long time.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. She’s just tired and—”  
 
    “It’s all right. We understand,” the woman said. “And we’ll talk to the boys. I promise.” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled by Luke either,” Anya warned. “He’ll say all the right words and you’ll believe butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, but I think he hated my sister. Other kids were kind of mean, but he was just cruel. Bullied her every chance he got.” 
 
    Carol flinched.  
 
    “She had a lot of bullies?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Only most of the school,” Anya said. “She couldn’t go anywhere without someone saying something mean or pulling some kind of prank on her.” 
 
    Mason sighed. “You said that wasn’t an issue, Carol. Her state of mind is an important factor in the investigation, so I need you to be honest with us.” 
 
    “She wasn’t suicidal,” Carol said, her voice taking on the same edge Anya’s had. “Christ, she was leaving for university in August. All she’s wanted is to leave Tweed for as long as I can remember and she was finally about to do it. She had everything to live for.” 
 
    “Still,” Mason shrugged. “People who have everything a person could want have killed themselves over things that seem trivial. We have to consider it. Depression is serious. If she was depressed, the future wouldn’t matter to her, only how she’s feeling right now.” 
 
    “Just do your job and we won’t have to keep guessing what might have happened,” Anya said.  
 
    “Anya!” 
 
    “Well, this is stupid, Mom.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Mason said. “I’m sorry we haven’t been more help, but we are doing our best. We’ll find her. I just want you to be prepared for every possible outcome. The longer she’s missing, the more likely it is we aren’t going to find her alive.” 
 
    “I know,” Carol said. “But I still hope you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Me too. I’ll be talking to you soon.” 
 
    They left. The trailer was silent for several minutes before Carol spoke. “You can’t talk to the police like that, Anya. It’s disrespectful and rude.” 
 
    “They’re idiots.” 
 
    “Maybe they are, but you’re a child and they deserve some respect.” 
 
    Anya rolled her eyes. “When they find her, I’ll say I’m sorry. Happy?” 
 
    “We have to consider that Mari is gone.” 
 
    “If she is, she didn’t go willingly. I’ll never believe that.” 
 
    Carol wrapped her arms around Anya’s shoulders. “Neither will I, but we might never know for sure.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 FIVE 
 
    “We have to look,” Jason had said. “Just to be sure. Jess said the only reason Joe went into the lake is because he saw someone out by the island. If she floated to the top, they’ll see her and there’ll be evidence.” 
 
    “We dumped her way on the other side, dumbass,” Brad argued. “She was tied to a fucking cement block. Even if it came loose, how’d she float against the current to the island?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Might’ve got caught up on someone’s boat and it dragged her over.” 
 
    Now Brad was stuck in a paddleboat alone, because Luke didn’t want his dad to hear them. They’d been forbidden to go near the lake. That’s why the mission was supposed to be covert. Luke and Jason, the pussy bitch, took another paddleboat to the far side of the island.  
 
    Brad shook his head as he shined his spotlight over the gentle waves, which glowed red under the halogen bulb. Creepy as fuck. The stupid bitch was dead and they threw the knife in with her. There wouldn’t be any evidence to find even if she floated to the shore. This bullshit was what would get them caught, not someone finding her body. 
 
    Despite that bit of logic, though, Luke had agreed with Jason. They should make sure she didn’t come loose. If she did, Luke figured that if they found her instead of the cops, it might take the heat of themselves. Brad just wanted to forget about all of it. Fucking cops had been by his house three days in a row. They practically set up camp at Luke’s place. Why didn’t they give up? Not like Maribel mattered to anyone but her skank mom. World was better without freaks like her around. 
 
    Brad shut the light off and used the oar strapped to the back of the boat to turn it around. He paddled back to shore. Fuck this shit. He spent a few minutes wrestling the boat onto the beach and then took the light from the seat and turned it on again. 
 
    “Help!” he heard someone call. It came from the water. “Please,” the voice said again. “I can’t swim.” 
 
    The voice was strange. Definitely female, but it was garbled. Sort of like whoever was talking was also gargling mouthwash. Brad shone the light left, then right, then turned to shine it into the darkness behind him. Nothing.  
 
    “Please, Brad, don’t leave me out here.” 
 
    Goosebumps erupted over his skin. She couldn’t be alive. He watched her die. Even if Luke lied about her not having a pulse, she was so weak there’s no way she got loose from that rope. He knew his knots and he tied several good ones around those beefy legs. It’d been almost a week since it happened. Even if she did manage to free herself, without medical attention, there’s no way she could have survived. 
 
    “Brad, don’t go.” 
 
    He took a moment to think his options over. Luke would know what to do, but he’d told them already that if they found her, they were to make sure she wasn’t going to cause them problems. A living, breathing Maribel would definitely cause problems. He didn’t have time to get back in the boat and find Luke and Jason, because she could draw attention from the bazillion cops running around the park while he was gone.  
 
    Fuck it. He’d have to find her, drown her again, and then go get Luke.  
 
    “Brad!” her voice was softer, like maybe she was losing strength.  
 
    He waded back into the lake, just to his knees. The chemicals weren’t abrasive, but they said if you inhaled any of the fumes, it knocked you out. He’d only go deep enough to get her.  
 
    “Maribel?” he whispered. “Where are you?” 
 
    Laughter. 
 
    Brad shone the light left and then right before he saw something. About three feet from his position, slightly to the left, he saw bubbles. Small waves rolled against his knees, staining the hem of his shorts as the bubbling circle stretched and then broke, revealing a figure. Its hair was dark, like Maribel’s, and clung to its face. It had no shirt. Just a pink bra…also like Maribel’s. The skin was blue-green, and it looked rough, almost scaly. On the sides of its neck, he saw gill-like protrusions moving in and out. As the figure moved closer, he saw that its chest was soaked in what looked like blood. Brad swallowed the scream that leapt to his throat as it advanced.  
 
    He was hallucinating. Had to be. The fumes from the chemicals were fucking with his brain. It was close enough now that he could make out the tiny ridges running along the skin of its arms. Long strips of seaweed clung to its head and shoulders. It held out a hand and he saw webbing between its long fingers. Despite the mutations, he had no doubt the thing in the water used to be Maribel. 
 
    “What do you want?” he managed to say.  
 
    “You killed me.” 
 
    “I didn’t. You’re right here. Perfectly fine, I’d say.”  
 
    Well, sort of. 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    He swallowed again. The wound in her neck gushed blood. The unpleasant odor of rotting fish filled his nose. How was she still standing? Because he was imagining her. This whole nightmare was just his brain misfiring. Just in case, though, he decided to reason with it. Remind her who was guilty of hurting her. “Look, Maribel, I’m sorry, but it was Luke who went too far. Me and Jason were just bystanders. We thought you were dead. If we knew you weren’t, we’d have gotten help.” 
 
    She laughed. Her blue-tinged lips stretched into a grin. Bits of green material, algae or moss maybe, filled the space between her two front teeth. “Justice must be done, Brad.” 
 
    He backed up, but stumbled over his feet and landed with a splash in the shallow water. As he fell, Maribel leapt on him. Had to be a nightmare. Jason said he’d been having them. Must be sleeping. Any minute he’d wake up and Luke would be standing over him, laughing because he was such an idiot. 
 
    The knife, Luke’s knife, glinted in the swath of light cast by his fallen flashlight. She probably used it to cut the ropes and hid on the stupid island, waiting for them. The weird skin, the blood, all just a ruse to freak him out. 
 
    “You won’t hurt me,” Brad said. “Just get off and we’ll talk this out. If you want someone to pay, it should be Luke. He’s the one that stuck the knife in you. I’ll tell everyone what happened. Promise.” 
 
    When she got off him, he’d push her under. Wait until she stopped moving and then stab her a few more times to be sure. Do it right.  
 
    Maribel grinned again. She plunged the knife into the skin under his chin. Brad screamed, but the sound was quickly squashed by the water filling his mouth.  
 
    Then he was moving. Water rushed over his face. He fought, but she was stronger and dragged him almost effortlessly. When did she get so strong?  
 
    Suddenly, they stopped. Everything was black. He didn’t feel Maribel’s cold hands on his arms, though. Maybe the chemicals made her pass out. Brad attempted to swim to the surface, but as soon as he moved, something hot tore at his belly. He put his hands out, grasping a slick and tube-like thing. A rope maybe. His rescue. It slid over his hands as he tried to grab it, but finally he managed to wrap his fingers around the end and gave it a hard tug. A strange sensation enveloped his belly and he realized, too late, that he held his own intestines.  
 
    — 
 
    “You’re sure he was out here?” Mason asked. “Maybe he took a road trip or went camping.” 
 
    Luke scratched his neck, where a particularly thirsty mosquito left an annoying welt behind. “He said he was going to borrow my dad’s boat, but I told him not to. Said the cops told everyone to stay out of the water. Once he gets an idea in his head, though, it’s kind of hard to talk him out of it. I figured even if he did go out, he’d be careful or you guys would catch him and send him back.” 
 
    “What idea?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “What was the idea you couldn’t get out of his head?” 
 
    “Oh, he said Maribel was probably stranded on the island. I told him that was stupid. Someone would’ve seen her by now, right?” 
 
    “I would imagine so. We searched the island.” 
 
    “But he was convinced she was out there and he would find her.” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “Everyone wants to be a hero, I guess.” 
 
    Brad was the total opposite of a hero, Luke knew, but nodded his head anyway. “I said I wouldn’t lend him the boat and he said he didn’t need my permission to take it. Stupid stuff, you know?” 
 
    Mason nodded. 
 
    “Anyway, we had an argument about it and we both said some things,” he paused for effect. “I just thought he was being dramatic by not speaking to me. Figured he’d come around once he stopped sulking. If I thought he was missing, I’d have called someone. Maybe if I had, they’d have found him out there and it’d be no big deal.” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Mason said as he patted Luke’s shoulder. “A lot’s happened this past week that I’d never have believed and you’re not responsible for Brad’s choices.” 
 
    They stood on the dock watching the boats drift slowly over the water as they searched for bodies. Three now: Maribel, Joe Archer, and Brad. Joe had been fishing off the island the night Maribel disappeared. They found his boat, but no one had seen or heard from him since. Luke knew the moment something happened to Brad. He and Jason heard it, but didn’t investigate until morning. They found nothing, but he waited for Brad’s parents to report him missing before coming forward with what he knew.  
 
    It took them five days to notice their son was gone. Sad, really. His dad wasn’t perfect, but Luke knew if he didn’t see him for a full twenty-four hours, the cops would know about it. Brad’s parents traveled a lot for work and almost never checked in at home. He used to be jealous of Brad’s freedom. Not as much now. 
 
    Mason sighed. “Well, we’ll walk the beach one more time, I guess. Any other places he liked to hang out? Maybe a spot he camped or whatever?” 
 
    Luke shrugged. “We’ve already checked those places. No sign of him.” 
 
    “Should look again. Just to be sure.” 
 
    “Should we split up?” 
 
    “What’s this ‘we’ nonsense?” Mason asked. “You stay put. Don’t need another kid disappearing on me.” 
 
    He let the ‘kid’ insult slide, although Mason’s patronizing tone stung. Luke was more man than Mason would ever be. Dick.  
 
    “I’ll stay away from the lake,” Luke promised. “Me and Jason can check a few spots in town and around Sulphide.” He knew Brad wasn’t in Sulphide or Tweed. They heard him screaming that night. Jason was convinced Maribel survived, which was unlikely, and she’d killed Brad for revenge. Luke thought it was something simpler. Brad got drunk, fell out of the boat, and then the chemicals messed him up. He screamed because he was freaking out and then he drowned.  
 
    But where’s the body? 
 
    “All right,” Mason said as he turned toward shore. “If you find anything, let us know. I’m not joking about the lake, though. Stay out. Got it?” 
 
    Luke nodded. He watched Mason leave and then headed toward the last place he’d seen Brad. They’d pushed the paddleboats into the water behind the trailer park, where the cops wouldn’t notice them. Then, he and Jason paddled north. They’d found the boat the morning after, but no sign of Brad. Luke had left it where it was. Let them think Brad stole it.  
 
    If he’d drowned, Brad’s body wouldn’t have floated too far. The lake was calm that night and most of the week since. Maybe it was stuck in some weeds or got tangled in the buoys near the park.  
 
    They’d have found it if that were the case. The whole thing left a painful pit in his stomach. Luke had no doubt Brad was dead. How it happened was a mystery. Jason’s theory couldn’t be true. Maribel was practically dead when they dumped her. She didn’t have the strength to free herself from the ropes, and she definitely wouldn’t have swum to shore even if she did manage to get loose. She’d already lost a ton of blood on the beach. He didn’t know how much blood a person had to lose to die, but he’d bet she’d been close. 
 
    Luke walked north, away from the park and toward the wooded area that bordered the property. He could hear the motors from the police boats scouring the water, but they were faint. As he moved further into the foliage, they disappeared. The eerie quiet that seemed to dominate every wild place he’d walked didn’t feel peaceful anymore. Instead, it put every sense on edge.  
 
    Finally, as he approached the property line, he heard a smacking, crunching sound. It was similar to that of a poorly mannered person eating. A grunt punctuated the sounds of wet chewing now and then. Luke almost turned back. He didn’t want to fuck with a coyote or, much worse, a fisher. Something pushed him on, though. He had to find Brad and know what happened to him, just so he could let his mind rest. 
 
    He slowed his pace as he pushed through a particularly dense growth of sumac. Now and then, the thorny stems of prickly ash snagged his shorts and scraped his legs. Should’ve worn pants. Mosquitos hummed around his ears. Their song became almost deafening in the moist heat generated by wet soil and overgrown weeds. He swatted them as they landed, but managed to accumulate a few itchy spots as he approached a clearing where a small raccoon foraged on the ground. It looked up as a branch snapped under his foot, clutching something in its tiny paws.  
 
    For a moment, they made eye contact, and Luke thought it might charge at him, but it made a little squeaking sound before it ran off, still holding its prize. Luke waited for a full minute before continuing forward. The unmistakable odor of decay mixed with the fishy aroma of the lake assaulted his senses. The combination made his stomach churn. 
 
    The past few days had been unseasonably hot and the temperatures barely changed overnight, so anything dead rotted rapidly. It could be a fish or even a small mammal. Finding a dead bird on the shore wasn’t uncommon either. However, the sheer intensity of the stink told him whatever lay rotting in there was bigger than a bird or fish.  
 
    He didn’t want to know what attracted the raccoon to this spot, but he continued anyway. This was his penance for what he’d done, he told himself. Whatever he found, however unpleasant, it was necessary that he face it head-on.  
 
    As he cleared the woods and stepped onto the loose soil at the edge of the shore, he heard the flies. It seemed like thousands of them buzzed around the spot, their greenish-black bodies covering a lump that lay half in the water and half on the ground.  
 
    If not for the orange shorts, Luke wouldn’t have recognized the body. Brad wore the same ones the night he’d disappeared, but other than those shorts, nothing else resembled his friend anymore. His skin, where skin remained, was blue, the torso bloated, and the skin peeled from his face, making his bulging eyes horrifically comical. A single tuft of blond hair, about the size of Luke’s fist, clung to his scalp, and his ear hung down like a tent flap with a broken zipper.  
 
    Flies swarmed the chest and belly, which were torn to shreds, the organs spilling over the ground and strewn across the sand by the animals who’d come to feast on him. He realized the raccoon must’ve been carrying a piece of Brad. Probably tore the chunk now missing from his left bicep.  
 
    He focused on the four large lines at Brad’s side, where a big strip of flesh still remained. They looked like claw marks, but Luke would expect the claws of an animal to leave a jagged wound, not one as smooth and precise of those he looked at now. Whatever made those marks had been sharp.  
 
    As sharp as the blade of my knife… 
 
    He knelt next to the body to inspect the wound, but immediately regretted getting closer to the rotting flesh. He’d never smelled anything like it in his life. It was worse than roadkill cooking on a highway, more intense than a fish forgotten in a cooler. It clung to his sinuses. His mouth watered and he turned as vomit burst free. He retched and heaved, throwing up everything he’d ate that morning and then a little more. Spitting, Luke waited to catch his breath before looking back at Brad’s corpse. Covering his nose, he stood. Nothing he could do for him now.  
 
    As he backed away from his dead friend, Luke realized he wasn’t sad. He wasn’t even angry. Maybe it’d come later, but he wouldn’t be surprised if it didn’t. The second he’d heard Brad scream Luke knew he’d met a terrible fate and he’d come to terms with the knowledge they’d never see each other again. Of course, he’d been upset in those first few moments. He wasn’t a sociopath or anything. It just made little sense to focus on negative things that did nothing to help his situation or Brad’s. He’d wrestled with the typical emotions that first day and then resolved them by the time Brad’s parents had called the cops.  
 
    Now, Luke felt something he’d never experienced before and it felt as awful as he thought it would. He was afraid. Somewhere out there, something was killing people. No way did Brad drown. His screams had been the kind that chilled someone to the bone. They’d been desperate and terrified.  
 
    He suddenly doubted himself and what he believed was impossible. If Maribel hadn’t died…he tried to stop the thought as he stared toward the island in the center of the lake, but it wouldn’t be silenced. Either she survived and was seeking revenge or someone else saw what they’d done that night and was fucking with him.  
 
    Something splashed. Luke looked up. A dark spot floated a few feet south of the island. He thought he saw it wave, but must’ve imagined it. Probably a clump of weeds or a piece of garbage.  
 
    Laughter broke through the gentle sloshing of water against the shore. Luke felt the intense urge to piss as his entire mid-section tightened at the sound. Dread so intense it knotted in his chest like a fist, made him weak. He couldn’t see the dark spot anymore, but that didn’t make him feel better.  
 
