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  Foreword 


by Brett Monk

Welcome to Shattered Mira , the third of four books in the Turquoise Mist Thrillers series. 
If you’ve gotten this far in this series, and if you’ve read the Moms Who Lie series that McKenna and I wrote, you will understand that, like many book series in this genre, THIS BOOK HAS CLIFFHANGERS AT THE END. And, honestly, since this is the next to the last book of the series, I’m warning you that at the end of this book you’ll have more questions than ever.
There. I said it.
Having said that, McKenna and I also PROMISE you two things:
1 – By the end of the fourth and final book, you will get all the answers to all the questions and the whole saga will be wrapped up in an elegant (metaphorical) bow.
2 – You will enjoy the ride and be glad you stuck with us for the whole story. 
So, get comfortable and dive on in. Summer, Blaize, Tripp and Mira are waiting for you. And Mira is getting a little antsy…






  
  Chapter one
Mira


76 Days Ago…

Rain drenches my skin, but I don’t feel it. I feel nothing. At least outwardly. On the inside, I’m trapped. Trapped in this body I so desperately want to claw my way out of. I’m horrified. Dizzy. My heart pounds in my chest, and I swear it’s louder than the thunder above us. 
No. 
It didn’t happen. That didn’t just happen. 
No, no, no, no, no. 
I clutch my chest as I stumble back inside the party at the abandoned resort. Around me, damp bodies laugh and play games and have the time of their lives. I wish I could be like them. But I’ll never be like them again. 
A sob threatens to escape my chest, but I push it down deeper inside of me. I can’t break down in front of everyone. I can’t let anyone see.
I shove my way through the crowd, not caring how harsh I am with my elbows and fists, not caring about the people calling my name and wanting my attention. I can’t bear to look at anyone right now. Not any of these people anyway. There’s only one person I want to see. One person I need to see. If I could just get to her.
“SUMMER!” I shout out of a broken window as I reach the other side of the pool house. I clutch the frame for dear life. Summer’s not in here with everyone else, so she must still be out there somewhere. 
With him. 
I try again, attempting to spot her through the desert rainstorm. “Are you out there?!” 
Oh God. I think I’m going to be sick. 
I clutch my stomach and double over, but behind me, who knows who could be watching? 
I swallow, take a deep breath, and stand upright. 
I gotta get out of here.
There are usually rules when parties are held at the Turquoise Mist Resort. Don’t go anywhere alone. Always have a partner. And that became an even more serious rule after Desiree’s death. But screw it. I leave the newer part of Turquoise Mist, which was added long after the first building turned from a hospital to a hotel—the one where Robert Cole was murdered—and slink through the rain. I trade in sleek and modern architecture and move toward the older, more ornate—and frankly, creepier—structure.
I want to fall into the mud and not get up. I want to dissolve into myself and just disappear. I don’t want to think anymore. I don’t want to breathe anymore, and yet, I keep gasping for air. 
“SUMMER!”  
Still no signs of her. 
“Come on,” I mutter to myself as I fumble in the pocket of my jeans for my phone, starting to dry heave. I cannot have a panic attack right now. I have to breathe. 
But I don’t want to. 
I call Summer. It rings once. Then twice. Then it goes to voicemail. 
Did she just ignore me? 
Oh my God. She already knows. She followed me. She saw the whole thing. She doesn’t want to be anywhere near me now. I’m done for. Doomed.
I trample through the mud, not caring that my white sneakers are getting ruined. Just a short while ago, I was so worried about getting my hair wet. What a joke. At this point, I don’t care if it all falls right out of my head. 
I gulp back the bile rising in my throat, striving to focus on the building where I last spotted Summer. The original structure of the deserted resort is a place no one ever goes. No one except for people like Summer and Blaize, who find a sick thrill out of places like that.
I stumble around the corner as I dry heave again, but then suddenly, there Summer is, walking toward me, looking slightly aloof. 
I can’t let her see. I have to get it together. “There you are,” I gasp, clearing my throat and trying to remember how the ‘me’ who existed thirty minutes ago would’ve acted. Why don’t I know her anymore? 
I stare at Summer as I follow her back toward the main building where the party is, and for some reason, it helps to ground me. Summer. She’s real. She’s still the same as she was twenty minutes ago. She doesn’t know what I just did. She wasn’t there. 
I want to clutch onto her and never let go. But I can’t. 
She was ignoring you and your calls so that she could talk to Blaize. 
Right. 
I can’t stand it. I can’t stand any of this. She doesn’t know. The people in that pool room don’t know. Everything’s horrible and everyone needs to get off this property.
“Sorry,” Summer tells me, but she sounds mostly distracted. “I was talking to Blaize.” 
It makes my skin crawl. She needs to stay away from him. Far away. 
“Yeah, for like an hour!” 
She shouldn’t have been with Blaize. She should’ve stopped me from leaving her side. She could’ve prevented everything. But she didn’t. 
She doesn’t even look at me as she talks. “Don’t exaggerate.” She steps in through where there used to be a window, because apparently now, any gaping hole works just as well for a front entrance to the newer building. I don’t want to go back, but I don’t know how to tell her that. I made us come here in the first place. And even then, I didn’t really want to. I was forced. 
