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				Do we think there was a second person involved with these crimes or did Thorn act alone? I have zero evidence whatsoever to support this, but I think there was an accomplice. Someone had to help him dispose of the bodies, and whoever helped therefore knows where the bodies are buried.

				 

				^ /BigDickTracyEnergy

				I always thought he had an accomplice too. I just don’t know who. I’m not buying the lumberman theory. It doesn’t sound like Thorn was close to LM at all. They were just acquaintances. Can’t see Thorn trusting an acquaintance with something like that.

				 

				^ /MacKeys35

				Thorn was a loner. There is NO WAY he had a partner. And why would he need help with the bodies? It’s not like he killed all 6 women at once. He offed them one at a time over three years. He could carry one measly body by himself.

				 

				^ /Whysoserious

				@MacKeys35 Totally agree. The man lived in the middle of the woods with his wife and kid. He was working alone. This isn’t a tag team operation.

				 

				^ /PokemonGoFuc%Yourself

				“I have zero evidence…but this is what happened”

				Eye roll. This community is full of idiots.

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				The Ninth Circle of Hell

			
			I press my forehead against the oval window and stare down at the trees and mountains. Acres of land and roofs of log cabins come into focus as the plane descends to the runway. The guitar riff from “Sweet Home Alabama” suddenly plays through my mind.

			Of course, this isn’t Alabama. It’s Tennessee. Same difference, though. It’s Southern.

			And I’m not.

			At least, I haven’t been for as long as I care to remember.

			I fiddle nervously with the pendant at my neck as the plane touches down. A soft bump-bump-bump, and then we’re coasting smoothly on the tarmac. Despite the hour-long layover in Charlotte, the flight from Allentown, Pennsylvania, was an uneventful one.

			While the plane taxis to the gate, I pop my phone off airplane mode and check for messages.

			There’s one from Ms. Callan, the social worker who drove me to the airport. Just text me to let me know you got in all right.

			Jess sent a bunch of crying emojis and said she misses me already.

			Marco texted a single red heart and Good luck down there.

			That’s it.

			My lips twist. I wish I could say I had more friends at Liberty High, but other than Jess and Marco, I didn’t. No big send-off party. Nobody generous enough to offer to let me stay with them after Gran died so I could finish my last year of school. Jess didn’t even ask her mother if it was a possibility, but I don’t blame her because we both knew it wasn’t. Her mom can barely afford to feed the two of them, let alone a third person who isn’t even related.

			So instead, I’m destined for…

			Here. The ninth circle of hell.

			Otherwise known as Starling, Tennessee.

			As the rest of the passengers make their way up the aisle, I stuff my earbuds in to play some Dua Lipa, hoist my backpack onto my shoulder, and fall in line, following them to the baggage claim.

			I stand with the other passengers and notice several of them are focused on the television suspended from the ceiling near the arrivals/departures board. It’s tuned to a news program, and since I’d seriously rather watch paint dry, I start to turn away.

			Except then a photograph pops up on the screen, making my blood run cold.

			It’s a man with graying hair and a full beard. Clad in an orange jumpsuit, he has his cuffed hands together and his head bowed so his face isn’t visible. Doesn’t matter. I know the face he hides. I know it even better than the 24-7 news junkies who’ve been following the case religiously for the past ten years.

			Closed-captioned words appear on the bottom of the screen.

			gabriel thorn’s most recent appeal was denied, and his execution date has been set for later this month.

			My stomach lurches and it has nothing to do with the bad coffee I ingested on the flight.

			For a moment, I’m a toddler again, watching my parents dance, barefoot and carefree, on the summer-green grass. Around us, the birdhouses of all colors sway, and I lie in the meadow with my toes in the dirt and a smile on my face, listening to them laugh.

			Happier times.

			A businessman next to me murmurs, “Let him die.”

			I gulp through the nausea as more captions continue to flash.

			—continues to refuse to divulge the locations of his victims’ bodies, denying the families closure.

			The hum I hear from the passengers is a mixture of disgust and disapproval, along with that chord of fake sympathy for the victims. Or maybe it’s real sympathy. I’m a cynic, after all. Sometimes I have to remind myself that other people genuinely do care. Infrequently, I assume. But I’m sure it happens.

			“Can you believe this sumbitch?” the man in front of me growls to his wife. “Gonna take the secret to the grave, eh? Proper psychopath, right there.”

			“He oughta unburden his conscience,” the wife clucks. She’s clutching a crucifix.

			An alarm blares, and the light on the carousel flashes, jolting me with relief. I move away from the crowd, ready to grab my bag and make a run for it.

			It doesn’t stop me from hearing their voices. Their condemnations.

			“Lowest of the low.”

			“Scum of the earth.”

			“Selfish bastard.”

			“Is there any shot of them finding the bodies now?”

			The businessman moves up beside me, scanning the bags that are now being silently belched out onto the conveyor belt.

			“Find the bodies?” he mumbles bitterly to no one in particular. “They dragged that lake for months. Dug up that whole forest too. Nothing. Those six families aren’t getting any peace out of this.”

			Seven, I think. Seven families.

			People always forget the last victim. My mother.

			Maybe because she was supposed to stop him and didn’t.

			That doesn’t mean our family has suffered any less. In fact, I’ve suffered more. That night, I lost both my parents. But I can’t talk about that, because that was the old me, a girl named Gabrielle Thorn, and I’m not her anymore.

			It was so confusing those first few months, adjusting to my new identity. I’d forget my name constantly, even though I was the one who picked it. I’m sure Gran deeply regretted charging a child with such a monumental task, but I suspect she thought it would make me feel better at the time. Hey, Gabs, your mommy’s dead and your daddy’s a monster and the life you’ve always known is gone. Pick a name, any name!