    He backed away from Brad’s body. He’d tell Mason where to find Brad and then get the fuck out of Tweed. It was time to end this unfortunate chapter and move on with his life while he still had the chance to do so. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
    TEN YEARS LATER 
 
    The light of the fire cast an orange glow over the waves that gently caressed the shore. BenSon’s Trailer Park had closed long ago, but after cleaning the place up and getting the lake approved for swimming by the EPA, new owners had reopened the property last year and now hosted weddings and other events, as well as renting out plots to campers. Mark had convinced Stacy to camp with him at the legendary Blood Lake and see what all the fuss was about. He’d asked Billy and Philip to come along, just in case Stacy continued the ice princess routine. At least he wasn’t alone and the trip wouldn’t be a total snooze-fest if she kept refusing to put out. 
 
    “You sure it’s safe to camp?” Stacy swatted her arm. “Fucking bugs everywhere. Should’ve rented a trailer. The tent is going to be full of mosquitos and we’ll be a mess by morning.” 
 
    “Bugs won’t kill you,” he said. “And a trailer would get bugs too.” 
 
    “Not as many.” 
 
    “I closed the flap, so you’ll be fine when we go to bed.” 
 
    She opened her purse and rummaged around for a moment. Finally, she pulled out the white and orange bottle of ‘organic’ insect repellent her hippie mom concocted for her and soaked herself in it. It smelled like oranges and assholes. “I meant is the lake safe,” she said as she put the bottle back into her purse. “They closed the park before because the chemical spill made the soil and water toxic. It’s why no one lives here like they did before.” 
 
    Philip snorted. “It’s not closed anymore. They can’t let people in unless it’s safe. You’re fine. Hey, Bill, weren’t you supposed to grab the cooler?” 
 
    “It’s in the water.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Stays cold in there.” 
 
    Stacy shook out the blanket she’d taken from the trunk of her car and then laid it on the sand. As she sat down, Mark searched the beach for a better seat. He saw a log lying in a cluster of weeds by the shore and went to retrieve it. As he dragged it to the fire, Stacy lay on her back and stared up at the sky.  
 
    “There are a shit ton of stars up there,” she said. “Pretty.” 
 
    “Country life isn’t so terrible, eh?” Mark nudged her foot with his before sitting on the log. “If you come closer to the fire, the mosquitos will leave you alone too.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “The repellent is working.” 
 
    Mark picked up his beer and drank half of it as Billy and Philip joined him.  
 
    “Got any scary stories?” Billy asked.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s what you do around a campfire.” 
 
    “When you’re seven maybe.” 
 
    “Better than listening to you two bicker like an old married couple.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous.” Mark threw a handful of sand at him. 
 
    Billy sputtered as he brushed it from his face. “Jerk.” 
 
    “I have a story,” Stacy said as she sat up. “You guys know the legend of The Blood Lake Monster?” 
 
    “The what lake?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Blood Lake.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Right here, dummy.” 
 
    “Isn’t this Stoco Lake?” 
 
    Mark smiled at the scowl on Stacy’s face. “Officially, yeah, but the locals call it Blood Lake because it was red for a long time,” he explained. “From the chemical spill.” 
 
    “That’s not scary.” 
 
    Stacy smiled, finally, and leaned toward the fire. “That’s not the whole story. The chemical spill turning the water red isn’t the only reason they call it Blood Lake.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “You want to hear it or not?” 
 
    Philip shrugged. “Sure. Nothing better to do.” 
 
    “About ten years ago, there was this girl named Maribel Daniels,” Stacy said. “She was kind of a loner, but nice enough. My sister said she was fat and gross, but I saw her yearbook photo online and she was just plain. Not ugly or anything.” 
 
    “Does that matter?” Mark asked.  
 
    “Guess not. Anyway, she just graduated high school and was coming home from work one night when a bunch of guys attacked her. They raped her, killed her, and dumped her lifeless body into the lake. At exactly the same time she was being murdered, a truck overturned on a nearby bridge, and dumped toxic chemicals into the lake, turning it red for a long time, as you all know.” 
 
    “So far, I’m not scared,” Billy said. He disappeared into the shadows near the water’s edge for a moment before reappearing with three bottles of beer. He handed one to Mark and then to Philip. “Hey, I remember seeing pictures of that on Facebook. You sure it was ten years ago?” 
 
    “I think it happened in the ‘nineties,” Mark said. “They have a Facebook page devoted to it because of all the drownings. Sort of like a memorial. It’s safe now. Has been for like, five years at least.” 
 
    Stacy cleared her throat. “Can I finish the story?” 
 
    Mark opened his beer. “Carry on.” 
 
    “Anyway, Maribel wasn’t quite dead when they dumped her. She drowned, but the chemicals replaced the blood in her body and brought her back to life, only she wasn’t the same. She mutated into a fish-like monster, with scales and gills and seaweed growing out of her skin. Kind of like the Swamp Thing.” 
 
    “Well,” Philip interrupted, “actually, the swamp thing was made of plant material, so she’s not like the swamp thing.” 
 
    “She has seaweed growing from her pores.” 
 
    “And gills and scales, you said. She lives in the lake, not the swamp, so that’s fish, not plants.” 
 
    Stacy sighed. “My point is she was no longer human. She became a monster with one desire: blood.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Billy wiggled his fingers, “scary.” 
 
    Stacy ignored him. Mark saw the twitch in her jaw, though. He nudged Billy with his foot to make him shut up.  
 
    “She surfaced a few days after her murder to get revenge on her killers,” Stacy continued. “But she couldn’t find them, so she killed any man who went into the water. Finally, though, about a week after she died, she got one of her attackers: Brad Johnson.” 
 
    “He actually did die here,” Philip added. “Remember that, Mark?” 
 
    “Yeah. My parents were all freaked out. Threatened to ground us if we so much as looked at the lake. Then they moved, because people kept drowning.” 
 
    “Hey,” Stacy said, glaring at him. “Who’s telling the story here?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Mark said. “Please, carry on.” 
 
    She smoothed her shorts and then cleared her throat. “Brad Johnson was found with his belly cut open and his body torn apart by fish. They said he must’ve drowned, because the chemical made him pass out or whatever, and then the fish fed on his body. They banned anyone from swimming in the lake until the EPA determined it was safe.” 
 
    “My dad said the chemicals they spilled couldn’t do that. Said something else made them drown.” 
 
    “Like what?” Philip asked. 
 
    Mark shrugged. “Dad said he caught some kids swimming. Bunch of girls from church. They didn’t pass out or drown. He said he told the cops but they acted all shifty about it. Wouldn’t even write up a report.” 
 
    “Your dad is also full of shit, Mark.” 
 
    “He’s not a liar.” 
 
    Philip laughed. “He also said he wasn’t cheating on your mom, but your half-brother says otherwise.”  
 
    Mark shrugged, but didn’t argue. His dad might be a shitty person, but he had no reason to lie about those kids.  
 
    “God, you guys are the worst listeners I’ve ever met,” Stacy said. “Can I tell the damn story or what?”  
 
    “Whatever,” Mark said. He was over this stupid story, but didn’t want to piss Stacy off any more than she already was. 
 
    “Brad didn’t drown,” she said. “Because Mark’s right. Those chemicals weren’t toxic. Maribel caught him and ripped his belly open with her long claws and left him for the fish. They say that she still haunts Blood Lake, searching day after day, year after year, for the rest of her killers.” 
 
    “Is that the scary part?” Billy asked. “Because I’m not scared.” 
 
    “No. It’s said that if a woman is done wrong by a man, all she has to do is take him to Blood Lake and pray to Maribel, and Maribel will make sure the man never harms another woman again.” 
 
    “So, she’s some kind of avenging angel?” 
 
    “No. A ghost, I think, that can’t move on until she gets revenge on her killers. Only problem with that is no one knows for sure who was involved.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Philip said after several seconds of silence. “Is that why you brought us here? We do something wrong?” 
 
    Stacy patted his knee. “Mark brought you, not me. And it’s just a story. Besides, Maribel can’t leave the water. As long as you stick close to shore, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It’s part of the legend. The gills mean she has to live in the lake. She’s doomed to spend eternity in there. Every monster has limits.” 
 
    “Do they?” 
 
    “It’s like, a rule or something.” 
 
    Mark laughed and threw a clump of dirt at Stacy. “Sorry, babe, but that wasn’t scary.” 
 
    “No? Let’s go for a swim then, Braveheart.” 
 
    He glanced at the lake and then at Stacy. “Maybe later.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not scared.” Stacy stood and took off her shirt. She stripped down to her bra and panties and walked to the edge of the lake.  
 
    Mark swallowed as he watched her nearly naked body move away. Little tease. He and Billy and Philip stayed on the beach.  
 
    “She’s nuts,” Billy said. “But I can see why you like her.” 
 
    “Fuck off. Look away.” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t. Half-naked girls must be stared at. Guy code.” 
 
    Mark punched Billy’s arm. “Stop being a dick.” He finished his beer and stood. “We can’t have her making us look like pussies, boys.” 
 
    “I’m okay with it,” Philip said. “You have fun freezing your balls off in there.” 
 
    Mark walked the short distance to the water. Stacy waved and then went under. She reappeared a few feet away. He quickly stripped off his shirt and shoes and walked in after her.  
 
    Stacy laughed. “Careful, it’s cold.” 
 
    The frigid waves lapped at his balls. He took a breath and dove in anyway, surfacing about a foot from Stacy. “Come warm me up.” 
 
    She moved toward him. “What about the others?”  
 
    “What about them?” Mark reached for her and then fumbled with the catch on her bra.  
 
    “They can see us.” 
 
    “They can see our heads, but they can’t see what goes on underwater.” He kissed her neck and then her mouth. “Come on. Have mercy on me.” 
 
    She sighed. “Fine, but let’s make it quick. I’m freezing.” 
 
    “Way to make a guy feel wanted.” 
 
    She slid her hand down the front of his shorts and grabbed his dick. “Better?” 
 
    “Little bit.” 
 
    “Maybe we should get out of here before Maribel wakes up.” 
 
    Mark groaned as she splashed away. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “If you can catch me, I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    He glanced at the shore and then back at Stacy’s head as she swam away.  
 
    — 
 
    Stacy wanted Mark to catch her, but didn’t want to make it too easy, so when he waded into the lake, she swam further away.  
 
    “Wait,” he called. “I don’t want this to turn into a rescue.” 
 
    “Mine or yours?” 
 
    Mark closed the distance between them and pulled her against him. They couldn’t touch the bottom. Trying to kiss while keeping themselves afloat was awkward and not the romantic moment she’d had in mind.  
 
    “Let’s go in a little,” she said between gulps of air. “Before one of us gets a cramp.” 
 
    He dragged her with him until she felt the sandy bottom of the lake against her toes. Before she could say anything else, his hands were on her boobs, her ass, and then finally, the clasp of her bra.  
 
    “Mark,” she managed between sloppy kisses, “they can see us.” 
 
    “Nothing they haven’t seen before. Come on. You going to say no again?” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m not saying no. I just don’t want an audience.” 
 
    Mark glance toward the shore. “They can’t see us any more clearly than we can see them.” 
 
    Good point. Billy and Philip were little dots on the beach. She didn’t know why she suddenly got cold feet. It wasn’t her first time, and she liked Mark. A lot. Something about the lake bothered her. The legend was stupid. Just a fiction made up by locals to frighten people. She knew this, but her brain still told her it was better to seal the deal somewhere else.  
 
    Mark had other ideas, though. His hands were inside her panties. She pulled his boxers over his hips and then wrapped her legs around him.  
 
    “Finally,” Mark whispered.  
 
    Stacy was about to reply, when something brushed against her leg. “What was that?” 
 
    Mark thrust inside her. “Wow. I hope you’re trying to be funny.” 
 
    “Not you. Something touched my leg. Did you feel it?” 
 
    “I feel something,” he said, “but it’s not my leg.” 
 
    It touched her leg again, but this time she felt a sharp edge scrape her skin. 
 
    “Mark, seriously.” She tried to untangle herself from his arms. “Something is under there.” 
 
    He held her tight. “It’s a fish. Calm down, I’m almost done.” 
 
    “Already?”  
 
    “You made me wait forever. What do you expect?” 
 
    He thrust a few more times, grunting as he finished rather unspectacularly. She didn’t have time to be annoyed, though. The thing was back at her legs. It slid up the length of her thigh before leaving again.  
 
    She shivered. “I’m going in. Hate fish.” 
 
    Mark chuckled as he felt around beneath the water. “Lost my shorts. Shit.” 
 
    She laughed. Her panties were tangled around her ankle. She had no trouble pulling them back on and then righting her bra. Philip and Billy would tease him pretty ruthlessly for losing his clothes.  
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing they haven’t seen before.” Stacy began wading back to shore. The sand slid between her toes as she walked. Now and then, she felt the fish return, but tried not to freak out and make a scene as it circled her legs. She was almost out, but didn’t check to see if Mark followed. He’d make it back in his own time; once he got the nerve to emerge with all his bits hanging out. She laughed to herself.  
 
    “Stacy?”  
 
    Something about his voice sounded off. Stacy turned around. The water rolled under the moonlight, but she saw no sign of him. Her heart picked up its pace as she waded back in. “Mark?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Come on. This isn’t funny.” 
 
    The water lapped at her belly, reminding her that whatever got him could easily get her as well. She took several steps back as she searched the darkness. They weren’t out very far. If he was fucking around—several feet away, the water splashed. Mark’s head emerged, arms thrashing about. He struggled for a few seconds before going under again.  
 
    “Mark!” She was frozen to the spot. Part of her brain urged her to go help him, but another part, the slick, smart lizard part of it, said to get the hell out before the same happened to her. She ran as fast as the sand and water allowed. On shore, Billy and Philip rushed toward her.  
 
    “What’s wrong? Where’s Mark?” Philip caught her as she tripped. “Stacy! Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she gasped. “He was there and then he went under. I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    Billy ran into the water. Stacy stumbled onto the dry sand.  
 
    “I see something,” Billy said.  
 
    Stacy watched him swim toward a dark object floating a few feet away. She prayed it wasn’t Mark, or if it was, that he was okay. Maybe the legend was true, or, more likely, maybe the lake wasn’t safe to swim in after all.  
 
    Billy dragged the object in. Once he was close to the shore, she realized it was Mark, but he wasn’t moving. Philip ran to the fire. He rummaged through his bag before returning with his phone.  
 
    “Is he breathing?” she asked.  
 
    Philip shone the light from his phone on Mark’s prone form. “I don’t think so,” he said quietly.  
 
    Stacy’s throat felt constricted as she approached. Mark’s eyes were open, but he stared at nothing. His throat…she wanted to throw up at the sight of the gash that opened the skin from ear to ear. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Hey,” Billy said pointing toward the lake. “Who is that?” 
 
    She looked up. There, at least twenty feet from shore, a woman’s head floated just above the surface. It was difficult to make out any features in the dark, but she had no doubt it was female. “Hey!” Stacy yelled. “We’re calling the cops.” 
 
    Laughter.  
 
    “Who is that?” Philip asked.  
 
    The laughter died as the woman sank beneath the surface. She didn’t reappear. Stacy swallowed against the lump that choked her throat. It couldn’t be.  
 
    “I’m calling nine-one-one,” Billy said. “Maybe he’s—” 
 
    “He’s dead, man,” Philip said. “Call the cops.” 
 
    “She killed him,” Stacy said.  
 
    “We don’t know that’s what happened. Maybe it was a fish or something.” 
 
    “No,” Stacy said. She’d never been more sure of anything in her life. “Maribel killed him.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 SEVEN 
 
    “In local news,” the tinny, too cheerful radio voice said, “last night a man was attacked by an unknown assailant in Stoco Lake, which is often referred to as ‘Blood Lake’ by residents. The lake, located in the Municipality of Tweed, has been the focus of controversy in recent years, first after the accidental dumping of noxious chemicals from the now closed Esco Plant, and then due to multiple suspicious drownings in the years following. Police aren’t releasing many details of the most recent victim of Stoco Lake’s so-called curse, including the man’s name, until the next of kin have been notified and a thorough investigation is conducted, but a source in the department confirmed that they have not ruled out foul play.” 
 
    Anya turned the radio down as she passed the Welcome to Tweed sign. It’d been a long time since she drove the familiar road into Tweed. Except for a couple of new houses and storefronts, it hadn’t changed much. They added a war memorial to the park, and some new play equipment, and the Petro Canada station was now Mac’s Milk. A Subway had been added to the side of the building, along with some extra gas pumps out front.  
 
    The early sun glinted off the damp road as she passed the Becker’s store, where Mari used to work, now a Daisy Mart, the Valu-Mart grocery store, which used to be an I.G.A, and then she stopped at the traffic lights adjacent to its parking lot. Several buildings were empty. Where a video store and ice cream parlor used to stand was a vacant lot. She recalled something in the news about a fire caused by one of the tenants living upstairs.  
 
    The light turned green and Anya drove on. The old Tweedsmuir hadn’t changed, nor had the Legion or the Bank of Montreal. A gym had taken over one side of the furniture store, and the car lot was closed, but the old I.D.A. drug store remained. She smiled. It was comforting to see that ten years hadn’t altered the town too much. The businesses might have changed names, but the century-old brick buildings were still the same. She’d have been a little sad if it got too modernized. While Tweed had its faults, she loved the quaint, time capsule feel of her home, even if it had taken everything from her and her mother.  
 
    Thinking of her mom made Anya’s smile fade. She’d been gone a little over three months. The cancer had been aggressive, barely giving Anya enough time to adjust to the idea of life without her. When she asked Anya to move on and to stop looking for Maribel, Anya had said she would, but she knew she’d never keep her promise, even as she said the words.  
 
    It’d gone on for years. Her mom begged Anya to leave it alone and Anya would, for a while, but then she’d become obsessed by the mystery surrounding Maribel’s disappearance again and she’d do a bit of digging. Her mom would find out and they’d start the process once more. Investigating the matter was “inviting trouble,” according to her mother. Maribel was gone and knowing the why and how of it wouldn’t bring her back.  
 
    Anya knew nothing would change the fact that her sister was dead, but she couldn’t let it end there. Someone took Maribel and, although she’d been reluctant to admit it for a long time, they’d killed her. It was the only explanation. She would never have left without a trace. She might have been unhappy, but she loved her family. If Maribel were alive, they’d have heard from her by now. 
 