I want to squeeze her and tell her everything. I want her to make this okay. I want her to see the fear in my eyes, but instead, she’s busy glancing around the party. Of course she’s worrying about herself at a time like this. I know I shouldn’t blame her, because it sucks that everyone at this party is talking about her like she’s not standing right there. But I need her. And I need her to know that. 
But I can’t tell her.
“Whatever,” I say with a huff. I lean back against the small bit of crumbling wall between two floor-to-ceiling windows and cross my arms, clenching my jaw to prevent any words—or tears—or screams—from bursting out of me. 
He’s dead. I killed him. I took someone off the earth. I killed someone.
I turn my head to Summer again to find her staring at me expectantly, but it strangely feels like I’m hardly even looking at her. It registers that she might have just said something to me. “What?” I ask, staring past her again. 
He’s dead because of me.
I’m a murderer and shouldn’t be here.
“Did you find someone to keep you company while I was gone?” Summer repeats. It hurts. There’s a stabbing pain right in my chest. A fist clenching my stomach and squeezing tight. 
I shake my head. 
“Not even Keira or Conner?” 
Oh, Summer, don’t you get it? None of that freaking matters anymore! None of them do! I need you! 
I don’t say anything. 
So, she changes the subject. “Blaize and I had… sort of a decent talk out there.”
“About the Cole family?” I ask. It’s ironic that she and Blaize were so excited to be in the presence of where a murder happened—little did they know there was another one happening just outside the other side of this building. 
“No, about Logan.” 
I don’t hear her the first time. 
“Who?” 
“Logan,” she says again. “You know, ex-boyfriend. Stabbed Blaize.” 
The stones sink deeper through my body, and for a moment, somehow, I’m distracted from the horrors of a few minutes ago. Summer can’t talk to Blaize. I have to put a stop to that. I can’t let him take her from me. I’ve never needed Summer more than I do now. She’s the only thing holding me together.
“Did you hear me?” she asks when I don’t say anything. 
“Sorry, what were we talking about?” I ask to show her I don’t care to hear about anything having to do with Blaize or Logan. “Oh, come on,” Summer says, rolling her eyes at me. “You know I’ve been wanting to get answers out of him. I finally got somewhere.” 
She got answers? About what? Who? Me? Is this the part where she tells me she knows I’m a horrible person? A psycho? A loser? 
I can’t stand Blaize. 
“Why do you seem annoyed?” she asks. 
“How do I seem annoyed?” 
“I don’t know. I’m just getting the feeling that you wish I’d move on from what happened already. Like it’s an easy thing to do.”
She doesn’t get it. She has no idea what’s going on inside my head right now. I have enough of my own problems. Why would I waste time obsessing over hers? I killed someone. 
“Mira, are you okay?” She sounds totally different now. Her voice has gone soft, and her head is slightly tilted, her eyes full of concern.
I run my fingers through my hair. Scotty. 
Then I rub my hand down my face. My makeup is ruined from the rain anyway. I gotta get out of here. 
“This place freaks me out, Summer,” I blurt out. I can’t even think his name because it’s too overwhelming. My heart squeezes in my chest, and I’m almost certain it might stop beating if I think about it any longer. “That’s all. I don’t want you to ‘move on’ from what happened. I want you to heal from it. Healthily. I do feel for you. I just don’t like being here.”
“Did you see something?” she asks, scrunching up her nose. “A ghost?”
I wonder if his ghost is here now. If he’s the one reaching a hand inside my body and twisting up my insides, wanting me to feel what I did to him. “Ghosts are real, you know,” I say for some reason. “You probably disturbed their peace up there.” I nod toward the old building. Summer should’ve never been in there with Blaize. I gave him a chance to tell her what he knows, and it would’ve been disastrous if he did. I hate him.
But not really. I just hate myself.
I interrupt Summer before she can say anything. “Why is death and murder so exciting to you?”
She audibly snaps her jaw shut. “I don’t know...”
Of course she doesn’t know. She doesn’t know what it’s like to be right there, involved in it. If she did, she’d stay far away from all those documentaries she’s always watching. She’d feel as sick as I do at the mention of anyone dying at the hands of somebody else.
I let out a laugh that’s mostly air leaving my lungs. “Maybe you should be a cop or something.”
“That’s funny,” she says, “I said the same thing to Blaize.”
“Do you know what’s not funny?” I glare at her. “Murder. Somebody’s life was destroyed just because somebody else decided they didn’t want them on this planet anymore. Like it was their choice to make. I just don’t get why that’s so funny to you. Why you think it’s so interesting and exciting. It’s none of that. It’s terrible.”
 I’m terrible. I killed someone. 
God, I want to tell her. I want her to tell me it’s going to be okay. She’s the only one I would believe.
Summer steps back, her eyes growing to saucers. “What’s gotten into you? I’m feeling a little attacked right now. I don’t even know what I did wrong.”
I step away from the wall toward her. She’s right. I shouldn’t be going off on her like this. She just has no idea. “Sorry,” I mutter. “You didn’t do anything. Like I said, I’m just being a huge whiny baby like I always am. Can we just go home?” I grab her wrist with both of my hands, finally glad I can hold onto her now that I’m certain she won’t pull away. She doesn’t know what I did. For now, she’s still in my corner. “You’ll stay the night, right? You have to.” I don’t want to think about what will happen to me if she doesn’t.
“Duh,” she snaps. She can be annoyed at me all she wants. I don’t care. As long as I have her. If I don’t, there’s no way I’ll be able to get through this. 