			Thorn became Mayfair, which was Gran’s surname. Her attempt at giving me some agency in my own life failed, because for a first name I picked Ryan.

			In my defense, I was seven. All I remember is there was a kids’ show I used to watch with a character named Ryan, and I loved his name.

			Gran balked. “That’s a boy’s name.”

			“You said I could pick!” I protested. “You said it could be anything.”

			“But…” She stopped and shrugged. Gran could hold a grudge like nobody’s business, but she picked her battles. “I suppose that’s not the worst name. It’s unique. Ryan Mayfair. Has a certain appeal.”

			Not even eighteen years old, and I’ve already lived so many lives. Been so many girls.

			Gabrielle Thorn, the broken child who lost two parents in one night.

			Ryan Mayfair, who spent ten years trying to piece herself back together.

			And now Ryan Shipley, the shiny, blank-slate girl with no past and absolutely no closet skeletons whatsoever.

			Or so the story’s supposed to go.

			Next to me, the businessman lunges forward to grab his bag, nudging me slightly and temporarily knocking me off-balance.

			“Pardon,” he says, putting a hand on my elbow to steady me.

			As I scoot to the side, I spot my purple suitcase pop out. I scuttle around the waiting passengers and, with the help of a flannel-clad older man, manage to wrestle it out of the carousel.

			“Thanks,” I tell him.

			He smiles and tips his cowboy hat at me. “No problem, miss.”

			They would not be taking to Gabrielle Thorn so kindly. No one would. They’d be sure to keep their distance.

			Around here, the name Thorn is as prickly as it sounds.

			I pull up the handle on my suitcase and meander toward the sliding doors, since that seems to be where everyone else is going after they’re sprung from baggage claim. Outside it’s hot for mid-September. I scan the faces around me.

			Then I hear my name, from the direction of a battered pickup idling at the curb. In front of it stands a short woman with curly brown hair and white cropped pants that are almost the same shade as her calves.

			“Ryan?” Her voice rises an octave.

			Looking at her big blue eyes and pale skin dotted with freckles, I have the strangest sense of déjà vu. It evaporates as quickly as it hits me, but I’ve got a scrapbook full of photographs of my mom. This woman is a softer, shorter, older version of her.

			“Aunt Maggie?” I ask when I reach her.

			“That’s right!” she says, as if I’ve won Final Jeopardy. I recognize her voice from the phone call I had with her shortly after Gran died. That was when I learned I’d be coming to live with the Shipleys. Permanently.

			She leans in to give me a stiff hug. “Aw, honey. You look tired. How was your trip?”

			“It was fine.”

			Maggie waits for me to elaborate. When I don’t, she awkwardly claps her hands together. “All right. Bag in the back.”

			I struggle to lift it up and throw it in the bed of the pickup. Then I climb into the two-seater next to the total stranger who is my last living relative. Well, at least one who isn’t on death row for murder.

			Maggie takes off, both windows down, the wind blowing past my ears while some country song I’ve never heard of blasts through the speakers. It’s too loud to talk comfortably. And that’s fine with me. After we navigate out of the city and onto the interstate, I spend the time watching trees, trees, and more trees pass by in a blur.

			When we get off the highway, the wind dies down and Maggie lowers the volume on the radio. I can feel her gaze boring into the side of my face.

			“What?” I glance over so she knows I know she’s staring.

			“Ah. Nothing.” Her eyes shift to the road. Then flit back to me. “You don’t look like her. Or him, for that matter. Although”—she squints a little—“I suppose you have her eyes, only a bit darker. And your fath—um, Gabriel’s hair. It was a lighter shade of auburn. But…” She shakes her head. “You don’t bear a strong resemblance to either of them.”

			“Gran used to say the same thing. That I looked like both of them equally and therefore like neither of them.” My heart clenches a little. I miss Gran. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to move past this crushing sense of grief.

			The conversation dies again, the soft hiss of the wind and quiet strains of the radio filling the truck. But my aunt is clearly the kind of person who isn’t comfortable with prolonged silences, because she clears her throat and interrupts my thoughts once again.

			“Ryan, honey,” she says gently. “You know what we talked about on the phone?”

			I nod.

			“And you’ll remember? Your name is Ryan Shipley?”

			“Sure.” I’m not an idiot, lady. I get it.

			She must see something hostile in my expression because she lets out a sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m being pushy. I just don’t know if I did a good enough job on the phone stressing the importance of keeping silent about this. It’s for your own good, really. You’ll see.”

			Another nod. “Okay.”

			“When we moved back to Starling seven years ago, we had no idea the kind of vitriol we would face. Our last name isn’t even Thorn,” she marvels. “And we aren’t related to your fath—um, to Gabriel. And yet there were some folks in town who blamed us. Or at least, associated us with that monst—”

			She stops abruptly. Poor lady’s looking more and more flustered. I almost feel sorry for her.

			“It’s all right,” I assure her, my tone dry. “You can say the word monster. I know what he is.”

			“The twins were only nine when we came back here,” she continues. “Up till that point, they’d spent their entire lives in Chicago, but Dan’s momma remarried and moved to Florida and left us that beautiful property—we couldn’t pass up the opportunity, you know? Raise our kids in a cramped town house or on hundreds of acres of wide-open space? It was a no-brainer, really. Starling is a better place to raise kids.”

			“Why did you move away in the first place, then?” I ask.

			I told myself I wasn’t going to get close to these people—I’ll be leaving town the second I graduate—but I can’t fight my curiosity. Gran rarely spoke about Aunt Maggie.

			“Dan was offered a job in Chicago not long after we got married, and we decided it would be best for him to accept it.” She pauses. “I don’t know how much your grandma told you about what happened between us—”

			“Absolutely nothing,” I interject helpfully.