    As she drove over the bridge that carried travelers out of Tweed again, Anya slowed. The Tim Horton’s was new. Well, new to her anyway. She saw signs of age in the chipped paint on the walls and faded lines of the parking lot. She continued past it, to the turn taking her up Sulphide Road. She drove slowly, knowing she was mere minutes away from the Greenwood Road turn off. She could’ve just gone through Stoco. It would’ve been faster. Taking this route allowed her to revisit her childhood a little and it gave her some time to prepare herself before she had to confront the memories waiting for her in the park. 
 
    She saw the turn and took a deep breath as she drove toward the place she visited almost daily in her nightmares. When she’d called about booking a camping spot, the new owners, relatives of Ben and Luke Wilson, had asked if she had her own trailer or would she be renting one of theirs. She had planned to pitch a tent, but decided a trailer would be better. If she stayed in a trailer, she could take as long as necessary and it afforded her some comfort and privacy.  
 
    She passed the sign announcing BenSon’s trailer park, a newer model of the old sign. On their website, they called the place a resort. She couldn’t imagine what it might look like now. Hopefully, it was totally changed and nothing of her old life remained. It’d mean the memories might not return en masse.  
 
    Anya circled the roundabout before parking her car in the lot. Police vehicles lined the left side, but she didn’t see any cops. She sat motionless for several minutes, working up the nerve to go in. The main building was exactly the same from the outside. Not a single detail had changed. Inside, if nothing had changed there either, she’d find a lobby that led to an indoor pool and stairs that took her up to the bar on one side and a banquet all on the other. Along the sides and back of the building were the owners’ living quarters and a few hotel rooms.  
 
    Although she knew it was there, Anya couldn’t bring herself to look at the lake. In the periphery of her vision, she saw yellow police tape fluttering in the light breeze coming off the water.  
 
    “This is stupid,” she told herself and grabbed her purse from the passenger seat. She got out of the car and walked to the main doors. Before she could change her mind, she opened the door and marched inside. The lobby was dimly lit and she took a moment to adjust to the change in brightness. No one manned the desk, but a bell had been placed against the pillar at the center of it. Anya dinged it once. There was some shuffling from behind the wall and then a woman appeared. She smiled. “Good morning. How can I help you?” 
 
    Anya returned the smile. “I booked a trailer. Anya Daniels.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” The woman opened a large book and ran a finger down the page. “Trailer five. Is it just you?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” She inhaled deeply as doubt made her want to leave and never come back. With the breath, she took in the scent of chlorine and stale beer. Upstairs, she heard someone cursing and then laughter. Chairs moved and a set of keys jingled. Getting ready for the day. How many times had she roamed this place as a kid? So many Saturday mornings following Ben around, helping him take the chairs off the tables in the bar or carrying garbage out to the dumpsters for five bucks and a free afternoon of swimming in the pool. She’d thought it was cool back then, but now as she looked through the tinted glass windows to the pool, she realized it was small and kind of dated. Probably filthy too, considering the kind of clientele that frequented the trailer park in those days.  
 
    “Give me a minute and I’ll grab the keys,” the woman said. “You can follow me out in your car.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you outside.” Anya was too happy to get out of there. The sights and smells were overwhelming. She stood alone for a few minutes before the woman emerged from the building and walked toward a golf cart parked along the side.  
 
    Anya waited for her to pull out onto the path leading away from the main building to the park and then followed her. They passed the site where the trailers used to be—now a field dominated by a large outdoor stage—and took the path around a large bend, into what looked like a wooded area that opened onto a neatly trimmed field with eight trailers evenly spaced in a large square. Each had a deck, but they were pretty simple structures. Probably got a deal on the lot of them. She didn’t see her old trailer anywhere, thank god.  
 
    The woman stopped the cart and got off. She pointed Anya toward a trailer with a large 5 on it in red spray paint. She pulled the car up to the end and then got out. Anya followed her to the back of the trailer where she pointed to a large cord plugged into a post.  
 
    “This gives you electricity.” 
 
    Anya nodded. “I’m pretty familiar with trailer parks.” 
 
    “Right. Well, if your power goes out, check here before coming to the office. Sometimes kids pull them out or a racoon chews threw the cord. Got lots of those around here. They’re too domesticated.” 
 
    “Are they mean?” 
 
    “Not usually. Clean up your garbage. There’s a dumpster over there, behind the utility shed.” She pointed toward the farthest trailer. “Make sure you close the lid tight, and keep your door closed. You shouldn’t have any trouble with them.” 
 
    “Okay.” Anya didn’t like the idea of glorified rodents lurking about. When she was a kid, one of the neighbors got bit by a racoon and had to get treated for rabies. It was awful. 
 
    “All trailers have running water as well,” the woman continued. 
 
    ‘Did they ever fix the septic tank?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “When we lived here it was always backing up. My mom said it was too small for the number of people using it.” 
 
    “Oh, you used to live here…when they renovated, they replaced everything. Only problem now is pressure sucks in these things. You can use the showers inside for five bucks a shot if you don’t like the one in the trailer. A lot of our guests prefer to shower inside. We also have a laundry facility and the bar has a restaurant now, so you can get meals in there too.” 
 
    Anya only half-listened to the woman’s speech. The mention of showers brought back the last time she’d seen Maribel. Her annoyance about not being able to shower before school seemed stupid now. She’d been rude to Maribel and showered in the main building. Luke had given her a ride to school that day. His questions seemed innocent enough at the time, but every time she thought about them and the conversation she overheard between Luke, Brad, and Jason later, she realized he might have planned something all along. He hated that Mari wasn’t interested in him like other girls. Maybe it bruised his ego that a girl as plain as Mari wasn’t flattered by his attention or something.  
 
    “We ask that you don’t bring any guests in without approval and no loud music after eight o’clock on weeknights,” the woman continued as they moved to the front of the trailer, pulling Anya out of her memories. “If anyone else stays in the trailer, it’s an extra twenty-five per night. You have to clear each person with me at the desk. It’s important for security reasons that we know who is in the park at all times.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There’s been a lot of unfortunate things happen around here.” 
 
    “Right, the drownings.”  
 
    “Not all of them were accidental, but I didn’t tell you that.” 
 
    Anya smiled. “Got it.” 
 
    “Anyway, I noticed you’ve booked a month, so I should warn you that we have live bands at least once a week throughout the summer. If you’re wanting quiet, you might not want to hang around on the weekends. They go most of the day, but Caleb tries to wrap everything up around midnight. There’s a list of events on the board in the lobby.” 
 
    “Do you guys still have the Victoria Day weekend bash?” 
 
    “May two-four?” She laughed. “No. Costs too much and isn’t worth the hassle. We do a rodeo and some outdoor concerts. There’s always a few little events, like weddings, but for the most part, it’s quiet Sunday to Thursday.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anya said. “I may stay longer, if that’s okay. Just wanted to see how the first couple of weeks go before I decide.” A half-truth. She hoped to wrap up Maribel’s disappearance in less than a month, but she wasn’t leaving until it was done, even if it took a year.  
 
    “Trailers get booked pretty fast. You might want to put some money down on a second month so we don’t give it to someone else.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks. Do you still rent to guests through the winter?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but only two of the trailers are winterized.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose number five is one of them?” 
 
    “No. Sorry.” She handed Anya a key on a small fob advertising the park. “If you were interested in staying on though, I can find out from Caleb if one of the others are spoken for. You could always book a room if they are.” 
 
    “That’d be great. Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” She scribbled something on her clipboard. “Daniels, that name sounds familiar.” 
 
    “It’s a common name,” Anya said as she walked toward the side of the trailer.  
 
    “No, I mean…” the woman tapped her chin. “Maribel!” 
 
    Hearing her sister’s name on someone else’s lips was unsettling. Her mom refused to even utter it for years. “What?” 
 
    “Maribel Daniels, the girl who disappeared here about ten years back. You’re related to her?” 
 
    Anya sighed. “She was my sister.” 
 
    “Sorry.” The woman had the good sense to look embarrassed. “It was big news. People still talk about her.” 
 
    “At least she wasn’t forgotten.” 
 
    “Yeah…”  
 
    They were quiet. The silence stretched to the point of awkward before Anya spoke. “Well, I better get settled in. It was a long drive and I’m pretty wiped.” 
 
    “Yes, and please, if you need anything, just ask for me. I’m Katie.” 
 
    “All right. Thanks.” 
 
    “Sorry if I stepped in it,” Katie said. “I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
 
    “It’s fine. That was a long time ago. I barely think about it.” 
 
    “Right. Okay, well, I better get to work.” She handed a key to Anya. “There’s your key. There’s a spare in the office if you lose it, but try not to do that. Nice to have you back, Anya.” 
 
    Anya smiled and then walked quickly to the door. As Katie drove off, she unlocked the trailer and escaped inside.  
 
    — 
 
    Something was different. Maribel slipped through the water, reveling in the sensation of the cool waves over her skin. Most of the time, she felt nothing. Knew nothing. She only woke when she was hungry and even those times, her thoughts were simple and emotion was absent. Now, though, her senses were on fire. Feelings she barely remembered flooded her body, making it difficult to remain still. She felt alive again, but the sensation didn’t make her feel good. It made her feel vulnerable. It was an unwelcome feeling she didn’t want to remember. 
 
    Over the years her mind had changed, along with her body, as the circuits in her brain adapted to life as a creature forced to live on the fringes of what used to be familiar. Mostly, she thought about Luke and Jason. Heard Luke’s laughter, their taunts, Jason’s panic as Luke tossed her body into the water. Over and over again, the night repeated in her mind. The anger at the injustice she was forced to accept, the only emotion she seemed capable of feeling, was ever-present. Occasionally, the sensation of someone in the water with her would bring her back to the present, and her mind would clear, the anger would ebb, making room for the hunger. She lusted after their blood. Hunting for prey became as essential as breathing used to be. She felt no guilt about what she did; only frustrated that they were never the ones she wanted most.  
 
    Now, something new tickled her mind as she pushed her initial fear aside: a memory. Long brown hair, like her own, blue eyes, and a laugh that could change anyone’s mood.  
 
    Anya… 
 
    The name felt foreign, yet familiar. She hadn’t thought of names in a long time. This one was special. This one calmed the hunger. It quenched the thirst for vengeance. It made her feel…at home.  
 
    The memories returned almost at once. Her mother. Her sister. They called out to her, but Maribel couldn’t answer. She was gone. What remained was something they couldn’t understand. She stayed hidden. Initially, she thought they’d return and she told herself she would be ready to show them what she’d become. She’d waited and waited, but they didn’t come back. The pain of their abandonment was almost too much to bear at first, but eventually she forgot about them. Forgot everything but hunting.  
 
    Now, all of it returned. She surfaced to investigate. The park was never out of her sight, because Luke and Jason remained there. Luke built a house near the lake, and Jason couldn’t seem to stay away. They never went in the lake, though. She suspected Luke knew she was waiting for him. She had all the time in the world. Luke did not. One day, soon hopefully, she’d have him.  
 
    Maribel saw a woman walking out of the main building with Anya. She was easy to recognize, because she hadn’t changed much. Sure, she was taller, a little more filled out, but she still walked the same, smelled the same.  
 
    Maribel was ready now. She would show Anya what they’d done to her, and Anya would help her get justice. Then she’d tell their mom and they could be a family again. 
 
    The dull sound of an engine interrupted her surveillance. Maribel sank beneath the water to wait. As the shadow of a boat passed over her head, the hunger returned. She didn’t usually hunt in daylight, but Anya needed a sign.  
 
    — 
 
    “Why are we out here?” Jason shifted in his seat as Luke turned the boat around. 
 
    “It’s my job, dumbass.” 
 
    “Don’t know why I had to come.” 
 
    Luke looked pointedly at their companion, Ken, a cop like Luke, just doing as his boss ordered. “I invited you because you’re a good fisherman, Jason. If we see something, I need you to identify it.” 
 
    “You really think a giant fish slashed someone’s throat?” 
 
    “Seen stranger things,” Ken said. “Look at that fellow that got himself hung up on the buoys last year. Freakiest thing. One in a million chance that’d ever happen again.” 
 
    Luke nodded, although he suspected that guy didn’t wrap the buoy line around his own neck. The way it’d been twisted along with the bruises on his arms that weren’t from a rope, suggested someone with a significant amount of strength had done it for him. Nearly cut his head clean off. The medical examiner, though, concluded that the guy, drunk as most night swimmers were, got tangled, panicked, and then struggled. The more he struggled, the tighter the line became until he passed out and drowned. She also said it was possible a boat had caught the line and dragged him for a while, which accounted for the near-decapitation.  
 
    It was a stretch, but for folks who didn’t know about Maribel, it was the only answer that made sense. At the time, he couldn’t tell anyone about her without explaining why she’d be hiding out there. The first year after she killed Brad, he locked his doors and slept with one eye open, waiting for her to show up and finish him off too.  
 
    She never came.  
 
    It wasn’t until much later that he realized she couldn’t leave her hiding place near the lake without being discovered, so she waited for him to come to her. Let her fucking stay out here alone until she died.  
 
    He figured he was safe enough to search the lake now, because it was broad daylight and he had Jason and Ken with him. Coming after him would mean revealing herself to Ken, and then she’d have to kill them all. She might be able to handle one, maybe even two, but no way could she fight off three men. Besides, no one ever seemed to die during the day. Every accident happened after dusk. Easier to hide her identity, he supposed. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ken pointed toward the small island near the center of the lake. “Another body, you think?” 
 
    The waves from the boat rippled toward the object floating near the shore of the island. It sure looked like a body. Luke turned toward it. “Everyone stays in the boat, no matter what happens. Got it?” 
 
    “If it’s a body, we gotta get it out,” Ken said.  
 
    “We’re not certified for water rescue. Even if we were, that looks pretty dead to me.” 
 
    “Better to get it out, though. See what happened.” 
 
    “The boat is barely big enough for the three of us. We’ll check it out first, call it in, and then see if we can pull it in without dumping ourselves in with it.” 
 
    “Sure, you’re the boss.” 
 
    The woman floated face-down. Her long, dark hair fanned out around her head and her arms were spread wide. He cut the engine as they neared the body.  
 
    “Fucking weird,” Ken whispered. “Look at her skin.” 
 
    Luke couldn’t look away from it. Blue, shiny, and coated with clumps of weeds. Just like the story the kids made up about Maribel being a monster. “Could be discolored from floating in here,” he said. “May have gotten caught up near the island. I keep saying we need to clear the shoreline there.” 
 
    “Looks like she’s got scales.” 
 
    “Does that sound likely to you?” Jason asked. “It’s a trick of the light or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Just kind of cool.” Ken nudged Luke’s elbow. “Get us closer so I can check her pulse.” 
 
    Luke didn’t want to move closer. He wanted to go back. Call someone else. Since the accident with Maribel, he’d learned to play it safe. Do the smart thing, not the impulsive thing.  
 
    “Let’s go back,” he said, fumbling with the ignition switch. “Get the swimmers out here to see to her.” 
 
    “She could sink in the meantime,” Ken reasoned. “Or float away. Could tie her to the side, drag her in.” 
 
    “Kind of sounds wrong,” Jason said. “Like disrespectful to the dead. And, if she’s been murdered, wouldn’t that ruin any evidence on her body?” 
 
    “It might,” Luke said. There was no evidence. This was a trick. Either Maribel was setting him up or some asshole kids were playing a prank. Either way, he wasn’t touching that body. 
 
    “She’s in the water, bud,” Ken said. “And judging by the color of her skin and all that seaweed on her, she’s been here a while. Doubt there’s anything left to ruin.” 
 
    “Christ, Ken, it’s like you’re new. This is a crime scene and you’ll treat it as such. I’m calling it in.” 
 
    He picked up his radio and switched it on. Turning his back on Ken, he radioed the main building. “Katie, you there?” 
 
    “Yep. What’s up?” 
 
    “I need you to go outside and tell one of my guys we need swimmers. Looks like we’ve got a body near the island.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “We’ll wait here for them so we don’t lose sight of it.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Luke turned to find Ken leaning over the side of the boat. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “Got her arm. Hang on…” 
 
    “Get in the boat, Ken.” 
 
    Jason had moved to the opposite side of the boat, as far from the body as he could get. Like that’d help the situation at all. “Luke, this is bad. I want to go.” 
 
    “Leave it alone, Ken. That’s an order.” 
 
    “She’s got a pulse,” Ken said. “We should pull her in.” 
 
    “No way.” Jason held tightly to the sides of the boat. “If she’s got a pulse, why is she fucking blue?” 
 
    “She hasn’t got a pulse,” Luke reasoned. “You’re just imagin—” 
 
    The boat lurched as Ken disappeared over the side. Jason screamed and Luke went for his gun. He wasn’t fast enough. The body was gone. So was Ken. Bubbles appeared on the surface. He and Jason stared at them until they disappeared.  
 
    Ken shouted from somewhere behind them. Luke turned. There, about ten feet away, Ken thrashed and bobbed, unable to keep his head above water.  
 
    “We have to help him,” Jason said.  
 
    “And get dragged in, too?” Morally, Jason was right. You didn’t just watch a man die if you could stop it. This wasn’t a typical situation, though, and Ken completely disobeyed orders. Whatever happened was his own damn fault. They’d never make it to him in time anyway. Luke picked up the radio. “Katie?” 
 
    “Swimmers are gearing up,” she replied. 
 
    “Ken went over the side,” he said. “A…uh…” 
 
    “Fish got him,” Jason finished.  
 
    Luke pressed the button on the side of the radio. “A fish got him. Big one. He went under and we can’t see him.” 
 
    “Okay,” Katie replied. “I’m going to tell them. You guys be careful. Stay in the boat.” 
 