  
  Chapter two
Mira


Now…

“Summer... I... I messed up.” 
“What are you talking about?” A loose strand of Summer’s long, strawberry-blonde hair blows into her face from a gust of wind. As she removes her small, pale hand from my shoulder, a shiver runs down my spine. With the two of us sitting here in the middle of the desert, a slight chill in the air, Blaize’s beat-up dirt bike discarded to the side, I feel more alone than ever. I knew she’d hate me. I knew she’d never be okay with this. What was I thinking, telling her? Why did I bring her into this? It’s just that... she said she’d stick around. Through thick and thin. She can’t take that back now. I can’t let her. I can’t do this alone.
“I killed him,” I repeat. Ugh, it feels so good to get it off my chest. But it also feels bad. So, so bad.
“No, you didn’t,” she says. Is she kidding? I gaze at her for a long moment. At her shockingly blue eyes. At the smattering of freckles underneath them, across the bridge of her sloped nose. She doesn’t fit in here. She doesn’t belong in the desert. She should have never stepped foot in the ghost town of Sugar Palms, Arizona. 
“Yes, I did, Summer.”
She shakes her head repeatedly. “No, you didn’t. You—you know he’s just been missing, Mira. You told me. You said he always does this. And—and you told me about that one girl! What’s her name...” She puts a finger with chipped blue polish on the nail to her chin, tapping, thinking hard like she’s just trying to solve the answer to a Jeopardy question. But this isn’t that. This is something horrible. And she doesn’t see it.
I grind my teeth. “It doesn’t matter what Deanne Pitts said.” After Scotty was officially reported missing to the police, a girl his age, desperate for attention, claimed to be the last one to likely speak to him. I confronted her in a TikTok DM. She didn’t reply. “I know what happened. Because I was there.”
I need Summer to understand that, so I grab her knobby knees, so tightly that it makes her jump a little. “Look at me, Summer.”
She does.
“I pushed him off the freaking cliff, Summer. Scotty is dead.”
She keeps shaking her head. Over and over. And she goes back to not looking at me. It makes me sick to my stomach. As if I wasn’t already sick enough.
“That’s impossible!” she screeches, pushing my hands away. “I’ve literally been with you every single day! When could that have happened? What cliff are you talking about? There’s no way, Mira!”
I nod my head and sniff. Then I wipe some tears. It’s useless, though, because they won’t stop—they haven’t since that night. I just work hard not to let anyone see them. “You were sort of... there.”
This makes her get to her feet. “What are you talking about?!”
I stand, too. “Turquoise Mist!”
“What about Turquoise Mist? Are you talking about the night of that party? Scotty wasn’t there!”
“Stop talking to me like I’ve gone crazy, Summer. I’m not crazy! I’m telling you what happened. I saw Scotty there. I went to meet him. I left the party, and I talked to him by the cliff. And I pushed him off of it!”
She steps closer to me, brushing sand off her pants. “Keep your voice down,” she growls. She looks around even though there’s nobody in sight. I had her meet me here, a spot I used to consider my old hangout. It’s where I finally found the dirt bike I stole from Blaize months ago. 
“He’s dead,” I say, laughing sardonically. “I killed someone, Summer. I killed Scotty.” Saying it out loud means I can’t pretend that it never happened. It makes it so much more real. I can’t believe what I’ve done. He was my friend. Basically the older brother I never asked for but loved regardless. I grew up with him. He knew me inside and out. He was the only one who did. And now he’s gone because of me. 
In distress, I grab my hair with both my hands and pull hard. I’m in such agony. I don’t even know how to go on anymore.
Summer snatches my hands and pries my fingers out of my hair. “Mira, just—just calm down. Everything’s going to be fine.”
Summer doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Just look at her. She can hardly even breathe.
“How?” I ask, bug-eyed, at her. I know I told her I wasn’t crazy, but I’m sure I look crazy. I probably look like a wild animal.
She turns away from me, her eyes darting around as she thinks. She’s...She’s actually looking for a way to make this okay. 
Either that, or she’s seconds away from passing out.
“The... The cliff isn’t even that high,” she tries. “You don’t know that you actually killed him.” 
I rip her hands away from me and clasp them so tightly that my nails dig into her skin. “Yes, I do, Summer.”
“No, you don’t!”
She just doesn’t get it. She’ll never get it. What have I done? Why did I tell her? What is she going to do now that she knows? How could I be so stupid?
I close my eyes and scrunch my entire face up. I wish I could disappear into myself. I wish, I wish, I wish. But it’s not working.
I think back to the moment it happened. I can picture the scene so well behind my eyelids. Scotty smirking at me. The devilish look in his eye. His sinister chuckle. And my rage. I remember my rage. I remember the exact second I snapped. My hands outstretched, a shout leaving my mouth. My hands pressing into his chest forcefully. Then the shove.
When I open my eyes, Summer looks terrified. With a quiet voice, I swallow and say, “Yes, I do, Summer.” I step close to her, practically putting my forehead against hers.
She talks quietly now. “How could you possibly? He could’ve just—”
“Because his body is still lying at the bottom of the cliff.”