			Maggie gives a faint smile. “Yes. That sounds like my momma. The truth, darlin’, is painfully cliché—your grandmother didn’t approve of the boy I wanted to marry. And your momma sided with her, which put a strain on that relationship too. Oh Lord, the screaming matches between the three of us! A lot of words said that couldn’t be unsaid.”

			“Did Gran approve of my dad?” I can’t help but ask. “I mean, I know she despised him after, but did she like him…before?”

			It’s something I’ve always wanted to know, but Gran refused to speak about my father. She had every right to loathe him, though. He stole her daughter from her.

			“She did, for the most part,” Maggie says. “I don’t think she loved that he whisked y’all off to live in a cabin in the woods, but the truth is, your momma preferred it. Sarah spent so much time at the hospital, surrounded by noise and patients and people, that she liked coming home to the solitude. I think your grandmother eventually came to accept that, and they spoke frequently. Every day, I imagine. Can’t say I wasn’t envious of that, but I was too stubborn at the time to try to make amends.”

			Maggie drums her fingers on the steering wheel and stares out the side window for a moment. When she speaks again, her voice is grim.

			“When we moved back to Starling, the twins had it hard at first. Connor, especially. Gossip travels fast in these parts. Wasn’t long before everyone knew who their uncle was. They’ve had a helluva time climbing out from under that shadow. We all have. So trust me, it’s better if we stick with the story I told you.”

			I look over at her. “I understand.”

			“I should also warn you, just so you’re not caught off guard when it happens, but Gabriel Thorn is a regular topic of conversation among the locals. The town’s never quite recovered. Ten years and still it’s all the place ever talks about. And then we get all these internet sleuths showing up. Nosing around, thinking they can uncover more details. It’s gotten even worse with the anniversary approaching.”

			“The anniversary?”

			“The ten-year anniversary of your fath—of Gabriel’s arrest.”

			You mean the ten-year anniversary of my mother’s death?

			I stop myself from blurting that out at the last second and instead say, “You can use that word too.”

			“What word?”

			“Father. I’m well aware of who spawned me. It’s all good, Auntie Mags.” There’s a hint of challenge in my voice. I’ve found that one of the best tests of a person’s character is to call them a nickname you know they’ll hate. But the moment it slips out, I sort of regret testing Maggie. She seems decent, if a bit fragile—

			“Auntie Mags?” she echoes, then throws her head back and laughs. “Oh my God. Please call me that in front of my husband. It sounds like a character from the awful British soap Jazzy got him into.” She’s still giggling. “What a truly awful nickname. I love it.”

			Maybe living with the Shipleys won’t be so bad.

			“I wish…” Her laughter fades. She pauses, as if trying to come up with the words. “I wish I’d been more of a presence in your life, Ryan. The rift between your grandmother and me was a deep one. And it pains me that we couldn’t come to terms before her death. It’s my fault. After everything with Sarah—your mom—I wanted to distance myself from it all. That wasn’t fair to you. Sarah and I didn’t always get along, but we’d just started talking again, when…” She stops abruptly. Regroups. “Your momma was a very brave woman. She wanted the best for you. That’s why she tried to leave when she did.”

			I don’t realize I’m gnawing on my lower lip until I taste the metallic tang of blood. It’s a smell, a taste, I always associate with that night, cowering under the bed, wishing I could disappear.

			“I know,” I say, or maybe I just mouth it. I really don’t want to talk about this. I’m feeling sick enough as it is.

			Turning toward the window doesn’t help. Because in that instant, I catch a swath of midnight blue in the distance, nestled among the trees.

			Sturgeon Lake.

			The place where my father supposedly dumped the bodies of all but one of his victims.

			My stomach lurches, and now I know I’ll be sick.

			But suddenly my aunt reaches out and places a hand on the knee of my shredded jeans, giving it a squeeze. “Ah, it’s good to have you here, darlin’. Your cousins are eager to meet you. I know we don’t know each other well, but I want to change that. I want you to be happy here.”

			I swallow back the nausea and the knot of doubt in my throat. Every good memory I have of this place is tainted by a bad one.

			Happy.

			I’ve never been that in my life. And I don’t know how it’s possible to start in the place where a monster once lived.

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Uncle Psycho

			
			The Shipley house is a sprawling brick ranch on a crapload of land. When we head up the long, winding driveway, there isn’t a house in sight at first, but then the thick trees part and there it is, almost as if it’s about to be swallowed by the forest. It looks clean and well-kept, with a little decorative well in the front, its bucket spilling with purple flowers, and a lamppost with a sign that says the shipleys.

			It takes me a second to remember I’m a Shipley now.

			Legend has it, I’m the daughter of Uncle Dan’s older brother, who lives overseas and is kind of a dick. I’m here because my mom just died and he didn’t want to deal with me.

			“Home sweet home,” Maggie says as she cuts the engine. “Do you like it? After my mother-in-law moved to Florida, we renovated the entire house. Stripped it down to the studs, added the extension in the back…”

			She prattles on, but it all goes in one ear and out the other. All I know is that it’s a far cry from my cramped attic bedroom in Gran’s row home on Chew Street in Allentown. The house where she died. I came home from my first day of senior year two weeks ago to find her sitting in her recliner, just as she’d been when I left for school…but pale and ice-cold.

			“It’s great,” I say, stepping out onto the gravel drive.

			“I told your uncle to pick up some fried chicken from Maryville as a treat for dinner. I hope you’re okay with that?”

			I nod, though my stomach’s churning. The last thing I want to do is eat.

			The screen door opens and out bounds a girl with dark brown hair styled in long, cascading waves. She’s wearing tight jeans and a white crop top.

			“Cousin!” she squeals.

			A tall, leanly muscular boy in sweatpants and a black T-shirt follows her but doesn’t speak. The resemblance between them is uncanny.