    He set the radio down as Ken disappeared and didn’t resurface. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Jason whispered.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 EIGHT 
 
    Maribel dragged the struggling man deep into the water. This was the closest she’d come. Both of them in the same boat. Both just inches from her grasp. She’d acted too soon, though. Grabbed before thinking. The hunger just got so intense, her body acted of its own accord and before she knew it, she had him. She should’ve tipped the whole boat. Get them once and for all. Still could, but that seemed too easy now that they were within reach. They should feel the same terror she felt that night. Death shouldn’t come swiftly to Luke Wilson. 
 
    She let go of her prey long enough for him to swim to the surface. She waited for the boat to fire its motor. It didn’t. Luke’s sense of self-preservation was still strong.  
 
    The man’s flailing legs churned up a cloud of debris. If she waited too long, he might swim to shore. She darted toward him, mouth open wide. Her teeth sank into the soft skin of his belly. Fists pounded down on her head, but their force was softened by the water. She bit again, tearing a chunk of flesh from his side. Blood flowed from his wounds, circling them like a red fog, its edges snaking around her face, like a caress.  
 
    He gripped his belly as he sank. Not dead yet, he stared at her, his shock evident in the wide eyes and slack jaw. He didn’t believe what he saw. Couldn’t believe what was happening. Sometimes, she’d just watch them sink and savor the moment they realized they were the prey. They had lost. Then, if she got lucky, she’d see the moment life left them. Like now, Ken’s stare slowly lost its focus. His head tilted to one side as his arms floated away from his belly. She swam toward him before he left her completely and planted a soft kiss on his open mouth. Then she trailed her clawed fingers down his chest to open him up the rest of the way so the fish could feast before the body washed ashore. 
 
    — 
 
    Anya heard shouts and car doors banging shut. She emerged from the trailer slowly, closing the door behind her, and then walked the short distance to the main building where the commotion seemed to be focused. As she approached, she saw three boats near the dock, each full of men in black wetsuits and police uniforms. Katie emerged from behind an ambulance. She was paper white and rolled a small black and yellow radio between her hands. 
 
    “Hey,” Anya called. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Katie barely glanced at her. “Another drowning. He got grabbed by a fish, I think.” 
 
    “Fish don’t grab people.” 
 
    “Well, obviously they do.” 
 
    “I swam in that lake for years and never had a problem. Seen some huge muskies, but they avoided us.” 
 
    “You swam there since the chemical spill?” 
 
    Anya shook her head.  
 
    “Things are different since then,” Katie said. “The water might not be toxic anymore, but whatever they spilled changed the animals. Guy pulled a fish out of there a couple of summers ago that was growing arms, like a frog. It was huge too. Almost the size of my German Shepherd.” 
 
    Anya frowned. “Why do they let people swim here then?” 
 
    “The fish are usually out deep, not in the shallows. Swimmers are told to stay behind the buoys.” 
 
    “So, this guy was grabbed near the shore?” 
 
    “No. It was out by the island. They were searching the lake for—I’m not sure why they went out—and thought they saw a body. One of them got too close to the water I guess and the fish grabbed him.” 
 
    “Oh.” It sounded impossible, unless Stoco Lake now had sharks, but Anya could tell Katie believed every word she said, so she didn’t argue. 
 
    “Fuck,” Katie clutched the radio to her chest. “I hope Luke’s okay.” 
 
    His name startled her. “You mean Luke Wilson?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess you’d know him, growing up around here like you did.” 
 
    “I thought he sold this place and moved away.” 
 
    Katie loosened her grip on the radio and looked at Anya. Talking seemed to have calmed her down, or maybe just talking about Luke did it. “No, he joined the O.P.P., and was gone for like, two years, but he came back as soon as a position opened up in Madoc. He’s a silent partner here. Caleb runs it, but it’s still Luke’s property.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Luke Wilson was a cop. Of all the crazy shit she might have imagined, that would never have made the list. “Was it Luke who got pulled in?” 
 
    “No. Another cop. Ken, I think his name is.” 
 
    Shame. “I’m sure he’s fine.” 
 
    Katie glanced at the lake again. “I’m sure he’s not. Luke sounded totally freaked out and he doesn’t freak out.” 
 
    “Can we go closer? Maybe someone will tell us something.” 
 
    “Sure, maybe.” 
 
    They walked toward the beach, Katie still hugging the little radio. As they neared the dock, a police officer stepped in front of them. “Sorry,” he said, “you guys need to stay back.” 
 
    “I’m just wondering if they’re okay,” Katie said. “Luke said that Ken—” 
 
    “Sergeant Wilson is okay. He’s coming in now. Constable Summers went over, but that’s all we know for sure.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.”   
 
    Anya watched the little boat come in as others remained near the island she and Maribel used to race to as children. Slowly, the two figures in the boat became clear. Her stomach twisted when she recognized Luke and Jason. What the hell was Jason doing out there in a police investigation? “Is Jason a cop too?” she asked.  
 
    “What?” Katie moved closer to the dock as she spoke.  
 
    “Jason Cassidy. Is he a cop too?” 
 
    “No. Just went along for the ride, I guess. He’s Luke’s best friend.” 
 
    “I see.” Still thick as thieves. She thought Brad’s death might have scared them apart to keep their secret. Not smart enough, she supposed. Probably figured if they stuck together, they’d have a better shot at keeping what they’d done quiet. Instead, they made it easier for her to do what she came to do.  
 
    The boat slowed near the dock. Luke tied it off and leapt out. Jason followed. They spoke to another police officer as they walked to the beach. Anya stood next to Katie, eyes on Luke as he turned in their direction. When he saw her, he paused, but aside from a slight tilt of his head, didn’t let on that he knew her.  
 
    “Oh my god, Luke!” Katie rushed toward him. “What happened?” 
 
    “Ken fell overboard. Fish took him.” Luke glanced at Anya.  
 
    She smiled. “Hey, Luke.” 
 
    His already pale face seemed to lose the tiny bit of color that remained. She wasn’t about to let him pretend he didn’t know her.  
 
    She held out her hand. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    He shook her hand and frowned. “You look familiar.” 
 
    Nice try. Neither of them had changed much in the ten years they’d been apart. “Anya Daniels,” she said. “We used to live here. I was only a kid when we left Tweed. I guess you might not recognize me.” 
 
    He pretended to search his memory for her name. “Oh, right,” he finally said. “Over in the park. Good to see you. How’s your mom?” 
 
    “Dead, like my sister.” 
 
    Jason, who’d stayed behind Luke, coughed. Luke didn’t give much away, though. He released her hand. “Sorry to hear that. What are you doing back here?” 
 
    She looked around the beach. “Just catching up. I’m thinking of moving back. Mom hated this place after Maribel died, but I always loved it. Now that she’s gone, I figured there’s no reason to stay away.” 
 
    “Maribel’s body was never found,” he reminded her.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Well, she might not be dead.” 
 
    Anya laughed. “You and I both know that’s not true. Right, Jason?” 
 
    Jason kept his head down, but worked up the nerve to reply. “Every other body has turned up. Safe to say if she was dead, hers would wash ashore long before now.” 
 
    “Unless someone made sure it wouldn’t.” 
 
    “So, you’re back to play detective?” Luke asked. “Gonna find her killer and be a hero?” 
 
    “Oh no. I’m definitely not cut out for that. I just wanted to be closer to her. This was also the last place I remember being happy, so here I am. I’ll leave the investigating to you, the professional. Maybe we can catch up later.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Sure. Where are you staying?” 
 
    Anya pointed toward the trailer park. “I rented a trailer for the summer. Stop by sometime. Number five.” 
 
    She walked away as Luke and Jason stared, proud of her ability to keep her shit together in their presence. She might never learn how they killed her sister, or why, but she knew they’d done it. Over the years, she’d mulled over what she heard that day in the bushes, and she’d gotten access to the police files related to the inadequate investigation into her disappearance. Luke, Jason, and Brad had been at the park that night, and while they claimed to have seen nothing, she knew they were lying. Brad paid with his life, but Luke and Jason wouldn’t get off as easily. She’d make sure they rotted in some cell somewhere, just as Maribel’s body was rotting in whatever hole they put it in.  
 
    — 
 
    While the place still looked much like it had in the ‘nineties, Anya was relieved to learn BenSon’s had been modernized enough to offer free Wi-Fi to its guests. She Googled the news articles relating to Maribel’s disappearance, made some notes, and then updated her Facebook profile and geotagged her location. Maybe she’d reconnect with a few friends during her stay. She missed being one of the popular kids. When they moved to Granny’s, Anya’s position in her new school was definitely not at the top of the social totem pole. She understood why Maribel wanted out after just a few weeks of being the target of the school’s mean girls. How had Maribel endured a whole lifetime of that kind of scorn and torture? She was stronger than Anya realized. Too bad Luke and Jason cut short what could have been a life that made a difference in this world. 
 
    Anya’s rumbling stomach reminded her she meant to pick up some groceries the day before. The excitement at the lake had distracted her. She closed the laptop and locked up the trailer before making her way to the main building for lunch.  
 
    Inside, a few cops hung around the lobby, but didn’t seem to be investigating more than Katie. Would Luke be there? How much time did a silent partner spend hanging around? If he was around a lot, her plan might go a little faster than she intended. Well, once she figured out how to get a confession from a killer it would move along.  
 
    Anya went up to the bar and, for the first time since her arrival, didn’t feel that bittersweet nostalgia. They’d changed almost everything. It was bright, open, and cheerful. The old paneling was gone, replaced with drywall and wainscoting, and the old green lights that used to hang over the pool tables had been replaced with a modern fixture of rectangular steel with fluorescent bulbs. The back part of the room was now full of tables and chairs instead of sound equipment and booze. Anya took a seat at a table near the big bay windows that overlooked the lake and waited for the teenager in the apron to bring her a menu. They’d also taken the noisy air conditioners out of the windows and installed central air in their place, although it was almost too cold now. 
 
    A couple of tables away, four teenagers inhaled burgers and fries while scrolling on their phones and making the occasional comment to each other. She never got the allure of being in a group of people without actually socializing. Sure, she had a cellphone and it was rarely out of her sight, but when she went out, she tucked it into her purse and forgot about it. Maybe her mother’s aversion to technology hadn’t been such a pain in the ass after all.  
 
    “Hi,” said the brown-haired girl with the red apron and way too high ponytail as she plopped a laminated page on the table. “My name’s Jess. I’ll be your server today. Can I get you something to drink to start?” 
 
    “Pepsi or Coke, whatever you have.” 
 
    “We have Pepsi.” 
 
    Anya smiled. “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Would you like me to change the channel?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    She pointed to the massive television mounted to the wall near Anya’s table. “It’s just news on right now, but I can change it if you want to watch something else.” 
 
    The local newscast, which she hadn’t watched in ages, flashed its logo before switching to promos for the hour ahead. “This is fine. Can you turn it up a little, though?” 
 
    “Sure thing. I’ll be back with your drink in a few.” 
 
    Anya smiled again and the girl headed toward the bar. As Anya perused the short menu, the television volume increased. “Law enforcement in the Municipality of Tweed are warning residents to avoid swimming in Stoco Lake until further notice. Here’s Kelly with more on that situation.” 
 
    Anya abandoned the menu as the screen switched to Luke and several other official looking people standing in front of the main building of BenSon’s. She saw Katie standing off to the side, whispering in Jason’s ear. The shot zoomed in, cutting them out of the frame and bringing Luke into focus. Flashes from cameras lit the background now and then as Luke waited for the buzzing voices to quiet.  
 
    He enjoyed the spotlight. The way his mouth lifted at one corner and his eyes drifted over the people in front of him, looking down on them without actually looking down. He was gifted that way. Could always make a person feel small.  
 
    “Thank you for coming,” he said finally. “As many of you already know, we lost a valuable member of the force this morning in a terrible accident on Stoco Lake. Constable Ken Summers drowned after being pulled over the side of his boat by a large fish that we believe was negatively affected by the chemical spill that contaminated the area for almost a decade.” 
 
    Several voices shouted questions, but Luke raised one hand and they silenced. 
 
    “I will not be answering questions today. We are gathering information and have involved the relevant agencies to investigate before we will reopen the lake to swimming. For now, we’d like to warn residents and guests that it is unsafe to swim in Stoco Lake. It is not toxic, but fish and other animal life in and around the lake may have been adversely affected by the contaminants, making some of them aggressive and extremely dangerous to swimmers. Now, we’re not saying we have a lake monster or anything silly like that. We’re just being cautious. The fish that pulled Constable Summers over the boat was extremely large, and if it could pull a grown man under long enough to drown him, it could easily kill a small child.” 
 
    “Is it just one fish?” someone asked, despite being told there’d be no questions.  
 
    “As I said, we’re investigating. If it’s one fish, we’ll catch it and reopen the lake. If it’s a larger problem, we’ll proceed as the relevant agencies recommend. Thank you. I have nothing further.” Luke walked away and the camera switched to a young woman in a bright blue blouse.  
 
    Anya shook her head. He wasn’t telling the whole truth, although he was pretty convincing. Whatever happened out there had nothing to do with a fish. Had Ken figured out their secret? Was that boat ride a ruse to get rid of a problem? With all of the drownings in the lake over the years, it’d be an easy way to kill someone without suspicion falling on himself.  
 
    “Here you go,” Jess plopped a tall glass in front of her. “Have you decided?” 
 
    Anya had barely looked. “I’ll have the special.”  
 
    “Okay. Fries, soup or salad?” 
 
    “Uh, fries?” 
 
    “Gravy?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Jess nodded. “On the side or…?” 
 
    God, so many questions. “That’s fine. Thanks.” 
 
    As Jess walked away, Anya heard the kids at the other table talking excitedly.  
 
    “I bet it’s the monster,” one said.  
 
    “God, that’s stupid, even for you,” another scolded. “Monsters aren’t real.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar.” 
 
    A sigh. “Pictures or it didn’t happen. You know the rule.” 
 
    “Sorry, Grace, but I was running for my life. No time for a picture.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “As if you’d get a picture.” 
 
    “I would have, because if what you saw was the Blood Lake monster, then you know she doesn’t kill women. You’d have been perfectly safe and could have gotten a picture easily.” 
 
    The other girl sighed and resumed looking at her phone. Her friends quieted and followed suit, each picking at their food while thumbing their way through whatever was on the screens. 
 
    Anya frowned. Blood Lake monster. This was a new one. “Excuse me,” she said.  
 
    The girls continued to stare at their phones.  
 
    “Hey,” Anya said louder. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    The girl who didn’t believe in monsters looked up. “You talking to us?” 
 
    Fucking mean girls. Anya never did develop a thick enough skin for their snotty tones. “Yeah. Sorry to bug you, but I’m new here and I just heard you talking about a lake monster.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, there’s a legend. It’s why we call this Blood Lake and not Stoco Lake, but it’s dumb.” 
 
    “What’s the legend?” 
 
    “Amy, go ahead,” the girl said to her companion. “You’re the one who believes in this shit.” 
 
    Amy turned to face Anya. “She’s right. It is kind of dumb.” 
 
    “I love urban legends. The dumber the better.” 
 
    “Okay,” she set her phone on the table and turned fully in the chair to face Anya, “so, there’s this girl, Maribel…oh shoot, I can’t remember her last name.” 
 
    “Daniels,” one of her companions replied.  
 
    “Right. Maribel Daniels. She went missing one night near the lake. The rumor was she was raped and murdered by some local boys, but no one knows for sure.” 
 
    Plausible so far, Anya thought. That’s the story she’d pieced together anyway, although she wasn’t entirely sold on the rape part. It just wasn’t something she could see Luke or Jason doing. Brad, yes, but the other two were just stupid bullies, not predators. Of course, she’d been wrong before, and if they were capable of killing someone, rape probably wasn’t a stretch, but she hoped for Maribel’s sake she didn’t have to endure that as well as being murdered. 
 
    “The same night they dumped her in the lake,” Amy continued, “someone spilled toxic chemicals off the bridge. The chemicals caused her to mutate into this half-fish, half-human, half-plant creature that can only survive underwater.” 
 
    “That’s three halves,” Grace said. “Fail math much?” 
 
    “Okay, a third-plant, a third-fish, and a third-human. Happy?” 
 
    “You have to be plausible, Amy, even if you’re making shit up.” 
 
    “Whatever. Can I tell the lady the story or what?” 
 
    The other girl waved her hand before picking her phone up once more. It was hard, but Anya hoped she managed to hide her mounting anger at the idea that her sister had become some kind of sick entertainment for these kids.  
 
    “So, Maribel roams the lake now, searching for her killers,” Amy said. “They say she’ll never rest until the men who murdered her have been brought to justice.” 
 
    “And you think she’s the thing that killed the cop yesterday?” Anya asked.  
 
    “Well, probably not, since the other cops saw the fish, but I’ve seen something out there. It wasn’t a fish.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Her companions giggled but the girl nodded. “I did. It was swimming and I know it had arms and hair like a girl. It chased me to the shore and when I got out and looked back, it was gone.” 
 
    “What’d you do then?” 
 
    “I just ran home.” 
 
    “It didn’t follow you?” 
 
    “Oh no, she can’t leave the water.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “It’s dumb,” the other girl said. “Like I said. That chemical couldn’t turn a person into a sea monster. Nothing can do that.” 
 
    “It’s a cool story, nonetheless,” Anya said. “Thanks for sharing.” 
 
    The girl nodded. “That’s not the whole story, though.” 
 
    “No?” It seemed like enough in Anya’s opinion. How could they possibly make it more cliché? 
 
    “If you’ve got a guy who’s done you wrong,” Amy said. “They say you can just go to the lake and say a prayer to Maribel. She’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “The rest?” 
 
    “Kill him.” 
 
    Mission accomplished. Her sister was the biggest cliché of them all. “I’ll have to remember that.” 
 
    The girls went back to their phones and Anya went back to watching television. The news broadcast had moved on to weather. Jess emerged from the kitchen with a plate. She set it in front of Anya and apologized for forgetting cutlery before disappearing again. Anya picked at the fries while thinking about the legend her sister’s demise inspired. It was stupid, but there had been a lot of deaths in Stoco Lake since she vanished.  
 