  
  Chapter three
Summer


Iam at a loss for words. I can’t say anything to make this better. Mira is on her own. 
I yank myself away from her and step back. Suddenly, it’s freezing out here, and it’s too quiet. I can hear my own heart beating. 
Who else can hear us?
“You have to help me, Summer,” Mira says, looking nothing like the girl I’ve come to know over the past several months. That Mira was tall, confident, and always bore a look that told the world she couldn’t care less about anyone or anything. Now, with her shoulders hunched over, tears cascading down her tan cheeks, leaving a trail through her makeup, I barely even recognize her. This Mira seems like her tears will never cease. 
I stare at her with my mouth open in horror. Help? She wants me to help?
“It was an accident,” she pleads, looking so scared and alone. “I didn’t mean to do it. What do I do?”
A twig snaps, and we both jump and whirl around. But I don’t see anything around us. Just the montane desert, cooler than the desert of the Phoenix metropolitan area because we’re higher in elevation, toward the pine tree-filled snowy city of Flagstaff. There’s more vegetation in these sandy surroundings. More bushes to hide behind. 
I don’t think I’ve ever breathed so hard in my entire life.
“Please,” Mira begs. 
I run my hands through my hair, trying to calm myself. “How… What happened?” I don’t understand it. Mira and Scotty were best friends. Scotty wandered off on his own, as Mira told me he liked to do, and that was that. Hearing this makes absolutely no sense to me. I can’t grasp any understanding. I can’t fit it into the picture. 
“I check on his body every day,” Mira says.
Wait. 
Mira has been going off on her own a lot, disappearing and never telling me where. And it’s been infuriating. 
“Oh my God.” Now I have my answer. Now I know where she’s been going. But I so wish I didn’t. Ignorance really is bliss.
I don’t get it. Why is she just telling me this now? And what was Scotty even doing at Turquoise Mist that night? And didn’t Mira and I agree we weren’t going to keep any more secrets from each other?
What is happening right now?
Mira takes a deep, shaky breath. “I can’t tell you why, Summer. I just need you to help me. Tell me what to do.”
I shake my head and clench my jaw. “Help you, Mira? How on earth do you expect me to know what to do? And what do you mean you can’t tell me? You can’t do that. You don’t get to do that.”
“Summer—”
“No!” I interrupt. “So you can tell me you killed him, and that you go and visit his body every freaking day, but you can’t tell me why you pushed him in the first place? I mean… come on!”
She begins to stutter. “I… You watch all of those documentaries and stuff! Y-you have to have some sort of advice or—or something!”
I step further away from her, ready to run for it. “I’m not doing anything until you tell me what’s going on. I’m so serious, Mira. Now is not the time for secrets.”
She nods and looks at the ground around her, like the answers will be down there. “It’s—it’s our parents,” she slowly begins.
“What about them?” My tone is harsh. But I don’t care to soften it.
“M—my dad. He’s cheating on my mom. With Scotty’s mom.”
“What?” I am still so confused.
“That’s what Scotty told me on the cliff. I didn’t want to believe him. I was just so angry... and I wanted him to stop talking! And… I didn’t even know we were so close to the cliff when I did it! I didn’t know…” She trails off and cries some more.
But Scotty disappeared before the night of the party. “Did you know he was going to be at Turquoise Mist that night? Was he crashing there or something? Is he why you wanted me to go with you there in the first place?” The more answers she gives, the more questions I have.
“He told me to meet him there, and he said that if I told anyone about seeing him, or that I knew he was there, he would go public and ruin my parents’ marriage.”
My eyes widen. “You didn’t even think you could tell me?” 
“I’m telling you now?” she says like a question. 
“Oh my God,” I groan. “What the crap, Mira?”
She hangs her head. “I’m so dead, aren’t I?”
No. Scotty is dead.
I can’t stop picturing his body, hidden in some bushes at the bottom of a steep drop-off. The town of Sugar Palms was built into the side of a large hill. The abandoned resort sits toward the highest point, off to the side, surrounded by the desert landscape—and surrounded by sharp-edged cliffs.
My gurgling stomach sends my hand flying over my mouth.
“Maybe if… If I tell them it was an accident, do you think they’ll understand?” Mira asks me, like I have any idea what is going to happen to her.
I sit back down on the rock because I don’t think I can stand any longer.
“Summer?”
I hold my free hand up, the other still over my mouth. I want her to stop talking. 
It was an accident, right? Does Mira really deserve to go to prison, her life ruined, over something she didn’t mean to do? It’s not like she’s like Logan San Martin, my ex, who deliberately pulled a knife on Blaize Dosela and could have very well killed him if I hadn’t found him.
Except… Blaize is still alive.
Scotty isn’t.
It comes out of nowhere. I sharply turn and hunch over the rock I’m seated on and vomit into the dirt.
“Summer!” Mira cries out, her tone worried, though I don’t know how she could possibly be worried about me right now. I cough and get it all out of me, wipe my face with the hem of my shirt, and then I straighten up.
“How long has… Has Scotty’s body—” Ugh, I can’t do this— “been at the bottom of that cliff then? How long has it been?”
She hiccups. “It’s been seventy-six days.”
I shudder.
“I… I just check to make sure nobody’s seen or done anything to him. To his—yeah. I’ve left it in exactly the same spot. I… I covered him with some dirt and dead branches and whatever else I could find to hide him, and it helps that he was wearing a camouflage shirt and tan-colored pants that day…”
I stop listening because I think I’m dangerously close to being sick again. I take deep breaths and nod my head over and over until she finishes. “Okay. We can figure this out. This is fine. Everything’s gonna be fine. It’s no big deal. Okay.”
“What do I do?” she asks. She looks alone. And I don’t want her to feel that way. It was an accident, right? 
Just. An. Accident.
“So, we will just… I don’t know… hide it better?” I suggest. She cringes. “Dig a hole or something?”
She nods. “If no one finds his body, then no one will have to know he’s really gone.”
I nod, too enthusiastically. Maybe I’m going crazy now. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, exactly! We can get gloves and… And shovels. What else would we need? I don’t even know. Maybe black trash bags?” I’m channeling all those murder documentaries now. But I can’t believe these words are even coming out of my mouth. And I can’t believe Mira is nodding her head like she thinks this is a good idea.
“We’ll just wait until super late so no one sees us,” I hear someone say. Wait, it’s my mouth these words are somehow pouring out of.
It’s like the town drops off completely at the edge of where the resort stands, and there’s nothing but desert beyond it. There’s no chance of anyone being at the bottom of the cliffs around it—not even the workers. The formerly abandoned resort was recently bought and is now being remodeled. No one would be working in the middle of the night, right?
“What if someone finds him?” I hear Mira whisper.
I find myself wondering where the nearest body of water is. If we could put Scotty’s body—or what’s left of it after seventy-six days of rotting in the sun—into bags and somehow throw them in the back of Mira’s Nissan and take them to a lake or river or canal with a bunch of heavy stones in the bag so that he’ll sink. Then I want to slap myself.
Scotty is dead. And no one is ever going to know. He’s never going to get a proper burial, and his family is never going to get to have his funeral.
My chest constricts. “We just… We can’t think like that.”
Mira nods.
I don’t think I’ve ever imagined how I’d react to hearing the news from someone I love admitting they murdered someone. But I don’t think I would’ve ever pictured this. 
Still, I take Mira’s hand. I feel so sorry for her. It was an accident. 
“You can do this, okay?” I say to her. “No one ever has to know. You didn’t tell anyone else, right?”
She nods. Her crying has finally slowed.
“Okay,” I say. “Let’s just go back to your place, hang out, watch some stupid movies, and then we will… do what we have to do… tonight.”