			“Ryan,” Maggie says, beaming. “These are the twins, Jasmine and Connor. They’re sixteen.”

			I give a half wave. “Hi.”

			“Seventeen in five months and three days,” Jasmine reminds their mother. “Full driving privileges.”

			Maggie rolls her eyes. “As if I could forget! Remind me, Ryan, how old are you?”

			“Seventeen.”

			Jasmine brightens. “You have your full license?” Clearly she has a one-track mind.

			“Uh, yeah, but I didn’t have a car, so—”

			“Of course not. I bet in Europe, they bike everywhere, right?” Connor joins the conversation. “You must have serious calves, biking those Alps.” His gaze falls to my legs.

			“Um—”

			Jasmine rushes forward and links her arm through mine. “I’m so psyched you’re here. You and I are bunking together, cool?” The words escape in a tumble. “Come with me.”

			She practically yanks me through the door.

			“Whoa, Jaz, think you might want to let her breathe first?” Connor says, following us. “Wait, were you close to Germany? You go to any of the clubs there?”

			“Well…not reall—”

			“Or Paris? You probably have such sick clothes. You think we’re the same size?” Jasmine asks, looking me up and down.

			Maggie calls, “Guys, give her a little space.”

			Jasmine doesn’t listen. She pulls me down a hallway full of photographs of the twins in every stage of life, from first birthdays to baseball games to family vacations on the beach. I don’t even have time to be envious. She tugs me past a gourmet kitchen that smells like freshly baked cookies, then down another hallway, only pausing to look back at her twin.

			“Get lost, Con,” she growls at him, leading me into a room and slamming the door behind her. “He’s so clingy.”

			I glance around the bedroom, which is twice the size of mine. I take note of the red-and-white cheerleading pom-poms on the floor, and the impressive collection of photo booth strips and movie ticket stubs scattered on the dresser and tacked onto a bulletin board over the desk. There’s a double bed pushed against one wall, and a twin bed across the room.

			“I know it’s smaller than mine,” Jasmine says, following my gaze, “but it’s all we could make fit in here.”

			I walk over and drop my backpack on the plaid bedspread. “It’s fine. I don’t need a lot of room.”

			“I cleared out the bottom two dresser drawers for you, and there’s space in the closet. Do you have a boyfriend?”

			The change of subject is so abrupt that I blink in confusion. “What?”

			Jasmine flops onto an overstuffed chair by the closet and picks up a giant polar bear stuffed animal. She leans back so that her shirt rises, baring a stripe of flat, tanned stomach. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

			“Not exactly.”

			She wrinkles her nose. “What does that mean? Do you have a guy or not?”

			“It means not exactly. Marco was more of a friends-with-benefits thing.”

			“Marco. Oooh, that name sounds sexy. What is he? Spanish? Italian?”

			“Italian,” I say, which is true. He told me he was one-sixteenth Italian on his mother’s side. What I leave out is that he’s also one hundred percent American.

			“Oh, that’s so freaking hot. Did you go to school with him, in…?”

			This is where I have to abandon the truth completely. “I was in boarding school in Switzerland. It was an international school for expats’ and diplomats’ kids, so the students were from all over the world,” I say with a casual shrug, hoping she doesn’t ask me any more about it. And seriously, don’t ask me for pictures.

			“Wow. I’ve always wanted to go to Switzerland. And oh hell yes, a European boy? He must’ve been so hot. Better than the losers around here.” She eyes me for confirmation.

			“He’s all right.” I get a little fluttery thinking about him. The way he looked into my eyes, the way he smelled, like soap and peppermint, the way he kissed…

			I quickly squash that when I remember the bland Good luck down there he texted me when I told him I was leaving for good. He didn’t even come to Gran’s funeral. No one from school did.

			“How about you?” I ask my cousin.

			“Eh. They’re not all losers at our school. There are definitely a couple of hotties. Maybe not as sophisticated or as hot as Marco, but you’ll see. Nikki, my best friend, has a brother who’s a senior like you. He’s quarterback for our Falcons. And he is fine.”

			“Right. The hottest guy at your school is the quarterback of the football team?” I snort. “So is your whole high school a cliché, or just that part?”

			She shrugs, oblivious to my sarcasm. “I can’t wait for you to meet everyone.” She tilts her head and inspects me, from my dark red ponytail to my combat boots. “So what’s your vibe like? What are you into? Clubs, sports? Cheer?” she asks hopefully.

			I shake my head. “Didn’t have cheerleading in Switzerland. It’s not really a European thing. And I’m not into team activities. I’m more of a loner.”

			Jasmine seems disappointed by the answer. I can already tell she’s the kind of girl who’s into all the things—cheerleading, boys, fashion, and from the perfection of her makeup, online beauty tutorials. Nothing wrong with that. But it means we probably don’t have much in common.

			It’s only when she says “That’s a great necklace” that I realize I’m fidgeting with my necklace again.

			“Thanks,” I say as she comes up to inspect it.

			A heart-shaped diamond pendant dangles from the thin silver chain. It’s actually a tiny locket, but you can’t tell unless you squint really hard at the silver backing until you see the tiny groove that pops it open. And once it’s open, you have to squint even harder to make out the teeny initials engraved inside the heart.

			G.T.

			G for Gabrielle, not for my father’s name. It’s the only item I own that has my real initials on it. Other than my original birth certificate, which I’m sure is stashed in one of Gran’s paperwork boxes that Maggie arranged to be put into storage after her death.

			“Careful,” I say when she tugs on it. “The clasp is a bit loose.”

			“Is that a real diamond?” Jasmine demands.

			“Uh, yeah,” I admit.

			It’s much more than that, though. It’s a cremation diamond, made from my mother’s ashes.

			“From Marco?”