    Maybe the chemicals were still wreaking havoc with the water. Might not be toxic, but they hadn’t even identified what they spilled in there. The EPA knew, according to the reports she’d read, but none of what they listed as contaminants seemed harmful enough to make someone pass out, particularly when diluted. And she hadn’t yet figured out why the water turned red. No one had an answer for that one.  
 
    Jess dropped a fork and knife beside her plate and Anya mumbled her thanks as she stared out the window. Maybe she’d go to the lake later, when everyone was gone or shut inside their trailers for the night, and offer up a prayer in honor of her sister. The legend was bullshit, but the idea that strangers were still talking to Maribel, that they believed in her, no matter what the reason, made Anya smile. Maribel liked horror films, particularly the ones with ridiculous plots and over-the-top monsters. She would have loved every word of her legend.  
 
    Anya remembered Maribel telling her once to try to see the glass half-full side of things. She said negative Nancy’s never get far in life, because they let situations and people hold them back. Finding the silver lining had been Maribel’s way of getting through some pretty shitty patches in her life. “Sure, I’m dead,” Anya imagined Maribel saying, “but at least they’ll never forget me.”  
 
    No, they feared her, because they’d made her into a bigger freak in death than she’d been in life. Anya picked up her burger. Not exactly a silver lining, but it was hard to find a bright side to getting murdered and your killer getting away scot-free.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 NINE 
 
    Watching the water rippling softly beneath an almost full moon brought back the ache Anya had managed to squash for a while. There were a lot of bad things she could say about Stoco Lake, but in that moment, the beauty and almost total silence of it at night made her miss her old life; the one she enjoyed before Maribel died. The life where everything was simple and her mom wasn’t sad or angry all the time. She missed feeling safe and loved and full of hope for the future. God, she hadn’t hoped for anything in such a long time. 
 
    When Anya was little, she and her mom used to sit on the dock with their feet in the water and talk about whatever was on Anya’s mind. Most of the time it was silly things, but as she got older, she knew if she needed to talk, she could come out there, wait a little while, and her mom would join her. Sometimes Maribel would sit with them, but Anya didn’t remember that happening often. When she did, she barely spoke and it was never about her feelings. Maribel was a closed book, her pages glued together. Now and then you might peel some of the stick off them and get a glimpse at what was inside, but that was rare.  
 
    Maybe if she’d confided in her mom more, told her how bad the bullying really was…Anya sighed as she got up from the sand and made her way to the dock. It was bigger than before. Must’ve replaced it when they okayed the area for swimming again. Instead of just a basic rectangle of wood and barrels, it was now a T shape made of metal and composite wood, with posts spaced evenly across its length. For boats, Anya guessed, although there were none tied to it at the moment. 
 
    She walked out to the end of the middle section and sat. After removing her sandals, Anya plunged her feet into the lake. It was cold, but the feeling wasn’t unpleasant. The water sloshed over her ankles and tickled between her toes. Her mind went once again to Maribel. She’d known how bad life was for her sister, but never told anyone. Maribel asked her not to and she stupidly thought it was more important to be loyal. It was also easier, she admitted. She didn’t want to get involved. Didn’t want to have to stand up for her. That would’ve put Anya in the line of fire, and she definitely didn’t want to be a victim like Maribel.  
 
    She’d ended up one anyway in her new school, after they moved to Granny’s house in Toronto. The girls there were more mature than her friends in Tweed, more…bitchy. They knew she came from “the sticks” and that she and her single mother lived with her grandmother. They never let her forget she’d never be good enough for them. She didn’t have the right clothes, the right hair, or the right family. She even spoke differently. It’d only lasted a while, and she never had trouble with boys like Maribel had, but it was the worst few years of her life. How had her sister stayed so calm about it? Anya cried almost every day. She skipped school, barely graduated, and didn’t speak to any of her high school classmates once she moved on to college.  
 
    “Maribel, if you’re out there, I’m sorry about what happened to you,” Anya said. “Look at me, praying to you like the idiots around here. Stupid, huh?” She imagined Maribel giving her that look of disdain she was good at and then telling her to grow up. “I don’t have much choice. We agreed God doesn’t answer prayers, so I have to ask you.” 
 
    Anya glanced behind her to make sure no one was walking the beach and listening to her nonsense. That’d be embarrassing. They’d probably check her into the loony bin. When she confirmed she was alone, she turned her face to the sky again. “In case you’re wondering, it’s me, Anya. You probably know that, even if you’re a ghost or a monster, or whatever they say you’ve become. I don’t think spirits forget people. Do they?”  
 
    No answer.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I guess. I’m trying to find proof of what happened that night. I’ve been over and over the files the cops gave Mom, and the information I got from the couple of people who were willing to talk to me about that night, but there’s nothing linking Luke or Jason to you. I know they did it, but I need more. I need to prove someone lied about them being at the bar or I need a murder weapon. If you could tell me where your body is, that’d be perfect…but I guess if you could do that, you’d be alive and I wouldn’t be here talking to myself.” Anya sighed. “Basically, what I’m saying is if there’s something I’ve missed or somewhere else I need to look, just…uh, give me a sign. Okay?” Still nothing. Anya cleared her throat. “So, amen, I guess. That’s all I’ve got.”  
 
    Imagine coming to this place and praying to a dead girl they didn’t know, to get revenge on some boy. Anya wondered how many of boys actually met with a terrible fate after a girl visited this place and said her little prayer. A week before making this trip, she made a list of all of the deaths, accidental or otherwise, that had occurred in Stoco Lake over the years, and it was staggering to see how many men died compared to women. Almost all of them were guys. Kind of lent a bit of legitimacy to the legend.  
 
    A splash drew her attention back to the lake. Anya squinted at the figure moving over the water. It came from the direction of the island, and it moved fast. She lifted her feet and moved backward on her bottom. As the figure moved closer, she realized it was a person.  
 
    A woman.  
 
    Anya stood. She backed away from the edge of the dock.  
 
    The woman swam around to the side and pulled herself up. 
 
    Anya struggled to draw a breath. “Jesus…” 
 
    She was naked, her long, matted hair fell over her shoulders, covering her breasts. Seaweed clung to her head and arms. Actually, Anya realized, it grew right out of her skin somehow. Skin that was bluish in color, with dark, scaly patches. On the sides of her neck, gills gently moved open and closed, revealing pink flesh beneath. Most horrifying, though, and the vision of a blue woman with gills and seaweed growing from her pores was pretty fucking terrifying, was the blood leaking from a gash in her throat.  
 
    It took Anya several minutes to recognize the creature. When she finally looked it in the eyes, she saw Maribel. “Mari,” Anya heard herself whisper. “How—?” 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” Maribel said, her voice sort of the same, but not entirely. It sounded like two voices that spoke just a little out of sync. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You know.” 
 
    Anya shook her head. “I don’t.” 
 
    Maribel reached out. Anya flinched, but Maribel was faster, gripping Anya’s arm between slick, cold fingers. Suddenly, she wasn’t on the dock anymore. It was still dark, but Anya now stood on the road, the wide bend that led to the park was ahead of her. She saw the ditch, the lost tennis shoe stuck in the mud, and then she saw Luke, Brad, and Jason. They sat on their four-wheelers, looking down at her. Cocky grins. Cold stares. They truly did hate Maribel, although Anya would never understand why. Her sister had been strange, but she’d never harmed a soul.  
 
    Anya ran. She fell. Felt Luke on top of her. His hands grasping at her shorts, and then she saw the knife. Fear laced its stiff, cold fingers through her heart and lungs, but it quickly disappeared, as the heat of anger melted it away. She saw her struggling, fighting back, and then felt the blade piercing her throat.  
 
    She gasped, feeling as though she were dying instead of Maribel. The pain was indescribable, but thankfully it was also brief. She saw the back of a boat. The stars. Something scratched at her ankles, making the soft skin burn and itch, and then she was weightless. Water filled her nose, her mouth and then her lungs, and then she saw red.  
 
    “They…” She coughed as Maribel released her arm. “God, Mari. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Maribel smiled, exposing teeth that were long and pointed. Definitely not human. “It’s not your fault, is it?” 
 
    “No, but you didn’t deserve that. No one does.” Either she’d fallen asleep and was dreaming, or this was Maribel’s ghost. Had to be a dream. Ghosts weren’t real. 
 
    “Make them pay,” Maribel said. 
 
    Anya nodded. “I will, but I’m not sure where to start.” 
 
    “I can’t stop until they suffer and I’m so tired. Don’t you want me to rest?” 
 
    Anya wanted to hug her, but she also wanted to run and never look back. This had to be a dream. If she tried to hug Maribel, she’d wake up, find herself lying on the dock and then she’d never listen to another urban legend again.  
 
    “Anya,” Maribel said. The wound on her throat gushed fresh blood as she raised her voice. “Promise me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Anya said. “I’ll figure it out. I promise. As soon as I do, I’ll make sure they go to jail. They won’t get away with what they did.” 
 
    “No,” Maribel said as she moved toward the edge of the dock. “Bring them to me.” 
 
    Anya remained on the dock for a long time, waiting to wake up, but she didn’t, because, she finally admitted, she was already awake. Slowly, she turned and walked back to the trailer. She’d figure out what to do once she explained to her reeling brain how it was possible that Maribel’s ghost spoke to her. 
 
    — 
 
    “I saw her, man,” Jason said and then downed his fourth beer. “You did too. Don’t try to bullshit me.” 
 
    “Look,” Luke said, “I know what you thought you saw, and it was pretty fucking weird, but there is no way she’s alive. We’ve let this fuckery go on long enough. She’s dead and that thing in the lake was a fish.” 
 
    “So, there was no dead woman? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    He had to calm him down. Jason called and texted about confessing at least every hour since the incident on the lake. Luke managed to put him off until he showed up at the bar half drunk and frantic. God, he was worse than a fucking woman. If Brad was alive, he wouldn’t be cracking up. He’d be helping Luke find a way to explain what they saw out there.  
 
    “I just feel like if we confess, she’ll go away,” Jason said after Luke didn’t answer. “Think of all the people who died out there, man.” 
 
    “That’s our fault?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” Jason took another beer out of the cooler and twisted off the top. “She’s looking for us. Wouldn’t be anyone dead if she wasn’t.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “Okay, Jay, I’m going to say this one more time and I want you to listen.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s all in my head.” 
 
    “Something was out there today, I agree, but it wasn’t Maribel Daniels.” 
 
    “Then who was it? How do you explain the body vanishing like that? How do you explain what happened to Ken?” 
 
    He’d been over it in his head at least a million times and decided the simplest answer was the right one. “The body was real, but it didn’t vanish or kill Ken.” 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    “When the fish came up to the boat, it must’ve pulled the body back down. Probably got stuck on some weeds or something before the fish went after Ken. Once we get the go ahead to send divers in, they’ll find the body and pull it up and then you can go on with your life.” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “It’s Maribel. I feel it in my bones.” 
 
    “You’re drunk and exhausted, bud. It doesn’t make sense that she would hide out all these years. She could’ve told someone what happened and we’d be in jail. She’s got no reason for staying on some shit island with no food or shelter. She’s dead.” 
 
    “She’s undead.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” Luke took a drink of his beer. “Get your shit together, Jay. If you confess to this shit, I’m not going down with you.” 
 
    “You’re the one who stabbed her. If anyone goes down, it should definitely be you.” 
 
    “I didn’t—she stabbed herself. I was just fucking around.” 
 
    “If you didn’t bring that stupid knife, she wouldn’t have freaked out. Even if she had, there’d be no knife to accidentally shove into her neck. Right?” 
 
    Luke glared.  
 
    “You know I’m right. Then that chemical spill made shit all weird and, somehow, she’s still out there.” 
 
    “Would you listen to yourself for a minute? Christ, you sound like those stupid kids. A mutant monster hell bent on killing us? Seriously, dude, you’ve lost it.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just her ghost. It can’t rest until we do the right thing.” 
 
    “So, we confess, go to jail for the rest of our lives, just so that her ghost moves on. That’s what you’re telling me?” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You think pacifying the ghost of some freak bitch is worth our freedom?” 
 
    “It’s the only way to stop her from killing more people. We could save lives, Luke. That’s worth our freedom.” 
 
    Luke could strangle him and he wouldn’t regret it for a second. “I doubt us going to jail is going to put a ghost to rest. Can’t believe I’m even talking like ghosts exist.” 
 
    “Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    “Um, no, fuck-wit, they haven’t. Maybe in the movies, but not in real life. Fucking sack up, shithead. We’re not confessing to something we didn’t do.” 
 
    “We did do it.” 
 
    “Jay, I’ll shoot you right now if you don’t shut up.” 
 
    “And dump me like we dumped her?” 
 
    Luke stood. He set his beer on the bar and then patted Jason on the back. “Go home. If you can’t drive, get a key from Katie and sleep it off in one of the rooms. I have to work in the morning. Keep your mouth shut about this too. Last thing I need is Katie hounding me with questions.” 
 
    “You really don’t have a conscience, do you?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything to feel guilty about and neither did you. Go to bed. We’ll talk when you’re sober.” 
 
    Jason took another drink. “We should confess.” 
 
    “We’re not.” 
 
    “Why do you get to make all the decisions?” 
 
    Luke smiled. “Because I’m the smart one with the badge and the gun. You say nothing. Got it?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Luke left the bar. As he walked down the stairs, he heard the clink of bottles. Jason would probably pass out where he sat. In the morning, he’d feel like shit and maybe drop the issue for a while. Crisis averted for another day.  
 
    Outside, Luke intended to get into his car and go home, but he found himself walking down the narrow dirt path toward the trailers. If Anya had stayed gone, Jason wouldn’t be moping around talking crazy. She scared him. Hell, she’d unsettled Luke a little bit, too. She was the ghost they should fear. He had a bad feeling about her sudden reappearance at the park. The way she’d looked at him, like she could read his mind, had bugged him all day.  
 
    He left the path and walked into the sparse section of bushes and dying trees. In the partial darkness, poorly lit here and there by solar lights that lined the perimeter of the trailer park, no one would see him watching. He didn’t know why he felt the need to spy. Could just ask her why she came back. Anya had always been a straight shooter. Unlike her sister, she’d been cute too. He never imagined, though, that she’d turn out as hot as she had. Legs for days, as they say. Her blue eyes would be mesmerizing if they weren’t so damn cold.  
 
    Only three of the trailers were occupied: numbers one, five, and seven. One and seven were dark, except for the dim light over the doors. In number five, Anya’s trailer, the interior lights were on and the blinds open. He saw Anya walk toward the largest window, lean over and then sit. She lifted a bottle to her mouth.  
 
    Luke moved out of the safety of the bushes and walked toward the trailer. Jason would keep nagging him about confessing until he could tell him there was nothing to fear. Only way to do that was to find out why Anya came back. If it was just to take a stroll down memory lane, as she said, Jason might calm down. Being an accomplished liar himself, Luke could smell a lie a mile away. He’d just ask her, outright, and then he’d know. If she was there to stir up trouble, then he’d have to deal with her.  
 
    If Anya disappeared, then maybe the nightmare that plagued him since Maribel’s death might end. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 TEN 
 
    BenSon’s Bar and Grill still sold alcohol illegally to park guests, a fact that pleased Anya very much. She had left the beach prepared to beg the bartender to sell her just a single beer, but when she mentioned not making it to the liquor store, he just smiled and asked, “What do need?” 
 
    Now, five beers into the six-pack she bought for double the price she should’ve paid, she felt calmer. Maribel was alive. No, she was dead, but not dead like Mom where she couldn’t come back. How did that happen and why did her ghost look like a freak show?  
 
    Anya finished the fifth bottle of beer and opened the sixth. She leaned back on the rock-hard sofa, which, if one had company, pulled out into a bed. Maybe she’d finally cracked. Years of grief, anger, and resentment had warped her brain and now she was hallucinating. Late onset schizophrenia, perhaps. Anya laughed. Wouldn’t that be the perfect catastrophe to cap off her life?  
 
    She stared at the bare bulb above the scarred tabletop. A single fly, one of those big, fat ones that usually lingered around dog shit and dead rodents, flew drunkenly around the fixture, bashing its little body against the bulb and then the ceiling before circling and doing it again. She took a drink of beer. What a stupid creature. Not as dumb as mosquito hawks. Those poor fuckers lived like two days and wasted them flying around whatever light source was close by. Or June bugs. What was the point of those disgusting creatures? What was the point of Anya herself? Whether a ghost, a dream, or a hallucination, Maribel wanted justice. And how did Anya react to that simple request? She got drunk.  
 
    She almost never drank alcohol, so five and a quarter beers pretty much did her in. She was a lightweight. Christ, she’d been a lightweight at everything since Maribel disappeared. Now, she was a crazy person, talking to ghosts and seriously considering their requests.  
 
    Bring them to the lake. Simple enough in theory, but then what? What would Maribel’s ghost do? What would she ask of Anya once she got Luke and Jason to the lake? Would she want Anya to kill them?  
 
    “Nope. Not doing that, big sis.” Anya took another drink. “Jail isn’t good for lightweights.” 
 
    A knock on the door startled her. She waited, not sure why her first instinct was to turn off the light and hide.  
 
    “Anya?” Luke said from the other side. “You up?” 
 
    Shit. Anya set the bottle on the table and sat up straighter. She should just stay quiet. What could Luke want at this time of night? What time was it anyway? She glanced at the digital clock on the countertop. Ten. Not that late really, but later than most people go around visiting.  
 
    The door handle rattled and then opened. Should lock that next time. Luke peeked inside. When he saw her, he froze for a moment. “Hi. Mind if I come in? 
 
    “Kind of late to ask now,” she said. “I’d offer you a beer, but I only had six.” She held up the bottle. “This is six.” 
 
    He smiled and entered the trailer, closing the door softly behind him. “That’s okay. I have to work tomorrow.” 
 
    “Right. At the police station.”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How’d you get that fucking job?” she asked. “I mean, no offense, but who lets you of all people be a cop?” 
 