  
  Chapter four
Blaize


Anguish overwhelms me as I walk through the front door of my house, sweat beading up on my temples even though it’s not hot outside. I’d put my shoulder-length hair up in the bun I sometimes wear it in, but it’s too much work and I’m in too much pain. 
It’s nearly impossible to move in complete silence as my cane thuds against the ground with each step I take. Still, I try to reach my bedroom without alerting anyone. The sound of movement coming from the kitchen is a real bummer; I had hoped my dad would be occupied in his workshop as usual. That still could be true—it could be my mother walking around in the kitchen. My mother, who’s staying with us even though she and my father aren’t together anymore. Even though she’s never stayed one night in this house. Even though she belongs back at the Sonoran Skies Wellness Center, because otherwise, she likes to do things like tell me how much she regrets the day I was born and cut herself with broken glass to make me feel bad.
My father, Elan, and my mother, Liluye, tried to talk to me earlier this morning before school about how Mom’s going to be staying with us for a while. But I told them I couldn’t deal with it. And that still rings true, especially after what I just dealt with—an uncomfortable and frustrating altercation with Brooke Carter when we hopped off the bus together at my stop. 
I avoid both of my parents at all costs and make a beeline for my bedroom, my cane hindering me as always. Thankfully, I somehow manage to make it inside just as my father’s gruff voice calls out, “Blaize?”
I close the door behind me, drop my bag to the ground, and then, as I reach my bed, I let go of my cane, too, before carefully lowering myself onto my back. My eyes squeeze shut with the pain, and I ball my fists, holding them over my forehead. Healing from my injury was going well until Halloween night, when I helped break this chick, Mira, and my friend, Summer, out of a secret tunnel inside the old abandoned Turquoise Mist Resort. I screwed it all up when I found a sledgehammer and pounded away at the brick wall to help them escape from the murdering lunatic known as Hugo Torres. 
What a day. 
All I want is to close my eyes and for it to be over.
A knock sounding on my bedroom door sends anger coursing through my veins. 
I never get what I want. 
“What is it?” I say through my teeth, my eyes still shut tight as I wait for the throbbing in my side to die down.
“Did you hear—” Dad starts to say as he opens the door, but then he pauses and says, “Hey, are you all right?” instead.
“Yeah, Dad,” I gasp out. “Never better.” I force my eyes open and wince as I try to sit myself upright again.
With a sigh, he shakes his head and walks away, leaving my door open. 
What the heck?
He returns a short moment later with my bottle of pain meds, dumping one out into his hand and handing it to me along with a bottled water. “Here, take this. Do we need to take you back to get you looked at?”
I hiss as I throw the pill back and drink the water. “No,” I say. “No, I’m fine.”
It’s not true, of course. 
My side hurts. 
Hugo Torres might’ve discovered a huge family secret, and then he chased Summer and Mira down. 
I told Summer that Brooke Carter cheated on Logan San Martin with her the night that he stabbed me, but it was a lie, and Brooke told me she’d go along with it until things took a turn. Now, she’s apparently having second thoughts. 
And my mother, who’s not mentally well, who’s hurt me more than anyone ever has, is under the same roof as me, and the last thing I want to do is face her.
“If you say so,” Elan says. He strokes his facial hair and peers into my eyes questioningly.
“What?” I ask.
“Well, I was hoping we could resume our conversation from this morning.”
“I was actually hoping to take a nap,” I try.
“Son, come on. You’re always sleeping. This is important, what’s happening. Your mother—”
“Do we have to do this right now?” I interrupt. “I’ll talk to her. I just can’t do it right now.” I don’t ask where Mom is right now because I don’t even want to know.
I expressed to my father not too long ago that it bothered me that after he filed for divorce from my mother, I was left to be the one to take care of her. Mom’s been on a downward spiral for a while, and even though there was clearly something wrong with her mental health, instead of helping her, Dad drew away, fell out of love with her, and decided he didn’t want to be with her anymore. That was over two years ago. He left me to pick up the pieces. But because of my mention of this to him, he somehow thinks he can say that having Liluye move in with us was somehow my idea. That I convinced him to do this.
As my luck would have it, footsteps slightly tap along the wooden floor out in the hallway, and a figure comes to stand behind Dad, grabbing his shoulder gently. 
“Blaize?” my mother’s lofty voice floats into the room. My father opens the door to my bedroom a bit wider so she can see me. Mom looks as bohemian and eccentric as ever. Silver bracelets with turquoise gems coat both of her forearms all the way up to the elbows. Her colorful pants are full of floral patterns and hummingbirds. A macramé vest cascades loosely over her frame, its beads clinking with each movement. Her ridiculously long dark hair is put into two braids with red pieces of fabric woven through them. Her dark brown eyes are wide as she stares at me, curious. It bothers me that I can’t find a single trace of regret in them.
“Hi,” she says to me. “I made some venison jerky this morning if you want some.”
“Oh, is that what that smell is?” I ask, turning my nose up. “I thought something died in here.”
“Blaize,” Dad says in a warning tone.
I stare back and forth between the two of them, shaking my head. It’s surreal to see them like this, together. Under the same roof, teaming up against me.
“Actually, you know what I want to talk about?” I decide as I sit up further, my determination momentarily distracting me from the pain in my side. “I want to talk about our former home. The one Hugo Torres is renting out. The one with the super creepy tunnel in it that goes all the way to Turquoise Mist. Let’s talk about that, shall we?”
My parents exchange looks. They’re surprised. Concerned. My dad’s stocky build stiffens, and I watch his hands—permanently stained from endless hours in the garage tinkering with his dirt bikes and working at the nearby mechanic’s shop—ball into fists.
“What?” I ask, wanting in on the silent conversation they seem to be having with each other. 
Dad looks back at me. “What are you talking about?” he asks. “There’s no tunnel.”
Beside him, Mom doesn’t look so sure that she agrees. She stares up at Dad, who’s much taller than her, her eyes silently trying to convey something to him.
I’m just not sure what.
“That’s not what Mom said,” I remind Dad, my tone cool. Level. It’s not how I feel on the inside, but the only one who shows their true emotions in this family is my mother, and she shows them a little too much. 
“That’s enough, Blaize,” Dad says. “You know your mother has been going through a hard time. She—” 
I cut him off. “Oh, she’s the only one?”
He continues, pretending he didn’t hear me. “She needs our support right now.”
“Blaize,” Mom tries, “I know this is weird for you.”
“Then maybe you should leave.”
“Blaize,” Dad says again. 
I ignore him like he ignored me. “You shouldn’t be here, Mom. I’m sorry, but it’s true.”
Her lower lip instantly begins to tremble. “So you’d prefer to see me in a cage, locked up like an animal?” 
“It’s not a cage,” I say with an eye roll. I won’t buy into her sob story. “It’s a facility with doctors who can help you.” I don’t even know why I let the conversation steer in this direction. I shake my head quickly and change course. “I want to know about the tunnel.”
Dad sighs. “You know what? You’re right. Maybe it is too soon to talk about things. Let’s go, Liluye.”
“But…” My mom’s voice goes quiet. “Elan…”
“Come on.” 
With a disappointed glare, Dad swiftly closes my bedroom door, and I sink back onto my back with a huff. I try to think of how I can possibly get an answer out of them. I’m certain that they know something about that tunnel. And I’m certain that they don’t want me to know what that ‘something’ is. But I need to figure out the story behind the tunnel, because I need to go to the police with what happened with Hugo. But I’m trying to do the right thing and make sure my family and their secret don’t get implicated in the process.