			“No. My grandmother gave it to me.”

			I’m also not telling her that the grandmother in question was her grandmother too.

			“You should get it fixed so it doesn’t fall off.” She lifts the little heart to get a better look. “How sweet!”

			I smile. “Yeah. She was the best.”

			That’s no lie. It wasn’t just that Gran swept in and took care of things when Mom died. Strong and stubborn, she always had my back, filling in as both mother and father despite her failing health. It makes total sense to me that she and Aunt Maggie had a falling-out. Gran was never lukewarm about anyone. My grandmother loved—and hated—hard.

			Jasmine’s bottom lip plumps out in a pout. “I feel bad. I always wanted grandparents to spoil me. Nana and Pops—my dad’s parents—don’t even call us on our birthday. They live in Florida. I can’t remember the last time we saw them. My parents keep to themselves a lot, and not just because my dad thought your dad was a dick. It’s because, well…the other side of my family is psycho.” She spins a finger around her ear.

			She’s waiting for me to ask more. I don’t want to, but I know it will be suspicious if I don’t.

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah. Our uncle’s a serial killer.”

			I feign shock. Hopefully the gaping jaw isn’t too over the top. I’m not the best actress. “Are you serious?”

			“Uh-huh. Totally offed six women. Well, seven. He killed Aunt Sarah too—Mom’s older sister. Not that I ever knew her. That was like ten years ago. Anyway, I always knew my dad had a brother, but I didn’t know you existed until last week. You being in Europe and all. Talk about wild news.”

			“Yeah, wild,” I mumble.

			“I’m sorry about your mom.”

			I scrape my teeth over my lower lip. “Thanks. It was a shock.”

			Ten years ago.

			“Dad said she died in a car accident?”

			Gunshot. Inflicted while trying to escape the Starling Slayer.

			But car accident works too.

			“Guys!” Maggie calls down the hallway, and the interruption fills me with relief. “Dad’s here with dinner!”

			Jasmine heads to the door and I follow. In the kitchen, Maggie and Connor are digging into the bags of takeout, and there’s a very tall, bearlike man standing at the sink, washing his hands.

			“Well, if it isn’t my niece, Ryan,” he says with a big smile, air-drying his hands before giving me a hug.

			I manage a polite smile. “Hey, Uncle Dan.”

			Jasmine pulls out a chair. “Sit here, next to me, Ryan.”

			I sit. They bow their heads to say grace, so I do too. Then they pass around the food, and I take only a small drumstick, a roll, and a tiny dollop of mashed potatoes, hold the gravy.

			“Thought you’d be hungrier than that after your trip, darlin’.” Maggie frowns at my plate.

			“Yeah,” Connor says, already stripping clean a drumstick. “How many hours is the flight from Zurich to here? You have any layovers?”

			“It was twelve hours. I had a layover in New York,” I say, glad I Googled.

			“Do you speak fluent Swiss?” Jasmine asks.

			Her twin gives her a look. “Swiss is not a language, dumbass.”

			She wrinkles her forehead. “Well, what language do they speak in Switzerland?”

			“They don’t speak Dumbass, that’s for sure.”

			Dan holds up his hands. “All right, all right. Let’s stop quizzing our guest. She’s obviously tired.” He gives me a wink. “Let’s talk about something else. Connor. How’d football practice go?”

			“Great. Coach said I’m killing it.”

			Jasmine rolls her eyes. “Like the last thing anyone needs to hear about is a member of our family killing anything.”

			Everyone stares at her.

			“What?” she says between bites of her roll. “It’s true. And it’s only getting worse now that his appeal failed and his execution date’s coming up. All I ever hear is Oh, Jazzy, do you talk to him? Oh, Jazzy, are you going to get a ticket to watch your uncle die? Hey, Jasmine, you should write to your uncle in prison and ask him to come to prom! Seriously. It’s so embarrassing!”

			Dan clears his throat and wipes his mouth with a napkin. “Now, that’s not really a topic of conversation we should be—”

			“It’s not a secret, Daddy. Everyone knows. I told Ryan all about it.” Jasmine’s tone becomes haughty. “She needs to know if she’s gonna go to school with us. It’s a black mark on our family, and it’s gonna affect her too, so the sooner she knows, the better.”

			Maggie glances at me, then chides her daughter. “Jasmine. Don’t be so dramatic.”

			She huffs. “I’m not being dramatic. You try going to high school in this town, and you’ll see.” She turns to Connor for confirmation. He doesn’t confirm—but he doesn’t deny it, either.

			“It’s totally gross how obsessed everyone is with it. They’d rather have the Starling Slayer at their prom than me.” Jasmine drops her fried chicken. “Seriously, Ryan. You should be happy you don’t have to deal with Uncle Psycho.”

			I lower my gaze to my plate. No, all I have to deal with is Daddy Psycho.

			“Jasmine, that’s enough,” Dan says, his voice raised slightly.

			She grimaces. “Right. I forgot. We’re not supposed to bring up the name of Gabriel Thorn ever, especially at dinner. Someone might throw up at the thought of all the women he slaughtered—”

			“Enough, young lady!” Maggie barks. “This is supposed to be a nice welcome dinner for your cousin. She doesn’t want to hear about our family!” My aunt’s eyes lock with mine. “Right, Ryan?”

			I shrug in response and silently stare at my food, my appetite entirely gone. Sure. Whatever. I’ll be this Ryan Shipley they want me to be, but something tells me my past will never completely fade away like they want it to.

			Like I need it to.

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Are You Going to Kill Me Now?

			
			The floor creaks loudly beneath the soles of his boots. It creaks and whines and creaks some more until the footsteps stop and the room grows silent.

			My heart trembles in my chest.

			Where is he?