    Instead of being offended, Luke laughed. A real laugh. “Just lucky, I guess. Plus, juvenile offenses don’t stay on your record. When I cleaned up my act, my stupidity didn’t stick around to haunt me.” 
 
    It was her turn to laugh. His stupidity was out in that lake plotting his demise.  
 
    He frowned. “What?”  
 
    “Nothing. Just…I’m drunk.” 
 
    “I see that. Can we talk?” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’re doing?” 
 
    He sat in the folding chair on the other side of the table. “I wanted to catch up. You kind of startled me earlier, so I was a little rude. The last person I expected to see here was you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’ve been gone for years and this place wasn’t exactly kind to your family.” 
 
    You weren’t exactly kind, Luke. This place did nothing. 
 
    Anya took another drink and then shrugged. “Mom died and I missed my old life. I wanted to come home.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think of Tweed as home if I were you.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, it’s all I knew until…you know. I thought it was bad, but when we left, everything just got worse and it stayed that way. I came back to see if maybe I’d be happier here.” 
 
    “And are you?” 
 
    She smiled. “I haven’t decided. The park makes me remember good times. I miss Maribel, but her disappearance was just a bad thing that happened here. The rest of it was all right.” 
 
    He toyed with the bottle cap she’d left on the table. His cheeks were flushed. Was Luke Wilson actually nervous? Anya wanted to laugh at his discomfort. The cockiness of youth does wear off, apparently.  
 
    Or maybe he knows you know something. 
 
    Maribel’s ghost asked Anya to bring them to her, but what if she could get the truth out of Luke another way? She probably dreamed the whole thing. Taking him to the lake would be weird. Nothing would happen and he’d still be free as a bird while Maribel was dead. She supposed she could get his confession, then go to the cops and tell them what he said. They’d have to investigate.  
 
    She scratched at the peeling label on the beer bottle as they sat in silence. He was a police sergeant now. The odds of anyone believing he’d murder a girl, even if he was just a stupid kid when it happened, were slim to none. Justice might have to be given the hard way, just as her dream implied Maribel would want.  
 
    That meant getting him to come to the lake with her, even if it was silly. Then, if he admitted to killing her sister, Anya could just…what? Kill him? She couldn’t bring herself to kill anything. She’d be the one getting killed. What choice would he have once she knew his secret? 
 
    First things first: get Luke to confess. The rest would take care of itself. To loosen his lips, she had to get rid of his suspicion and make him believe she wasn’t a threat. The easiest way to do that, she reckoned, was to appeal to his ego. It would always be his weakness. After all, what woman in her right mind wouldn’t want him? If she didn’t know he was a murdering piece of shit, Anya admitted she would find him attractive enough to flirt with, at least. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” he asked.  
 
    Anya shook her head. Here goes. All or nothing. “I forgot about the crush I used to have on you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I was twelve and you were eighteen. Come on. Of course, I had a crush on you.” 
 
    Luke still flipped the bottle cap over his fingers, but he moved his hand closer to hers on the table. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “The day that—the last time I saw you, I practically died when you touched my leg. Remember that?” 
 
    He frowned. “No.” 
 
    She didn’t figure he’d remember, but it still hurt to know for sure. “You gave me a ride to school. I snuck into the showers when no one was around and missed my bus.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, now I remember.” He laughed. “You were adorable. I hope you know I wasn’t coming on to you then. I mean, you were a kid. I’m not a pervert.” 
 
    Sure, he wasn’t. “I know that now, but back then, I was picking out wedding dresses and china patterns.” A lie, but it made him smile. He believed her.  
 
    “And what about now?” 
 
    “I’m not really into marriage anymore.” 
 
    “I mean do you still…this is awkward.” He dropped the bottle cap on the table. “Do you still have a crush on me?” 
 
    She looked at her hands, hoping he thought she was embarrassed. “You aged well. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    Luke chuckled. “So did you. Actually, I was shocked to see you today, but most of that was because of how well you filled out. You kind of left me speechless.” 
 
    “I bet you say that to all the girls.” She met his gaze and saw the old Luke had returned. No uncertainty. No suspicion or fear. Just good old-fashioned arrogance.  
 
    “No, actually. I’m pretty picky about who I flirt with.” 
 
    “I see. Consider me flattered, I guess.” 
 
    “I think I missed your sarcasm. Where’ve you been all this time?” 
 
    “Toronto.” 
 
    He blinked. “That close, huh?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How come you guys never came back? When your mom left, she told my dad you were just going to stay with relatives until they reopened the park. Then your mom sold the trailer and that was it. No one heard from you guys again, not even your friends.” 
 
    “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Small town.” 
 
    “Luke Wilson,” Anya feigned shock, “were you asking about me?” 
 
    He leaned closer. “Nah, my dad was just looking for his last month’s rent. He made me ask your friends and then, well, he gave up eventually, but it took a while. He was like a dog with a bone for a few years.” 
 
    “The park was shut down. We were evicted by the government. Had to pack what we could in twenty-four hours. And your dad still expected last month’s rent.” Anya tapped the table with her fingernails. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    Luke had enough sense to smile apologetically. “He seemed a little too obsessed with finding you guys. It was only a month’s rent, but my dad was a greedy prick to the end, I’m afraid. I don’t think it was personal.” 
 
    “Sure, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “You guys could’ve got a place in town, like other tenants did.” 
 
    “Mom couldn’t afford the rent. We stayed with Granny and when she passed, she left the house to us. The mortgage was paid off. All Mom had to worry about was utilities and taxes. There was no reason to come back here.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Did you sell the house?” 
 
    She frowned. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Well, you came back here, I thought maybe this was a permanent thing.” 
 
    “No. Just visiting.” 
 
    He smiled. “Oh. Too bad. I…this is going to sound like such a line, but I really have missed you.” 
 
    “You missed the jailbait down the road with no boobs and a bad attitude?” 
 
    He laughed and moved to the bench seat next to her. “I missed the bossy kid with the pretty blue eyes. You never failed to brighten my day, Anya. I mean it.” 
 
    She didn’t remember him even noticing her really. Not until the day Maribel disappeared. She felt like more of an annoyance every time they spoke. “I think you’re mistaking me with some other kid.” 
 
    “Nah,” he said as he traced a circle on her bare knee. “Look, if not for your sister—I shouldn’t speak bad of the dead.” 
 
    “She might not be dead,” Anya reasoned. No, she was definitely undead. Haunting Anya’s dreams. “As Jason pointed out, they never found her body.” 
 
    He paused for just a second in his path toward her inner thigh. Another person might not notice, but Anya had chosen her words carefully and they had the desired effect. He knew Maribel was dead, because he killed her.  
 
    “She’s gone,” he finally said. “The way she used to look out for you, even when you weren’t in any danger, she’d never have just taken off. Even if she did, I can’t see her going this long without contacting you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I kept telling my mom that, but she didn’t want to hear it. She didn’t want to talk about this place at all after we left.” 
 
    He traced the hem of her shorts. “So, you never looked into what happened?” 
 
    Anya opened her legs. He was too easy to manipulate. She wasn’t even very good at it and here he was, playing right into her hands. Tease him a little, and then cut the line before he got what he wanted. That’d keep him coming back for more.  
 
    “Mom made me stop asking about Maribel,” she said. “She wouldn’t let me ask anyone about it or push the cops to investigate. She just gave up. Coming back here would’ve forced her to wonder what happened, so it wasn’t an option. I don’t know what it’s like to lose a child. I imagine she just did what felt right at the time. Eventually, it just seemed silly to beat a dead horse, so I did what she wanted and stopped thinking about it too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered, leaning close enough that she could feel his breath on her cheek.  
 
    I bet you are. 
 
    Anya lifted her face, looked pointedly at his mouth, and waited. Luke didn’t disappoint. He crushed her lips with his, snaking his free hand around her neck and then digging his fingers into her hair. He held her against him, so even if she wanted to break the kiss, she couldn’t. She didn’t try, though. Anya opened her mouth, let him inside, and reached for his pants. Luke pushed her back. Her shoulder knocked the edge of the tabletop. She heard the bottle clatter as it fell over. The sound of beer dripping onto the floor soon followed.  
 
    “Oops,” he said as he tugged at her shirt.  
 
    “It’s all right. The maid will get it.” 
 
    He laughed. “God, this is probably a stupid idea.” 
 
    Anya unzipped his pants and pushed her hand inside. “Want to stop?” 
 
    Luke groaned. “No, but I should. How drunk are you, Anya?” 
 
    Not drunk enough, sadly. She lifted her hips as he fumbled with her shorts. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I don’t want to take advantage.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    He slipped his hand under her panties. Anya wanted to get up and throw him out of the trailer, but she knew the only way to get him to drop the mask was to make him trust her. The only way to gain Luke’s trust was to convince him he had her under his thumb, literally and figuratively. She squeezed his balls. Not hard enough to hurt, but probably harder than was comfortable. 
 
    “Fuck,” Luke gasped. “You’re drunk and emotional. This is wrong.” 
 
    “I’m drunk, maybe, but hardly emotional. I’m only feeling one thing right now.” 
 
    Anya kissed him again as she pushed his pants downward. She lifted her hips and pressed herself into his hand as she did so. She thought he might just get up and leave, but after a brief hesitation, he yanked down her shorts and underwear and then pushed her legs apart. 
 
    She hoped Maribel understood the enormity of the sacrifice she was about to make.  
 
    — 
 
    He only wanted to talk to her. Find out what her game was. Luke never intended to seduce Anya; not all the way. She seduced him instead, and he didn’t resist. Besides, the best way to gain her trust, to force any suspicion from her mind, was to make her like him. She seemed to like him a lot. Or she was just drunk. He couldn’t afford to let his judgement be clouded by lust. God, he wanted to fuck her, but just because she was playing along didn’t mean she didn’t have an agenda. They almost always did.  
 
    Luke pushed inside her and opened his eyes at the soft gasp the movement elicited. She always was pretty, even as a kid, but now, she was downright beautiful. Christ, now he was the one acting drunk. 
 
    “Wait,” she whispered. “Do you have protection?” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    She laughed. “A condom, Luke. I’m not on the pill or anything.” 
 
    He did not. “Who’s not on the pill these days?” 
 
    “Um, me?” 
 
    “I’ll pull out.” 
 
    “Someone failed health class.” 
 
    “Morning after pill. Works like a charm.” He pushed harder, almost punishingly, forcing himself to look away from that trusting gaze. Sex was easy. Any girl could give it up if they wanted something, even if she hated the guy. What he saw in her eyes, though, wasn’t hate. She was either a good actress or she really had nothing to hide.  
 
    Fuck, he just couldn’t be sure.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anya asked.  
 
    Luke realized he’d stopped moving. He pushed into her again, this time slower, gentler, and smiled. “Nothing. Just savoring the moment.” 
 
    “Do you say that to all the girls?” 
 
    No, he definitely did not. He usually said as little as possible. “Maybe.” 
 
    She kissed him, arching her back so their bodies pressed together from chest to thighs. “Don’t forget to pull out.”  
 
    He felt her legs around his hips and his doubts were silent long enough for him to climax. He wrenched himself from her body as soon as he felt it happen, but couldn’t be sure he did it in time. As he came down from the temporary euphoria, he forced himself to look at her closely. She looked so innocent.  
 
    Too innocent? 
 
    Maybe she did this to get pregnant. She mentioned condoms way too late. Probably hoped to make a small fortune in child support. God, he was stupid.  
 
    “Luke?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can’t feel my leg.” 
 
    “Oh.” He lifted himself off her. “Sorry.” 
 
    Anya didn’t attempt to cover herself as he pulled his pants up.   
 
    “This was, uh, unexpected,” he managed to say. “But nice.” 
 
    “God,” Anya groaned before sitting up. “Nice? Jesus, Luke.” 
 
    “What? I’m—I don’t know what to say. I never intended for this to happen.” 
 
    “No? I would’ve bet Luke Wilson planned his every move.” 
 
    Her tone set him on edge. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m drunk and you’re not making me feel great about what I just did, so…sorry. I didn’t mean anything. I don’t do shit like this, so I’m not sure how I should act or what I should say.” 
 
    Her feelings were hurt. Maybe this was real. Luke smiled to break the tension. “No, I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve just been through a nasty divorce and you’re the first person I’ve, you know, since we signed the papers. It’s all weird right now.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Seriously. I like you, Anya.” He really did. Shame he killed her sister and could never have a real relationship with her. “I’d like this to happen again, but when we’re both sober and, uh, maybe in a bed or whatever.” 
 
    “Yeah, this couch kind of sucks.” 
 
    He laughed with her. “So, can I see you again?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “I’m having a party tomorrow night if you’re not busy.” 
 
    “I might be able to clear an hour in my schedule.” She winked as she straightened her shirt and then pulled her shorts back on. “I’d need an address, though.” 
 
    “It’s close. I built on my dad’s property, so we can walk there from here. I’ll pick you up. Eight o’clock good?” 
 
    “Sure.” She righted the beer bottle. “Will Jason be there?” 
 
    He frowned. Why would she ask about Jason? “Um, probably. He usually is.” 
 
    “Good. I’d like to catch up with him, too, but not quite as thoroughly. He was always nice to me.” 
 
    Really.  
 
    “Oh, he’d like that. I better go. Promised someone I’d be somewhere.”  
 
    The excuse was weak, but she had him reeling with her weird Jason question. She was up to something.  
 
    “Okay,” she said as she mopped up the spilled beer. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    As he left the trailer, Luke walked through the conversation in his head. She was totally unreadable, like her sister used to be. It frustrated him and made him a little sad. He really liked Anya. He hadn’t lied about that. It’d be truly sad if he had to kill her.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
    Luke’s party was basically a bunch of rednecks standing around a too large fire, drinking and smoking while swatting mosquitos away. A few had made it inside Luke’s house, which was a millionaire’s cabin built near the park, but they were restricted to his garage, which was already crowded with tools, a four-wheeler, and a rack of sporting goods. He had a stunning view of the lake, but the house was set back in the trees. It was a good distance from the beach, but close enough for Luke to keep an eye on things. How many times had he sat out on his massive deck and watched people drown? 
 
    Anya sat in a lawn chair near the deck, watching everyone have more fun than she was having. Luke had been nice on the drive over, and he’d stayed by her side for the first few minutes, but then someone called his name and he left. Now, an hour later, Anya sat with a beer she’d pilfered from an abandoned cooler, wishing she’d just stayed home.  
 
    Her intentions were good when she seduced Luke, but she still felt like she’d betrayed her sister. She wanted to get information from him, but now it seemed like a wasted effort. Maybe if she’d played hard to get, she could’ve held his interest. He was pretty shallow, though. Either strategy probably would’ve failed. At least there was still Jason, who she hadn’t seen yet. He had to be there somewhere, though. She might be more successful in manipulating him. He used to be so sensitive. She could probably get him to crack with a bit of light flirting. Maybe she’d cry about her sister and the floodgates of his guilt would open right up. 
 
    “Hey,” Luke called as he walked toward her from the crowd at the bonfire. “What are you doing over here by yourself?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Just drinking a beer.” 
 
    “Come on. A couple of people want to say hello. They don’t believe you’re you.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    Luke stopped in front of her chair. He knelt between her knees. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She sighed. “It’s weird being back. I’m adjusting.” 
 
    “We could go inside,” he said, leaning forward to place a kiss on her mouth. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    He kissed her neck and then her ear. “And I’m prepared this time.” 
 
    She laughed. “Someone will see us going inside. I’d rather not be part of the rumor mill.” 
 
    “No one will care.” 
 
    Because Luke probably fucked every other woman there already. “Still, maybe tonight’s not the right time for a repeat performance.” 
 
    He sighed. “Have I pissed you off?” 
 
    “I’ve barely spoken to you, so how could you piss me off?” God, he just couldn’t take no for an answer. “I really just don’t need to be the latest piece of gossip.” 
 
    He stared at her hard and then stood. “Come on then, let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    “Where?” It couldn’t be this easy. 
 
    “The beach.” 
 
    She hesitated. If she went there and Maribel was real, then he’d probably die. Could she live with that? 
 
    “Not for sex. We can look for clues.” He tugged on her arm. “Find your long-lost sister or her killer. Then maybe you’ll be able to get on with your life.” 
 
    Jesus Christ…hurtful. Anya didn’t tell him to fuck off, though. Instead, she stood and let him pull her toward the lake. “I don’t want to look for clues, but a walk sounds nice.” 
 
    Luke smiled, but it was forced. He waved at someone behind her. “Jay! Come on. We’re going for a walk.” 
 
    If he wanted her so much, why invite Jason? She heard a clank of bottles and then Jason passed her to join Luke. “Hey, Anya,” he said as he handed Luke a bottle. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Not as planned,” she muttered.  
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Uh, it’s okay. I’m okay. We thought a walk along the beach might turn up some clues about Maribel. You want to join us?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jason glanced at Luke. “I guess.” 
 
    The sound of a phone drowned out Luke’s comment. He took a cellphone from his pocket and looked at the screen. “Shit,” he said. “Work.” 
 
    Anya frowned. “I’d assume you wouldn’t throw a party unless you had the night off.” 
 
    “It’s an emergency. I’ll be back, though. You guys can catch up while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jason looked terrified of the prospect of being alone with her. Poor fucker.  
 
    “Come on, Jason,” she said. “You can catch me up on life in Tweed.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jay,” Luke said. “Make sure she has a good time.” 
 
    Jason scowled, but let Anya take his hand and lead him away. He glanced back a couple of times, but said nothing until they reached the sand.  
 
    “Guess there’s an investigation.” 
 
    “Well, someone died, so I assumed as much.” 
 
    Jason took a drink. “No, I mean into Luke’s conduct that day. Didn’t follow procedure or whatever.” 
 
    “Think he’ll be fired?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    She said nothing in reply. Luke was like a fucking cat. Nine lives and landed on his feet almost every time.  
 
    “I heard you and Luke hooked up last night,” Jason said. 
 
    “No one calls it that anymore, Jason.” 
 
    He smiled. “I never was cool. Why start now?” 
 