  
  Chapter five
Tripp


“You’ve got to stop looking at me like that,” Amani Porter says to me in the living room of my modest two-bedroom house. “Stop being weird. I told you—I don’t need to know, and I don’t want to know.” 
She tucks her knees up under her chin, sunk low in my old, tattered sofa. I keep a respectable, friendly distance from her, as I have been doing, for the most part, since she and her son Tyler started staying with me a few days ago.
“It’s not that,” I say, running a hand over my face and through my hair. I need a haircut. A good shave. More than a few hours of sleep at night. Maybe a therapist. 
I could go on.
Earlier today, Amani awkwardly interrupted me outside on the front porch while I was in the middle of kissing Fay McKay, a woman I’ve been seeing. And while, yes—I do feel guilty and embarrassed and awkward about what Amani saw, given our complicated history, I’m also telling her the truth. I’m being ‘weird’ around her for an entirely different reason.
Amani interrupted Fay and me in the first place because she found a note on my truck’s windshield. When I opened it and saw what was written inside, it was as though the whole world stopped turning.
Stop looking for me. It’s better this way.
I think it was from my mother. But it’s got me confused because she passed away giving birth to my little sister. And just the other day, the doc who had been in her delivery room confirmed that with me.
Amani doesn’t immediately say anything back to me. The reason is that she’s busy checking something on her phone, sighing heavily.
“What is it?” I ask automatically, perking up like an overprotective dog sensing danger.
“It’s not Jensen,” she informs me, looking around to make sure her son Tyler is still out of sight. He’s been in my room for the past hour playing with the Hot Wheels I picked up for him yesterday. When I brought him and Amani here to stay with me, they didn’t have anything with them. And Amani hasn’t exactly been able to go back home. So instead, she and I have been taking secret trips to supermarket down in Sandyville, the neighboring town, to buy supplies as they need them. But for the most part, they’ve been using my clothes, toiletries, bedding, and food. I’m glad to share anything I own with them. I’d be more than fine to keep letting them live with me, to have Amani and Tyler as roommates. But Summer already lives with me, so I don’t have room for them to stay permanently.
“Good,” I retort.
Amani absentmindedly starts braiding her long blonde hair. Being half Indian, her hair is naturally pretty dark, but since she was a teenager, she’s always liked to have some form of blonde in it, and right now, it’s blonde pretty much everywhere except for the top of her head. “It was my mom, sending me her flight information.”
“Amani…” I start, not wanting to overwhelm her. “We should probably talk about what we’re gonna do.” 
Henry and Divia Porter have been on a months-long vacation in Europe, leaving their eighteen-year-old daughter at home and entrusting their twenty-four-year-old daughter with her care. Amani and Tyler aren’t supposed to be staying here with me; they’re meant to be at Amani’s parents’ house, with Jensen—Amani’s fiancé—housesitting until Henry and Divia return. But then Jensen attacked Amani on Halloween night, and I came to her rescue, and she’s been hiding out with me ever since. Nobody else knows what Jensen did. Nobody knows Amani’s been staying with me. Summer’s been staying at Mira’s house, and Jensen hasn’t told anyone his fiancé hasn’t come home because he doesn’t want to risk being outed as an abusive partner.
Amani growls at me like a toddler throwing a tantrum. “Can we just watch one more movie?” she groans, “And then we’ll figure it out?”
“Your parents come home tomorrow. Summer isn’t gonna be able to stay over at their house every night anymore. And your parents think you and your perfect little family have been living there this whole time.”
“Okay... Well...why don’t you tell me what I should do?”
I gape at her. “How am I supposed to know?”
“How am I?” she deadpans.
“Maybe you should just tell your family the truth about Jensen.”
“No,” she says before I even finish the sentence, shaking her head profusely. “I can’t do that. I’m not ready to do that. Not yet.”
“You’re supposed to marry the guy soon!” I stand from my desk chair over by my computer, which is pressed up against the wall separating the kitchen and living room. “There’s never going to be a right time to tell them what happened, so you might as well just get it over with. Jensen is a piece of crap, and everyone needs to know it.”
“You don’t know him like I do,” she snaps, which irks me. Is she defending him right now? I resolve to do some more research about victims of domestic abuse. Instead of being so frustrated with her, I want to try to understand her better.
“Explain it then,” I say. 
“He might retaliate or something,” she says. “He’s terrifying, Tripp. I’m not kidding.”
“I can handle it.” I’m not afraid of Jensen Palmer. “I can keep you and Tyler safe.” That’s what I’ve already been doing anyway. Before Amani finally admitted to me that Jensen’s been hurting her, I already suspected it, and I checked on her every night without her knowing. 
She readjusts so that she’s sitting cross-legged, then she grabs the remote to browse movies. 
“Fine. I’ll let it go. For one more movie.”