			I can’t hear him. Can’t see him. But I can smell him. His citrusy scent mixes with the odor of urine that makes my throat burn with shame. I couldn’t stop it from happening.

			I hold my breath for as long as I can.

			Five seconds.

			Ten.

			Fifteen.

			Sixteen.

			It’s not long enough. My breath explodes out of me, and a shadow falls over the hardwood floor in front of my fear-clenched fists.

			“Hi, little sparrow.” He pokes his head under the bed. He’s crouching.

			I weakly lift my head.

			“Hi, Daddy.”

			My voice is a squeak. I don’t want to be scared. I want to be brave, like Mom told me to be.

			He studies me. I wonder if my face looks the way hers did before she screamed. I wonder what her face looks like now. I can check. I can just turn my head. But I stay rooted in place, cowering under their bed. When we heard him coming down the hall, she abandoned the suitcase, forgot about the clothes strewn on the bed.

			She whispered, “Hide, Gabby,” so I hid.

			I stare into my father’s eyes and ask the question hanging in the air between us.

			“Are you going to kill me now?”

			His face collapses. He breathes in hard. “I would never hurt you, Gabby. Ever.”

			I do it. I look over at my mom. She’s not moving. She landed face down, and a red puddle has formed around her tummy. It oozes outward, getting bigger and bigger and bigger. How big will it get? Will it eventually cover the whole room? My eyelids get hot and sting and my throat shrieks silently with pain. I don’t want to be in here when the puddle reaches me.

			I’m scared. I’m so so so scared—

			“They’re going to say I did things. Bad things.” He pauses. “I suppose they’re right.”

			I force my gaze away from Mom. I force myself not to look at that spot on his left temple, stained with her blood when he wiped the sweat away with the back of his palm.

			“Ah, Gabby. There’s no suppose about it. I did it all. But I need you to know two things. Okay? Are you listening closely?”

			I manage a tiny nod.

			“Good girl. First thing you need to know is that I love them very much. No matter what anyone says, no matter what brush the world will try to paint me with—this is the truth. They’re precious to me.” He smiles. “I take care of them. And they’re so grateful because they know I keep them safe. They are safe and loved, always and forever.”

			My head hurts. I don’t know what he’s saying to me. I don’t understand. But I nod and pretend, because if I don’t, he might get mad again.

			“The second thing—the most important thing—is that I never wanted to hurt your mom.”

			But you did. A sob fights to free itself from my lips. I bite it back.

			His head cocks to the side, waiting for me to answer.

			I have no answer. No voice. No mother. I have nothing at all.

			I’m so scared. So scared. I am so scared so scared so scared so scared—

			“Come out from there, sweetness. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

			I whimper.

			“It’s all right. I’m not mad that you wet yourself. I promise.”

			As he reaches for me, I see the blood on his fingertips. I smell it, sharp and coppery. I shrink back, pressing myself against the wall. The shadows are closing in on me. I can’t breathe again, and his hand is getting closer.

			So scared so scared so scared so scared so scared so scared so scared—

			I wake with a start, my scream caught somewhere inside me, my eyes tearing wide open as I bat away a pair of hands that aren’t there.

			Gasping, I look around. I’m in Jasmine’s bedroom. Pale early-morning light is filtering through her blinds.

			Safe. I’m safe.

			On the other bed, Jasmine casts one sleepy eye at me. “Jeez, Ryan,” she mumbles, grabbing her pillow and rolling so that her back is to me. “Nightmare much?”

			As my heart rate returns to normal, I reach over and grab the phone I left charging on the night table.

			No messages from home. Nothing. Even the social worker didn’t respond to my message telling her I’d arrived safely. Aunt Maggie will be happy; I’ve effectively cut every last tie binding me to Allentown. Now I can truly be Ryan Shipley the Perfect.

			Yeah, right. Maybe on the outside. But I’ve been having nightmares like that for a decade. On the inside, I’ll never be normal.

			It’s barely six in the morning, but there’s no way I’m falling back asleep. Rolling out of bed, I duck into the bathroom that adjoins Jasmine’s and Connor’s rooms, where I pee and quietly brush my teeth. Then I slip into my ripped jeans and tank top from last night, scrape my hair back into a ponytail, and rummage in my backpack for my camera, a sweet Canon DSLR my grandmother bought me a few Christmases ago. Other than my necklace, it’s my favorite possession. I carefully check to make sure it’s ready to go, then pull the strap over my head and reach for the doorknob.

			It creaks a little too loudly, and I wince as Jasmine sits up on her elbows. “Where you going?”

			“Taking a walk.”

			“Crazy. It’s too early,” she murmurs, still half asleep. She yawns and collapses back in bed, pulling the blankets over her head. “Watch out for bears. And bear hunters.”

			There’s no further interruption as I make my way through the silent house. Outside, the grass is covered in dew and the air smells crisp and earthy. It’s cold, but not frigid like Allentown in the fall.

			Connor said something last night about a trail behind the house that goes on for miles. Not sure where to pick it up, I step off the porch and meander through the tree line. As I do, two blue blurs, chasing one another, glide into the branches of a tree overhead. I look up and they bow their little heads, regarding me as well.

			Indigo buntings. Blue as the sky on a summer’s day, and just as beautiful.

			That’s what my father used to say, anyway.

			I feel a stab in my heart. I hadn’t remembered that, until now. The last time I was out here, in woods like these, was with him.

			That’s when I notice a birdhouse high in the trees. Someone has left one, just like we used to do for all the birds around our cabin. But this one must belong to someone else, because it’s too boring, not intricately carved, and not painted. My father was an artist. In addition to his portraits and black-and-white drawings, he constructed cages and houses for birds and transformed them into beautiful works of art, letting me paint the different wooden pieces any color I wanted. There’d be a whole rainbow of them, peeking out from the branches of the trees around our home.