    “And Luke sounds like he hasn’t changed either. Bragging about conquests is something teenagers do.” 
 
    “Katie saw him come out of your trailer. Luke didn’t tell me anything. She’s kind of sweet on him, so she sometimes follows him around.” 
 
    “How would she know what we did inside the trailer?” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “I guess she just assumed.” 
 
    “There’s her first mistake. Me and Luke talked. Just caught up a little on what’s happened since I left.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jason turned away. “Want to sit?” 
 
    “You don’t want to go closer to the water?” 
 
    “No.” His answer was so fast she almost laughed. He was terrified of the lake. Had he seen Maribel’s ghost too? 
 
    “I used to skinny dip here with my friends,” she said. “We could…I guess it might be too cold.” 
 
    Jason nodded. “Probably. You shouldn’t anyway. They closed it for swimming.” 
 
    “Right. The killer fish. I forgot.” Anya sat in the sand and patted the spot next to her. “Come on. Sit with me.” 
 
    He glanced back toward Luke’s house before slowly lowering himself to the sand. “We shouldn’t stay too long.” 
 
    “You haven’t changed. Well, actually, I think you’re more neurotic than you used to be.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “I don’t mean that to be insulting. You’re sensitive. It’s not a bad trait. Just, I wish you’d relax for five minutes. You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    He took a deep breath in and then released it in a whoosh. “Sorry. Everything’s been weird lately. Watching Ken drown was…well it’s got me a little on edge.” 
 
    “Understandable. I’d be upset too. What the hell happened out there?” 
 
    “Fish got him.” Jason lifted the beer he held to his mouth.  
 
    “Hard to believe something big enough to drown a man is in the lake.” 
 
    “Believe it.” 
 
    “You saw this fish?” 
 
    He nodded. “Trust me, it’s a freak show. Probably because of the chemical spill. You know that stuff can fuck up an ecosystem forever.” 
 
    “Right.” Anya curled her toes in the sand. Something splashed, but the night was too cloudy and dark to see much beyond the shore. “I guess my skinny-dipping plans will have to wait.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll just stick close to shore.” 
 
    “Just stay out of the water entirely.”  
 
    “You can keep watch for me,” she said as she walked toward the sand.  
 
    Jason grabbed her arm and pulled back. “Anya, don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Oh,” Jason released her. “You’re back already?” 
 
    Luke handed Jason a fresh beer. “It was nothing. Just double-checking a few details on a case. I didn’t have to go in. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Anya was talking about skinny-dipping. I said it wasn’t a good idea.” 
 
    Luke looked at her, eyebrow raised. “You’d swim here?” 
 
    “We used to do it all the time.” She stood as well. “I don’t think a giant fish would come close enough to shore to make it dangerous.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe not, but no one swims at night. Even if the fish doesn’t get you, they say there’s worse things out there.” 
 
    “I heard the legend. It’s stupid.” 
 
    Both men looked away. Sensible enough to know she might be offended that her dead sister was fodder for their entertainment at least.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jason said. “Kids made it up because of all of the drownings. Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Mari would like to be remembered, even if it has to be as a blood-thirsty lake monster.” 
 
    “We know the legend is bullshit, but the killer fish isn’t. Just humor me and stay here on dry land.” 
 
    Anya smiled as she walked past them. Time to call it a night. Mari wasn’t real and staying out there, alone in the dark with two killers wasn’t the best idea. “I’m not worried,” she called over her shoulder. “I heard she only kills men.” 
 
    Luke chuckled. “Good point.” 
 
    “I think you guys should be careful.” 
 
    “We’re safe on the shore.” 
 
    “Who says?” 
 
    He smiled. “She can’t come out of the water.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    — 
 
    Anya was weak. She had one job: Bring them to the lake. Maribel would do the dirty work. Instead, Anya let Luke get under her skin. She fell for his fake smile and whatever lies he spun to seduce her. Even from her position far out on the lake, Maribel could smell her betrayal. It wasn’t enough for him to take her life, Luke had to ruin everything that was good in her life. Anya was good, even if she’d been a little annoying as a child.  
 
    For a moment, she had felt love again. Hope. Anya’s presence had shone a light into the darkness she was cursed to exist inside, but that light began to flicker the second Luke came near it. It’d been so long since Maribel felt anything other than hate, Anya’s betrayal cut her deeply. The hurt was extra bitter and stung more than the anger she felt toward Luke and Jason.  
 
    She swam closer to shore, waiting, watching, and listening. Maybe Anya’s weakness was forgivable. She did bring them to the lake as she promised, but then she led them away again. There were others around. Dozens of them. So close, she could smell them. Drunk. Laughing. Behaving as though they had nothing to fear. Maribel turned away from her sister and toward the sound of music and voices. She needed to hunt. It was the only way to cool her rage. Someone would go into the water. They always did. 
 
    She could almost taste the reward as she floated just beneath the surface. It made it difficult not to just go for it. That would be foolish, though. Too many variables. She didn’t know yet if she could be harmed. The uncertainty reminded her of when she’d been a victim and she didn’t like that feeling. Anya’s weakness was contagious. She shouldn’t have reached out, but the only thing she’d ever loved was her sister, because Anya was the only person who had never let her down.  
 
    Until now anyway.  
 
    Laughter echoed over the almost still water. Maribel’s thoughts drifted away. Someone was on the dock. 
 
    “We’re not supposed to be here,” a man said. “The cops said if—” 
 
    “You a pussy?” another man asked. “Afraid of a little fish?” 
 
    “No, but it killed someone, dude. Hardly a little fish.” 
 
    “We catch it, and we’re heroes. Put your big boy pants on, Dave.” 
 
    Something clanged against metal. Grunts and groans. The sound of a smooth surface gliding over the lake. Splashing. Their scent filled her. She drank it in until she could barely resist its pull. She sank until her toes touched sand. The sounds above were muffled, but she didn’t need to hear. In the water, she sensed everything differently. Sound didn’t matter. The lake sharpened the scent of her prey. She felt their every movement. Tasted their skin long before it touched her mouth. Instinct drove her actions. She didn’t even have to think, because her body knew what to do, where to go, and whom to take.  
 
    The boat was above her now. Maribel looked up. An oar sliced through the waves the front of the boat created, pushing them forward inch by inch.  
 
    Now.  
 
    She shot upward. The boat lifted and someone shouted. Splashes. Cries for help.  
 
    She only needed one, but they fell together. Both stared in shock as she swam toward them. Maribel sank her teeth into skin, tasted blood. The second man brought the oar down before she could dodge away. The age-roughened wood bit into her shoulder, but it didn’t hurt. 
 
    Maribel pushed the dying man out of her way and lunged toward his companion. The oar splashed twice more. She raked her fingernails over his belly. The razor-sharp edges opened him up. He released the oar as his insides floated outward, drifting toward the surface as blood stained the water red once more. For a moment, she watched the masterpiece she created. Moving art. Blood, guts and flesh danced, whorled and rose exquisitely slow, while the body they came from sank toward the bottom.  
 
    She missed the red water and knew the euphoria would fade quickly, so she had to enjoy it while it lasted. She swam through the cloud, opening her mouth to let its metallic notes tease her tongue. It was a shame that once she had Luke and Jason it’d be all over. She would have no need to hunt once they were gone. No desire to kill. She didn’t know how she knew that, but it was a certainty that stayed with her since waking all those years ago. Maybe that’s why she didn’t take them before. She wasn’t ready for it to be over just yet.  
 
    A whisper filled her chest as she pushed the dead man’s body away from her.  
 
    “It can’t end now,” it said. “Not while Anya lives.” 
 
    Maribel shot away from her prizes and headed toward the island. The thought had to be a mistake. Anya was good. She was family. There was no reason to want her dead. Sure, she’d made a mistake when she let Luke in. Maribel felt his hands on her body the way they’d been on Anya’s and it made her nauseous. It was foolish of Anya to let him seduce her, but not unforgivable. 
 
    “She could join you,” the whisper said as Maribel reached the island. “It’s the least she could do.” 
 
    Right. Anya didn’t have to die.  
 
    Not forever anyway… 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 TWELVE 
 
    “She’s gotta go,” Jason said. “I thought you were going to convince her to leave.” 
 
    “Take a fucking breath, bud. She’s not staying.” 
 
    “Katie said she asked about working at the restaurant. That’s not leaving.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “Okay, yeah, she might stay for a bit longer than I hoped. Look, I tried, but she’s stubborn. It’s that fucking Daniels blood or something.” He toyed with the fob on his keychain. “Plus, she might have a little crush on me.” 
 
    Jason glared at him. “Wondered when you’d mention that. She said you didn’t fuck her, but I just can’t see you missing the opportunity.”  
 
    Luke didn’t answer.  
 
    “Christ, Luke, can you, just one fucking time, keep your goddamn dick in your pants?” 
 
    “She trusts me, asshole. All part of the plan. Calm down.” 
 
    “You don’t think that her fucking you was suspicious?” 
 
    “The fuck you saying? Why wouldn’t she?” 
 
    Jason sighed as he stared in the direction Anya had walked when she left them on the beach. He paced the narrow strip of sand, methodically thumping his fist against his palm as he walked. “She’s up to something. Her whole thing tonight was a little show. Fucking you was part of it, although I know it’s tough for your ego to hear that.” 
 
    “I showed up at her trailer. She was drinking alone. I came on to her first.” She ended up reeling him in at the end, but Jason didn’t need to know that. “And I invited her to the party. I suggested we take a walk. She didn’t ask me to come down here.” 
 
    “I mean the skinny-dipping bullshit was a show, but I don’t believe she didn’t manipulate you into coming down here. Made it seem like your idea. She’s smart, Luke. Probably smarter than both of us.” 
 
    “You’re giving her too much credit.” 
 
    “Am I? I think she wanted both of us here. I think she wanted to get us in the water, but when we didn’t bite, she gave up.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re really fucking paranoid. If she wanted us to go in, she’d have stripped down and lured us in. Instead, she went home, because you spooked her. Besides, what the hell would she do with us once we were in there? She’s hardly big enough or strong enough to overpower us both.” 
 
    “Maybe she had a gun or a knife. You don’t know.” 
 
    “We’d be dead if that was her plan.” 
 
    Jason kicked at the sand. “So, she chickened out. I don’t know. Every part of me says she is going to screw us over, though.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I think she knows something. Why would she come back if she didn’t? She had a whole life wherever she was and she just drops everything to come back here and mess around with you?” 
 
    Luke started toward his house. “Christ, you’re acting like she’s an evil genius.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s evil,” Jason said, following him. “But she’s out to destroy us for what we did. Maybe she has evidence or someone was out there that night. They might have contacted her and told her what they saw. That’d make me come back if I were her.” 
 
    God, he’d always be a shit show. Why hadn’t Luke seen that years ago? He stopped walking and turned. “Jay, she knows nothing. No one was out there. No one saw anything. She’s just feeling lost, because her mom died and she has no one else. She’ll probably stick it out for the summer and then she’ll go. No one’s going to hire her around here. Believe me.” 
 
    Somewhere in the darkness, Luke heard a scream. He glanced toward his house. The party had calmed down considerably, but a few stragglers still stood by the dying fire, trading bullshit and finishing the rest of his beer. The scream echoed again, and this time, he saw heads turn. 
 
    “What was that?” Jason asked.  
 
    “Fucking idiots.” Luke tossed his beer on the ground.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Someone’s in the water.”  
 
    — 
 
    Anya stood behind a lilac bush at the edge of crowd behind BenSon’s main building. The sweet scent of dying flowers tickled her nose. It seemed wrong to enjoy that smell while police lights lit up the night, but she did.  
 
    A low hum of sharply drawn breaths and loud whispers from the crowd pulled Anya back to the matter at hand. A boat stopped parallel to the shore and the men inside gently lifted a body over the edge and then carried it to a tarp someone had laid on the sand. A police officer quickly covered the body with a white sheet as another officer calmly pushed the crowd back. In the darkness, the blood seeping through the thin cotton looked black.  
 
    “Anyone else missing?” she heard Luke ask a tall woman standing with a crowd from his party.  
 
    “Dave,” she said. “I haven’t seen him in hours.” 
 
    Luke lifted the radio to his mouth and walked further away. Anya couldn’t hear what he said. The woman, though, covered her mouth before resting her head on a friend’s shoulder.  
 
    Had Maribel done this? Was she angry that Anya didn’t coax Luke and Jason into the water? Maybe all of these drownings were murders after all. Maribel wanted her killers and she wouldn’t stop until she had them.  
 
    How could Anya allow more deaths just to save a couple of murderers? The right thing to do would be to let her sister’s ghost have what she wanted. It’s not like Anya would have to kill them herself. Maribel could clearly take care of that part.  
 
    She walked back toward her trailer, mulling over her options. The first still felt impossible. Knowingly sending anyone to their deaths made her just as bad as Luke. She could just go home and forget about Tweed, the lake…Maribel. She’d be sending any number of people to their deaths if she did that, though, because she couldn’t deny it anymore. What she’d seen hadn’t been a dream. Maribel was real and something had to be done to stop her.  
 
    A sliver of wood from the tree had worked itself under the edge of the skin of Anya’s thumb. She rubbed it with her fingernail as she approached the trailer. If she lured Luke and Jason to the beach and got them to confess, maybe she could make a deal with Maribel. Just because her spirit was restless didn’t mean it couldn’t see reason. An apology from them may satisfy her. It might open the door to whatever place she should have gone to when she died.  
 
    As she walked up the steps to her front door, Anya had worked the sliver loose and felt better about the situation. She’d do as Maribel asked, and then she’d convince Luke that all he had to do was admit he’d done something wrong and Maribel would see his remorse and it’d all be over.  
 
    Or…Maribel would kill them before she had a chance to try.  
 
    She sighed as she closed the door behind her and turned on the lights. “I’m going to need more alcohol,” she told the empty trailer.  
 
    — 
 
    The police patrolled the beaches around Stoco Lake, making it impossible for Anya to go near it for two full days. She still walked there both nights and stood just out of sight while trying to figure out how she’d get Luke and Jason there with her. Maybe just one at a time. First Luke and then Jason. She knew Jason was just a witness. An unwitting accomplice. If Maribel was going to attack, it was better she kills the truly guilty party. Anya decided she could live with that death if she had to.  
 
    The police, with help from Luke’s cousin Caleb, had installed spotlights along the beach so no one could sneak onto it under the cover of darkness. The strip of sand was almost straight from the edge of the road all the way up to BenSon’s. She wouldn’t be able to slip in undetected there. However, further away, where the edge of the property disappeared into dense trees and brush, they hadn’t bothered lighting. Probably figured no one would risk the sumac and poison ivy just to swim.  
 
    She didn’t give herself time to second guess her plan, dressing in long sleeves and pants and heading out as soon as dark settled over the park. Now, as she got closer, Anya waivered. It had to end. Maribel had to rest and the only way to see it happen was to let her have them. Technically, Anya was just a pawn in a game started long ago by Luke and his friends. It wasn’t even Maribel’s fault this had to happen.  
 
    Pulling down the sleeves of her jacket, Anya walked carefully through the dense growth of blackberry bushes. Thorns snagged her clothes and branches pulled at her hair. Now and then a twig snapped loudly enough that she paused, waiting for the cops to yell or drag her back out, but no one came. No one noticed. A branch caught her jeans, ripping the seam along the thigh. 
 
    “Fuck,” she whispered, smoothing the edge of the tear before she continued walking.  
 
    Soon, the brush thinned and her feet sank into a mixture of sticks, rocks, and sand. She cleared the woods and emerged on the beach. The sky was overcast so only a dull beam of moonlight illuminated the sand.  
 
    Anya pulled her shirt over her head and then slid her pants down to her ankles. She took her phone out of the back pocket before tossing them aside. She hadn’t bothered with a bra or panties. They’d just soak through her clothes on the way home. She lifted the phone, snapped a pic of her boobs, and then texted Care to join me? to Luke. Almost immediately he replied with, Who’s this? 
 
    Anya scowled. Apparently, his memory was very short term. She texted back, Going for a swim. 
 
    The next reply took a little longer. Don’t. Too dangerous. 
 
    Smiling, Anya walked to the edge of the water. She snapped a pic of the waves running over her feet and sent it to Luke. Too late, she texted.  
 
    Anya? he replied.  
 
    She tossed her phone onto the sand and waited. 
 
    — 
 
    Anya swam for about an hour. Maribel didn’t show herself. Maybe the ghost was gone. Maybe she had hallucinated the whole thing. Luke wouldn’t come and she’d be floating in the weeds for nothing.  
 
    “Anya?” someone whispered.  
 
    “She’s not here. Just fucking with us,” Luke said.  
 
    Twigs cracked. A low-hanging sumac branch swayed.  
 
    “Why did you call me then?” Jason asked.  
 
    “Just in case.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t come out here by herself. I mean, Anya’s a lot of things, but stupid’s not one of them.” 
 
    “She’s emotional and desperate. That makes people impulsive. She’s definitely out here.” 
 
    “You know,” Jason said, “if she’s planning to ambush us, maybe it’s what we deserve.” 
 
    “Stop talking like that. We’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “If we’d confessed when all that shit with Maribel went down, then no one else would have died. She might even be alive if we’d called an ambulance that night. Then the lake would be safe and Anya wouldn’t be fucking around out here risking her life and ours.” 
 
    Hearing the confession was like a slap in the face. She knew the truth, but having it finally confirmed didn’t feel as good as she thought it would. Anya choked on the water that filled her mouth, but Luke and Jason didn’t seem to hear.  
 
    “You honestly think Maribel’s the one killing people?” Luke asked. “Grow the fuck up.” 
 
    “You know I’m right.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. She’s dead.” 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “Look, I just want to make sure Anya’s bluffing about going swimming. She really could get hurt.” They emerged from the cover of trees and Luke paused. “Actually, if something happened to her, it might solve a lot of our problems.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Anya drowns and it’s the end of the Daniels nightmare.” 
 
    “Fuck, that’s low, even for you.” 
 
    Luke glanced at him. “How is it low?”   
 