I get up and start picking up a few things around the living room, just for something to do. I’m not naturally a very tidy and organized guy. And Summer’s no good at keeping things clean, either. Together, we are a pretty bad pair.
I toss some cups into the sink in my kitchen, my eyes flying to the folded note sitting on the part of the countertop where I always set my wallet and keys. My chest squeezes and my mind races. When I go back into the living room, I eye Amani curiously. She doesn’t seem to notice, too enthralled by the latest cheesy Disney movie she’s thrown on.
“Did you read it?” I ask, making a split-second decision that I need to know.
“Read what?” she asks sharply, and I pick up a slight hint of her British accent.
“The note you found.”
“No.” She arches a thick, neat eyebrow. “Why? What did it say?”
I open my mouth, but no words come out because I’m not sure how to respond. She doesn’t know anything about what has been going on with me. But why have I been keeping it from her? She’s finally, finally come clean to me about everything going on in her life, so I feel it’s only fair that I give her the same courtesy. Amani and I are more than just close friends. We’re like family.
I start to tell her the truth. But a thunderous knocking on the screen door outside prevents me from getting the words out, and instead, Amani and I both jump.
“Stay there,” I practically yell at her, just because I’m alarmed, and getting mad is how I react to that feeling. I can’t help it.
“Torres!” a voice shouts from outside. “Open up!”
Amani shoots me a horrified expression. 
It’s Jensen.
“It’s time for you to give me back what’s mine!” Jensen yells, still pounding on the screen door, rattling it and its frame. 
I go to open it.
“Tripp, don’t!” Amani hisses. I ignore her and crack open the front door, just enough to poke my head out, keeping the screen door closed.
“What are you doing here?” I demand to the red-faced jock stereotype, trying my best to seem like I have no idea what awful thing he has done to his partner, the woman he claims to love. The woman he’s supposed to marry.
I should’ve never told Amani to go out with him. I should’ve never let any of this happen.
The tall, beefy, arrogant piece of garbage steps back, glowering at me. “You’re practically the most hated guy in town. But me? I’ve got all kinds of people in my corner, Tripp. People who would never take your side. The sheriff? He’s not too fond of you, either.”
“I’m not exactly sure why you came here to tell me that…”
“Where is my fiancé, Torres? My son? It’s time for them to come home with me. Now.”
“They’re not here,” I say.
He steps closer and points at me through the screen. “I know you’re full of it.” In a quick motion, he grabs the door handle and shakes it furiously. “Amani!” he shouts. “Come out here, now!” 
I make no move to look at her in case Jensen sees it. My heart hammers in my chest, and anger heats up my face. 
“Tell me, Jensen,” I say as if I’m making friendly conversation even while he’s still madly shaking my door handle and yelling for Amani, “attack any young, defenseless females lately?”
He pauses for just a moment. “Why, you little…!”
He starts hammering and kicking at the door. It creaks and groans under the stress, and for a moment, I think Jensen might actually manage to break it off its hinges.
Amani seems to think so, too, because she leaps off the couch. “Enough!” she shouts, loud enough for Jensen to hear it. “That’s enough.” 
She shoves me to the side as Jensen halts immediately, a smirk twisting his face when she comes into his view.
“I thought so,” he says.
“Amani, what are you doing?” I ask, grabbing her hand as she stands in front of the screen door that’s holding Jensen back from her.
“Tyler!” she calls, ignoring me. “It’s time to go home!”
I hear the pitter-patter of Tyler’s little feet. 
“No!” I hiss, quiet because I don’t want Tyler to see any signs of distress. I know Amani doesn’t either. Or Jensen. So I know the second that Tyler’s in the room with us, smiling at the sight of his dad and holding two of the Hot Wheels I got him, that all of us will remain civil from this moment on so that Tyler stays calm and clueless.
“Daddy!” Tyler says, running up to the screen. “It took you a really long time to find us!”
Amani may or may not have made it sound like we’ve been playing an extended game of hide-and-seek with Jensen.
“Sure did, buddy,” Jensen says with a forced smile as he looks at his son through the screen. “But I am here now, and it’s time to come home, or else Daddy’s gonna come back with reinforcements, and it’s not going to be pretty.” The message is for me, even though he’s talking to his son. 
“Okay,” Amani tells him sharply. “We get it.” She picks up her purse from next to the front door where she’s been keeping it. “We’re coming.”
“Amani, wait a second,” I try.
She shakes her head at me as she mouths, “I have a plan.” 
But whatever plan involves her and Tyler actually going home with Jensen is one I don’t approve of.
“No,” I say.
But she puts her hand on the knob anyway. 
On the inside, I’m panicking. Don’t make a scene, Tripp. Not in front of Tyler.
“Let’s go,” Jensen barks.
“I’m opening the door,” Amani announces. “Just—just step back.”
“Bye, Tripp!” Tyler says happily, waving to me as the screen door opens. 
How can I stop this? What can I do? I need to protect her.
“Bye, Tripp,” Amani says in a soothing voice. “It’s okay.”
Because apparently, she has a plan.