			For a moment, I picture my old house. The smaller cabin Dad used as his studio was about a quarter mile from the big house. They’re both in these woods somewhere. I could probably find the address online.

			Maybe I will…one day. After all, this is home now. Or rather, it’s home again. But I’m here until June, so I have plenty of time to gather that courage.

			The birds fly off, landing on a far branch, and I remember my camera. I should’ve taken a picture. I continue through the forest, following them but never quite in the right spot to snap a photo. The trail is narrow and marred with a few footprints, and seems to head upward, where it disappears around a bend.

			I’ve lost the birds, so I follow the trail. Whenever the trees part, I stop to take in the Smoky Mountains looming in the distance. I don’t notice the elevation changing, but soon the trail winds and I find myself on a rather steep ledge with gorgeous views of the valley below. A placid blue lake, the roofs of a few homes, and the steeple of a church are visible among the tree branches, but other than that, it’s a blanket of soft green, with a backdrop of the larger mountains fading into the clouds.

			A perfect picture.

			This time I remember. I raise my camera, twist the lens to focus, and right as the shutter snaps, something comes tearing around the corner, obstructing my line of sight.

			“Hey!” I step back, at first worried it’s a bear, but then I hear a very human “Whoa!”

			Relaxing, I pull my camera down and look at what I’ve captured. A gray blur. Lovely.

			The figure stops and turns, breathing hard. “Shit. Sorry.”

			My face is twisted into a scowl of annoyance, but it doesn’t last long. Because at that moment, my gaze lands on the single most attractive thing I’ve seen all day, even surrounded by all this natural beauty.

			He’s wearing track shorts, a faded gray T-shirt, and white sneakers. He has earbuds stuffed in his ears and a sheen of sweat on his forehead. Looks about my age, with brown hair and a diamond-cut jawline and cheekbones. His eyes are blue-tinged diamonds too.

			This guy just demands you do a double take. Which means he’ll turn and run away without another look. Gorgeous, clean-cut jock types like this one usually do.

			So I’m surprised when he pops his earbuds out and taps his sports watch. “I’ve run this trail a thousand times. Never saw you before.” He shrugs. “Not that I’m complaining. You’re a much better view than trees and dirt.”

			I rarely find myself at a loss for words around guys. Especially snarky words. But here I am, utterly devoid of any speech.

			He grins, baring perfect teeth lined up like a regiment of angels and two dimples that make him even hotter, as if that’s possible. With the way he’s watching me, entirely comfortable in his skin, I get the feeling he’s used to having this effect on girls.

			“The only house anywhere near here is the Shipleys’. You friends with Jasmine?”

			I nod and finally find my voice. “I’m Ryan Shipley. Her cousin.”

			“Yeah? Jazzy never said she had a cousin. Where you from? You visiting for the weekend?”

			“No…I’m…” Aunt Maggie’s story, which had once been so firmly entrenched in my brain, now swirls around my head like it’s caught in a twister.

			Focus, Ryan. Don’t blow everything.

			“Switzerland,” I blurt out.

			He chuckles. “You’re Switzerland? Like the whole country? Or are you saying you’re the neutral type who doesn’t have opinions either way?”

			I want to stab myself in the throat. Luckily I’m the kind of person who’s fueled by embarrassment. Instead of making me hide and cower, it turns me bold.

			“I’m from Switzerland,” I correct, crossing my arms. “And trust me, I have opinions. You probably wouldn’t be happy to hear them.”

			His smile widens and he takes a step closer. You know how at first glance, something looks great, and then the more you look at it, the more you see its flaws? This guy doesn’t have that problem.

			“I love a woman who has opinions,” he says. Is he flirting with me?

			“Hmm, well,” I say, lifting my camera as I stare out at the mountains. “It’s my opinion that you’re screwing with my composition.”

			“A photographer, huh?” He pushes a lock of sweat-darkened hair from his forehead. “How about this? I’ll let you take a pic of me.”

			Egotistical much?

			“Pass.” I adjust the lens and try to ignore his curious eyes boring into me.

			He doesn’t leave. Of course he doesn’t. I had him pegged right. He’s the type of guy who doesn’t leave a room until he’s owned everyone in it. And he won’t get out of my way until I’ve fallen in line with all the other worshippers.

			“How long you in town for?”

			I snap a photograph. Too shaky. He’s making me nervous. But I’ve always been good at hiding things, and I’ll hide this too. “Forever, I guess.”

			“Yeah? What about Switzerland?”

			I shrug. “My mom died. And my dad is too busy with work, so he packed me off here.”

			Unlike everyone else, he doesn’t bother to offer condolences on the death of my mom. I’m glad because I don’t want them. It feels wrong accepting them when my real mother’s death was so long ago.

			Instead, he says, “You going to Crockett High?”

			“Yes. I’ll be a senior.”

			“Ah, nice. Me too.”

			“Awesome. I can’t wait for us to become best friends.”

			“I feel like you’re being sarcastic.”

			“Do you, now?” I check the photo, because I know that if I look at him I’ll do something stupid, like smile, and that’s playing right into his hands. Just as I thought, the photo’s blurry. I turn away. “See you around.”

			He lets out a short laugh. Maybe he’s never had anyone dismiss him before.

			And maybe I shouldn’t be such a jerk; it would be nice to make new friends. But when have I ever had many of those? At Liberty High, I had a friend group of one.

			It’s probably better to stay to myself, anyway. It’s less I’ll have to lie.

			I focus the camera lens again, but unfortunately the sun is rising up over the ridge, creating too much glare.

			“I’m Everett, by the way.”

			I turn and realize he’s extending his hand. I don’t shake it, and he smiles again.

			“Nice to meet you, Everest. That was really cruel of your parents, naming you after a mountain,” I say politely.