    “Maribel was an accident, but Anya would be cold-blooded murder.” 
 
    “She’s the one that couldn’t leave well enough alone. She came back here, stuck her nose into shit that should’ve been forgotten and then she lured us out here. If you ask me, she brought it on herself, just like her sister. I won’t let either of them ruin my life. Christ, Jay, you’ve got as much to lose as I do. Pull your balls out of your ass. We have to do this.” 
 
    “You slept with her!” Jason’s voice was a hiss.  
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Fuck, man, you are messed up.” 
 
    “I’ve slept with a lot of women. Doesn’t mean I owe them anything. I didn’t even like a few of them.” 
 
    Nice. Anya choked back the anger that stung her throat. She knew what Luke was. His coldness shouldn’t surprise her. Part of her was just stupid enough to think that maybe she’d be different. Unlike Luke, she had at least an ounce of humanity in her and did feel bad about plotting someone’s death. A big part of her hoped Maribel didn’t show up. Then she could go back to Toronto and forget about Luke, Jason, and this place. 
 
    God, her arms were tired. This was the dumbest thing she’d ever done. What the fuck was she doing? She regretted the whole stupid plan. Maybe they’d leave and she could go back to the trailer and lick her wounds. Maribel wasn’t real. The episode down by the dock had been a dream brought on by the stress of her mom’s death. Coming back to Tweed had just added to it and she made shit up in her head to justify the restlessness in her soul. They’d never admit what they did to anyone else and even if she found the evidence she needed, no one would believe her. 
 
    A loon’s call echoed across the lake. Anya lay on her back and floated, careful not to make a sound. She let the water wash away the disappointment she felt. Go home. Stop chasing ghosts. Get on with her life. That’s what she’d do. 
 
    “She’s not here,” Luke said. “Stupid bitch isn’t as ballsy as her sister was. I should’ve known it was a bullshit ruse to fuck with us.” 
 
    “Or she was here and something got her,” Jason said. “Guess we’ll find out in the morning.” 
 
    Anya bit her lip. God, what a perfect time to start crying. Something brushed her leg, forcing her upright. A mouthful of water sloshed up her nose. She coughed. The thing brushed her leg again. This time, the touch was more of a push. 
 
    She pictured a giant musky circling her kicking legs. The thought was enough to spur her toward shore. Who cared about Luke and Jason? She didn’t want to be some mutant fish’s dinner. As she swam toward them, something rough gripped her ankle. She managed to scream before it pulled her under. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
    Luke was tired of the Daniels sisters. Tired of Jason, too. He just wanted that chapter of his life to end. Never wanted to think about the lake or what lurked inside it again. Maribel was dead. Anya’s return combined with the monster fish had twisted his brain inside out. He let it get to him for a while, even convinced himself he might care about Anya, but her stunt tonight woke him up. For the first time in years, he saw things clearly. Maribel was gone. Carol Daniels was gone too. Anya had to go with them so there’d be no one left to give a shit about what happened that night. No more family meant no more questions. Fuck, it’d be nice to sleep just one night without the possibility of being found out weighing on his mind.  
 
    A loon’s call broke the silence. He turned, ready to tell Jason they were leaving, when he saw her. Not far from shore, Anya bobbed lazily with the waves. She didn’t seem to notice him, so he crept slowly toward Jason’s position.  
 
    “Look,” he whispered.  
 
    It took Jason several seconds to see her, but when he did, he walked toward the lake. “She’s going to get hurt.” 
 
    “Damn right she is.” 
 
    “Luke, enough is—” Jason’s whining was cut short by Anya’s scream. She disappeared for several seconds, reappearing closer to shore before going under again.  
 
    “We have to help her,” Jason said, kicking off his shoes.  
 
    “Do we?” 
 
    “Yes!” Jason was in the water before Luke could object.  
 
    Maybe this was for the best. Two birds, one fish. Jason swam toward Anya, finally playing his dream role of hero, and then stopped. He turned toward Luke.  
 
    “Do you see her?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Nope.” Luke crossed his arms over his chest. Idiot. “I think you should get out of there.” 
 
    Anya popped up about six feet from Jason. She sputtered and coughed, but didn’t go back under this time. “Get out!” she yelled. 
 
    Jason swam toward her. “Stay there. I’m coming to help you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Go, Jason.” 
 
    Jason the bleeding heart didn’t listen. Luke predicted long ago that Jason’s need to be the good guy would be his undoing and here it was, happening right in front of him. At least he didn’t have to worry about the stupid fucker confessing anymore. The fish would kill him and that would be that. If it didn’t kill Anya, he’d do what was necessary to silence her as well.  
 
    They both started swimming to shore. Luke’s certainty of Jason’s demise wavered as they made it to the shallows, both walking through the chest-deep water, Anya still gasping for air.  
 
    “Fuck me,” he muttered.  
 
    Almost as soon as the words left his mouth, Jason fell. Luke’s heart pounded excitedly. Jason jumped up, then fell again. “Help,” he managed to say between coughs and sputters, holding his hand toward Anya. “Something’s got m—” 
 
    Down he went again. This time, the water parted, marking the trail of where the thing that had him as it dragged him toward the island in the center of the lake.  
 
    Anya stopped long enough to digest what was happening, and then she scrambled to shore. Luke said nothing as she sank to her knees on the sand, hacking and coughing enough to force a lung out.  
 
    “Luke, he’s going to die if you don’t help him.” 
 
    “He’s the stupid fucker that decided to go in. I warned everyone, including you. Actually, if it wasn’t for you fucking around in there, he wouldn’t be in trouble, so it’s all your fault. You go get him.” 
 
    She blinked. “He’s your best friend.” 
 
    Luke shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I should die for his stupidity.” 
 
    The way she looked at him then bothered Luke. Not enough to force him into the water, but enough that he looked away.  
 
    Jason screamed once, but didn’t reappear. Luke waited. Nothing happened.  
 
    “She killed him.” Anya’s words sent a chill over Luke’s skin. “I thought maybe I imagined it, but…” 
 
    “But what? Who killed him?” 
 
    “We have to leave.” Anya walked toward the trees. “I’m sorry I made you come out here. It was a momentary lapse in good judgment.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    She pushed him toward the trees. “You have to go or she’ll get you too.” 
 
    God, she’d really lost it. “Who?” 
 
    “Maribel.” 
 
    “You’ve joined the crazy train, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Maribel is dead, Anya.” 
 
    “I saw her and I talked to her. She made me promise to bring you to her. That’s why I texted you. It’s why I went in the water. I thought you’d try to seduce me or rescue me. I don’t know. It was stupid and I’m sorry. Now, let’s go.” 
 
    Bitch. He knew she was up to something. Should’ve seen it all along. Anya knew her sister wasn’t dead. She probably knew this whole time. They just waited until he’d done something with his life to get their revenge. “You set me up?”  
 
    “Yes…no. I mean I just wanted you to pay for what you did.” 
 
    “What’d I do?” 
 
    “We’re past that now, Luke. She told me everything. I know you were chasing her and I know it was probably an accident, but if it hadn’t happened the way it did, and she didn’t get stabbed, you’d have done worse to her.” 
 
    She knew. Luke cleared his throat. Panic made his hands clammy and his skin itched. “What is it you think I did?” 
 
    “You were trying to take her clothes off when you stabbed her. I can do the math. You didn’t mean to kill her, but if it hadn’t happened, you’d have finished what you started.” 
 
    “What I…? Wait. You think I was going to rape her?”  
 
    “Weren’t you?” 
 
    “God, no!” He only wanted to humiliate her. Make her feel a little of what she made him feel when she refused to accept his apologies. Nothing worse than that. Anya didn’t believe him, though. “So, if you knew all of this and you think I’m so terrible I’d rape someone, why sleep with me? Why not kill me yourself?” 
 
    She frowned. “Because I’m not like you. That’s why. I slept with you because…well, because I was drunk. It was also stupid. I’ve done a lot of stupid things since coming back here and I thought I could do this, but Jason’s…” she glanced at the lake. “I can’t have any more deaths on my conscience. Maybe this will make her happy. Two out of three is all right.” 
 
    He managed to keep the dialogue flowing, but a tornado of emotions whirled inside him. She knew. He couldn’t let her leave. Didn’t want to kill her either. He would, because he had to, but he really didn’t want to. “Two out of three what? I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Murderers. I told you I know what you guys did.” 
 
    “You think you know.” 
 
    “Maribel told me.” 
 
    “We’re not murderers if she’s able to tell you what happened.” 
 
    “We just went over this. God, you’re so fucking full of yourself, you can’t hear anyone else. She’s in that lake and the reason everyone is dying is because she can’t rest until you’ve paid for what you did.” 
 
    He wanted to vomit. He wanted to run. At the same time, he wanted to see her for himself. Had to know for sure. “If she’s alive, then it doesn’t matter what we did. Statute of limitations would make us immune from prosecution.” 
 
    Anya shoved his chest. “Are you fucking hearing me? You’re such an arrogant prick. Get over yourself for a minute.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder. Luke followed her gaze. There, coming toward them, was a dark figure.  
 
    “Who is that?” he asked, but he knew.  
 
    “Maribel,” Anya answered. “She’s not alive, though, Luke. Not technically.” 
 
    “Looks alive to me.” 
 
    “But she’s not human. Well, she’s human, but also something else. It’s…I can’t explain.” 
 
    He watched the figure move closer and he understood. The thing walking toward them was the stuff of nightmares. It was impossible.  
 
    “Run,” Anya whispered. “Now.” 
 
    Luke didn’t wait for her to tell him twice. He ran. She couldn’t come out of the water. All he had to do was get home, and then stay away from the lake. He tripped as he reached the cluster of sumac trees at the edge of the beach, but didn’t fall. A few more feet and—something yanked him back, sending him careening through the sand, onto his face.  
 
    Laughter. Maribel’s laughter, but different.  
 
    “It’s about time,” she said before his back erupted in flames. 
 
    — 
 
    Anya watched her sister’s ghost, or whatever Maribel had become, tear Luke apart, piece by piece. She wanted to run, but her feet were like cement, buried deep in the sand. Maribel had come out so fast; it took a while for Anya’s brain to catch up with her eyes. Maribel practically flew across the ground, closing the distance between herself and Luke in a flash.  
 
    She raked her clawed fingers over his back, shredding his shirt and his skin. Then she jumped on him. Luke managed to roll over onto his back and he got a few punches in, but Maribel was stronger. She bit into his cheek, tearing the flesh in a single bite. Blood spurted, coating his neck and what remained of his face. Maribel didn’t stop, though. She grabbed his throat in both hands and then, with almost no effort, turned his head until Anya heard a nauseating crack.  
 
    She blinked and Luke’s head lay next to his body. Maribel hunched over the bloody stump, although Anya didn’t let her thoughts wander to what she might be doing. The slurping sounds were almost too much to bear.  
 
    Suddenly, she dropped Luke and stood.  
 
    “You came,” she said, wiping blood from her chin.  
 
    Anya stared, open mouthed, at the monster that used to be her sister. She couldn’t form a word.  
 
    “Thank you,” Maribel said. “I knew you’d give me what I needed.” 
 
    Anya cleared her throat as Maribel advanced. She should run, but would Maribel give chase? If she did, Anya didn’t stand a chance. Maybe she could be reasoned with now that Jason and Luke were dead. “You can rest now, Mari. They’re gone.” 
 
    “I thought I could,” Maribel stopped about a foot from Anya’s position. “But I can’t.” 
 
    “They got what they deserved. You said if I—” 
 
    “I know what I said, but something’s changed. The hunger is still there. That means something is unfinished.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Maribel looked up at the sky. Luke’s blood had dried on her face, darkening her mouth. “I need you, Anya. With me.” 
 
    God, no. “I…how?” 
 
    “Just come with me. The water will do the rest.” 
 
    Anya took a step back. “I’ll die out there.” 
 
    Maribel nodded. “For a while. Then you’ll rise, like I did, as something better.” She held out a hand. “Come, Anya. Stay with me forever.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m sorry, Mari. I love you, but I can’t go with you. Please, just go to the other side or whatever. You got them. It’s over.” 
 
    Maribel lowered her arm. “You disappoint me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said again. If Maribel really wanted her dead, she wouldn’t have a choice. “I love you and I’ve missed you so much, but this isn’t right. I’m not ready.” 
 
    Maribel seemed to ponder her words. She was quiet for a long time and then, finally, she smiled. She knelt, picked up Anya’s discarded clothes and then handed them to her. “Okay. Go. But promise me you’ll come back. It’s lonely without you.” 
 
    “I will,” Anya lied. “I promise.” 
 
    Maribel leaned forward, caressed Anya’s cheek with a bloodied claw and then turned toward the water. As she swam away, Anya’s legs finally gained the ability to move again. She walked toward the trees, clothes clutched tightly to her chest, careful to avoid looking at what was left of Luke, and then toward her trailer. She’d pack her shit, leave before dawn and never set foot in Tweed again. Maybe if she stayed away long enough, Maribel would forget. She had what she wanted and Anya could sleep at night knowing no more innocent people would die in Blood Lake. Maribel might not be resting, but she had no reason to hurt anyone now. The Blood Lake Monster was finished. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
    In the months since leaving Tweed, only one person had drowned in Stoco Lake. Anya watched the news to be sure it wasn’t Maribel. The man who died had been drunk, so it was possible that his death wasn’t sinister. Since the lake had claimed no more lives for the remainder of the season, she felt confident it was truly over.  
 
    Now, she had to figure out what to do with the colossal mess she’d made of her life. She sat in her grandmother’s rocking chair next to the bay window in the living room of the house she said she wouldn’t keep after her mother’s passing, because it never felt like home. Strangely, though, it was the only place she felt safe. She rubbed her rounded belly as she read the letter her mother had stashed, along with her original birth certificate, in a safe deposit box.  
 
    When Anya returned from Tweed, she realized she was pregnant. She was excited about being a mother, but knowing that Luke’s blood would flow in her child’s veins wasn’t as thrilling.  
 
    Now, four months after finding out she was pregnant, Anya received a letter of apology from her mother’s lawyer, along with the key and details about the box. He had tucked the key away in the file containing her will, but had overlooked it. She retrieved the box a few hours ago and now sat holding her birth certificate. It was raining now, which seemed appropriate, and lightning sporadically lit up the shadowy corners of the quiet room. Anya couldn’t stop staring at her father’s name on the birth certificate.  
 
    Ben Wilson.  
 
    Luke was her brother.  
 
    She touched her belly.  
 
    Her mother should have told her, or Ben. He must’ve known. How could he not? Did Maribel know? She’d have been old enough to remember their mother dating Ben. Had Luke known? She’d never learn the truth now. He was gone. They were all gone.  
 
    Except Maribel. 
 
    At least no one would know that she was pregnant with her brother’s child. If Maribel found out…Anya stopped the thought. Maribel was bound to the lake. She never had to know. Besides, she got what she wanted and could rest, as much as a mutant ghost thing could.  
 
    Still, as she folded the birth certificate and tucked it into the small box she’d found in a cabinet in the spare bedroom, she promised herself she’d never return to Tweed. Maybe she’d head out to British Columbia. Could go east too, but there was all that water. If she never saw another lake, ocean, river, pond, or even a bubbling brook, it’d be too soon. From now on, she’d stay away from everything that might threaten her or her unborn child. Who knew how far Maribel could travel. 
 
    Biting her lip, she blinked away the tears that threatened to spill. Like her mother, her father, and possibly her brother and Maribel, she’d take the identity of her baby’s father to her grave. 
 
    — 
 
    “We’re gonna be in so much shit if we get caught,” Mindy warned from the shore. “No one is allowed swimming here.” 
 
    “Worried about the Blood Lake Monster?” Charlie taunted. “Come on, Min, it’s just a story.” 
 
    “What’s the Blood Lake Monster?” Austin, the new kid who seemed to occupy all of Charlie’s time lately asked.  
 
    Mindy sighed. “Apparently some girl died here a long time ago and she came back as a monster. Kills people who swim here.” 
 
    “That’s a stupid legend.” 
 
    “The last guy who swam here might disagree, since he’s dead.” 
 
    Austin splashed around onto his back. “When was that? Like, nineteen-seventy-two?” 
 
    “Last summer.” Mindy remembered it well. She also remembered them finding the decapitated body of a cop on the beach. It was a big deal. They found his friend in the fall, floating face down in the weedy shallows by Campbell’s farm. Said he must’ve died the same night. She wouldn’t go swim there for all the money in the world.  
 
    “Maybe we should go home,” Austin said. 
 
    “She’s fucking with you,” Charlie said.  
 
    “It’s a huge fine if you get caught,” Mindy warned. “And your dad will lose his shit if you get charged again.” 
 
    “We won’t get caught. Stop being pussies.” 
 
    Something moved behind Charlie. Mindy stood. “Something’s out there.” 
 
    He sighed and started toward shore. Austin was already on the sand, shaking the moisture from of his too long mop of blond hair.  
 
    “Fine,” Charlie muttered as he joined them. “Happy now?” 
 
    “No,” Mindy said as the object disappeared. “I want to go home.” 
 
    “Fuck, you’re always a spoilsport. I don’t know why I hang out with you.” 
 
    “Because no one else will put up with your shit,” she said. “Come on. We can swim at the dam.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be afraid of now,” Charlie said. “Let’s sit for a bit.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    The object appeared again, but only for a second. It was about ten feet away. Too close for Mindy’s liking, even if she couldn’t make out what it was. 
 
    “Look,” Charlie said, “even if the legend of the monster is true, we’re safe now.” 
 
    “Are we?” 
 
    “Everyone knows it can’t leave the water.” 
 
    As he spoke, a woman appeared. She walked slowly toward them. Her hair was tangled with seaweed, her skin a sickly blue color. On her face, gills pulsed, and an open wound in her neck oozed blood.  
 
    “Min?” Austin said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “She’s here.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Charlie punched her arm. “The Blood Lake Monster is a story. She’s not real.” 
 
    She pointed over his shoulder. “Then who is that?” 
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