  
  Chapter six
Mira


Ifollow Summer into my garage, feeling dangerously close to puking up all of the junk food we just inhaled while watching the movie Clueless in the living room. 
Summer’s decided it’s late enough. That it’s time to “do this thing.” 
She stares around the three-car garage until she spots a workbench, and she makes a beeline for it. “We’ll go to the store if we have to,” she says in a business-like tone. “But it would be a lot more convenient if you already have everything we need here.”
I know she only knows about these kinds of things because of all the documentaries and true crime podcasts she’s watched and listened to. I can’t stomach that kind of stuff. So it’s a good thing she can.
I stand there and watch because I don’t know what to help her look for, and she doesn’t exactly seem willing to list off the incriminating supplies out loud. Luckily, we score—score? Like it’s a game?—the needed supplies, like black trash bags, a shovel, disposable gloves, and duct tape. It’s hard to watch as she holds everything in her hands. I don’t offer to take some of the load. I don’t want to touch that stuff. It’s why I haven’t done anything with Scotty’s you-know-what—don’t make me say it—for this long.
“Thank you,” I mutter to Summer instead. 
She gives me a quick nod. “I’m sure you’re already terrified enough as it is. I can understand you not wanting to hold the materials we’re going to be using to get rid of the body of the person you accidentally murdered.”
My stomach rolls as I grab onto the nearest door frame. “How are you so put together about all of this?” Summer was freaked out earlier, when I first told her the truth. I expected more of that now. But she’s been my rock ever since we got back to my place.
“There’s no point in both of us panicking,” she explains. “That’ll just lead to carelessness. Besides, I got my panic attack out of the way earlier, in your powder room.”
I don’t even know how to begin to thank her. “Summer, I…” 
I want to tell her she doesn’t have to do this. That it’s not too late for her to back out. But I can’t, because I need her. Besides. It’s too late. She already knows what I did. She can’t ever take back the fact that she knew I killed someone and kept it to herself. Even if just for this long.
“It’s okay,” she says, but she seems to be having a hard time looking at me. “It sucks that this happened. That Scotty’s dead. But it wouldn’t be fair for your entire future to be thrown away over an accident.”
I’m so glad she sees it that way. I can’t believe how lucky I am that she’s my best friend. Who else would think like this? Who else would do this for me?
I swallow, and I still don’t know what else to say.
She shrugs, still holding all of the items in her arms. “Well, I guess it’s time then.” 
I shake my head. “I don’t know if I’m ready for this, Summer.”
“I know,” she says. “But what other choice do we have?”
It takes us a good twenty minutes to walk to the base of the Turquoise Mist Resort, at the bottom of the cliff where I accidentally pushed Scotty and ended his life. The walk normally is much quicker for me, but Summer and I have been extra cautious to make sure no one sees us.
I clutch her forearm tightly before we get too close, pausing us in our tracks. 
“What?” Summer asks with a slight jump. “Are we there?”
Even if I didn’t already know precisely where Scotty is hidden, I’d know we’re near because of the smell. I take a deep breath and try not to erupt into a fit of gagging like I normally do. I can’t expel any of my own bodily fluids near where Scotty lay. I can’t leave that kind of evidence lying around—at least I don’t think. I don’t know much about any of this. I just know that it sucks and I’m terrified.  
“I’m serious, Summer,” I say, “it’s really disturbing—seeing him like that.”
She gives me a steely nod. “I’ve been doing my research. I know what to expect.”
I want to tell her that reading about it is not going to be the same as personally experiencing being in front of a body that’s been deceased and untouched in the dry Arizona desert for seventy-six days. But I decide against it.
“Okay,” I say instead. “It’s just over here.” 
I resume walking, but Summer doesn’t. When I turn to look at her, she straightens up. 
“I’m okay,” she tells me, clearing her throat. “I’m good. I... I’m ready.”






  
  Chapter seven
Summer


Igo home after bringing Mira back to her place. She begged me not to leave her, but I couldn’t take one more minute of being in her house. And I didn’t want her to see me break down, which is exactly what I want to do now, alone, in the comfort of my own shower. 
I stand on the front porch, my hand hovering over the knob of the screen door. Even though it’s the middle of the night, I get the feeling that Tripp is going to be awake. 
Please let him be in his room, at least. 
All I want is to walk past him unnoticed. I don’t feel like talking. I don’t feel like making it some big deal with Tripp that I’m finally coming back home after my extended stay at Mira’s house because of our fight. Tripp and I talked, and supposedly, things are going to be better now. But that doesn’t mean I want to have a happy, light conversation with him now.
I unlock both doors with my key and go inside the house, assaulted by a million lights on even though it’s the middle of the night.
“Summer.”
My heart skips a beat, and my eyes fly to Tripp, who’s sitting on the edge of the couch, his elbows on his knees. His iPhone lies on the coffee table in front of him, the screen dark. It looks like he’s been waiting for a call or text.
“Oh,” I start, not knowing what else to say. 
My brother looks like crap. Dark circles give him a raccoon appearance. His disheveled hair is long overdue for a cut. It’s like he’s trying to make himself look younger and cooler, but he’s not young. Or cool. He’s a thirty-year-old loner. He’s lost weight, too—I’ve only been living in Sugar Palms for a few months now, but even in that time, I’ve noticed it. The stress and guilt he feels is eating him alive. It’s not good.
I’m surprised—and disappointed, honestly—to see him sitting there, looking like he’s been waiting up for me. It makes me queasy, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s true, and if the reason he’s been waiting for me is that he knows what Mira and I did.
But that is ridiculous. Nobody saw. I was careful. I made sure.
Tripp moves like he’s about to stand, but instead, he stays seated. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah. Just been up late with Mira. You know—soaking up the last bit of time we had as pretend roomies.” I offer a weak smile. I know I’m doing a pathetic job pretending everything’s fine.
He’s apparently too distracted to notice my distress. He looks forward, nodding his head, which rests on his clasped hands. Then, he shakes himself out of his thoughts. “So you’re back then?”
I shrug and motion to my luggage. “Looks like it.”
“Cool.”
“Yeah. Cool.”
There’s definitely still weirdness between us. Tripp hasn’t been the best brother in the world. I didn’t even know he existed until right before I moved here. I know Tripp harbors resentment toward me because our mother died when I was born. But now I harbor resentment toward him. He locked me out of his life. And then when he let me in, he lurked around my past. Invaded my privacy. Took a trip all the way out to Maine just to go through my deceased dad’s storage unit because, for some reason, he had been thinking for a while that our mother might still be alive.
He clearly has some issues he needs to work out. But don’t we all?
“Well,” I say awkwardly after a long while of silence.
“Nothing else has happened with my dad, right?” he checks in. Tripp’s dad may or may not have tried to kill Mira and me. One thing’s for certain—he chased us through a long, creepy tunnel, malice in his tone as he shouted at us. Mira and I wouldn’t have made it out of there without my brother and Blaize’s help. And I hate to think about what could’ve happened if they hadn’t rescued us.
“I hope he’s not why you’re sitting there awake right now
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