			“Everett, not Everest.”

			I pretend not to hear him.

			“Don’t worry, it’s all good,” he says in a smooth voice. “I’ll let you call me whatever you want on our first date.”

			I just stare at him. “Enjoy the rest of your morning, Everest.”

			“Everett,” he corrects again, unfazed by my little attempt to get the upper hand. He pops his earbuds back in and takes a step down the trail.

			Good. He’s leaving.

			Chuckling softly, he skips into a run and heads off at an even pace, but when he’s about five yards away, he glances at me over his shoulder.

			“See you Monday.”

		

	
		
			
				four

				Capital Punishment

			
			I don’t sleep well the night before my first day at Crockett High. Nerves this time. Not nightmares. I wake early again and go on the trail. I tell myself I’m going to take more pictures, but that’s not the whole truth. Part of me is hoping I see Everett again, but he doesn’t show up, and I wind up getting a lot of predawn photos of the Smoky Mountains instead.

			When I return to the house, Jasmine is standing right outside our bathroom, a curling iron looped through her hair. “Where were you? Why aren’t you ready?”

			“What do you mean? I’m—”

			“We only have twenty minutes before the bus!”

			I glance down at my ripped jeans, black tank top, and combat boots. “That’s fine. I’m—”

			“You’re not going like that, are you?” she says, wrinkling her nose.

			Well, I was planning on it. But now that I see Jasmine’s ensemble, I’m second-guessing myself. She’s wearing a short plaid skirt and a tiny red crop top. Her hair is in perfect waves down her back, makeup fully applied.

			I want to blend in so I won’t become the shiny new toy everyone’s looking at, but I also don’t want to look like that. That’s not and never has been my style.

			“I’m good.”

			“But you’re not even wearing any makeup!” she accuses, peering too closely at my face.

			“I have mascara on,” I point out. “And some lip gloss. I don’t usually wear more than that.”

			She gives me a look that says Your funeral and trots out of the bedroom in her knee-high boots, hoisting a canvas messenger bag over her shoulder.

			I grab my own bag, which Aunt Maggie stocked with tons of brand-spanking-new school supplies, so it’s heavy even before I get my books. I follow Jasmine out to the kitchen, where Connor is standing in front of the open fridge, chugging OJ directly from the carton. He’s wearing ratty gym shorts and a hoodie—funny how he can get away with looking like he rolled right out of bed.

			“Ew, stop being so gross,” Jasmine moans, nudging him in the ribs so he lurches and almost spits the OJ out at her. “Quit drooling in the juice and come on. We’ll be late.”

			He rolls his eyes. “Counting the days until I get my ride and we don’t have to bus it.”

			“Like Mom and Dad will ever get you a ride.” Jasmine snorts. Then she calls, “Mom! We’re going!”

			Maggie rushes into the kitchen in her bathrobe. “Don’t forget your lunches!”

			Jasmine gives her a withering look. “Mother. We always buy.”

			“Yes, but I thought I would make lunch, just for Ryan’s first day,” she explains, handing us each a paper bag from the fridge. Then she looks me up and down. “Oh, Ryan. Are you comfortable in that?”

			That’s got to be a Southern way of saying You might want to rethink your wardrobe choice.

			Luckily, when I nod and smooth my tank top over my hips, she lets it go. “Well, great.” She rubs my shoulder. “Have a fabulous day, darlin’. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

			“Thanks.”

			“And, Jasmine,” she calls as Connor opens the screen door to step out onto the porch. “Remember what I told you.”

			Jasmine glances back and rolls her eyes, and I catch my aunt shooting a meaning-fraught look at her daughter. I don’t need to be a psychic to know that whatever she told Jasmine has to do with me. Probably something about how she needs to take me under her wing so the wolves at Crockett High don’t attack me. At least I don’t have to worry about anyone at school recognizing me from childhood. My father homeschooled me, so I never really had any friends in Starling. Lucky me.

			We start down the driveway, Connor walking ahead of us in impossibly long strides so that I lose sight of him almost instantly among the pines. Jasmine doesn’t say much; I get the feeling she was excited to introduce me to everyone until she discovered I planned to dress like this.

			About halfway down the drive, she says, “Don’t worry. Most people at Crockett are nice. At least to your face, they’ll be.”

			That’s reassuring. “So it’s a bunch of two-faced backstabbers? Great.”

			“Not everyone’s like that. I’m not. Nikki and Everett aren’t. They’re more—”

			My shoulders tense. “Everett?” I interrupt.

			“My best friend Nikki’s brother. The hot one I told you about. The quarterback?”

			Of course he is. I should’ve put two and two together. He looks like the all-American popular jock. “Right. I met him already.”

			She stops dead in her tracks. “You did?”

			I know she’s probably thinking I’m insane, since the only place I’ve been since I got to Starling is their house. “Yeah, he was jogging on the trail.”

			“Oh. Makes sense. He’s always working out,” she says, sounding a little deflated that she couldn’t be the one to make the introductions herself. “What did he say to you?”

			“Nothing really. He welcomed me to town and said he’d see me around. That’s all.”

			Her face crumples. “God! Nikki didn’t even tell me! She tells me everything!”

			“Maybe Everett didn’t tell her. It wasn’t that big a deal.”

			She snorts. “For him, maybe. But you have to admit…he’s hot. Isn’t he?”

			I keep my voice as neutral as possible. Jasmine seems like the type who’ll pounce at any sign of a crush. Not that I have a crush. I don’t even know the guy.

			“He’s all right.”

			“All right?” When I don’t say anything in response, she adds, “It’s not up for debate, cousin. He’s like one of those guys. You just know, when he gets out of school, he’s going to be famous. Somehow. If he was on a reality show, he’d be the fan favorite. No matter what he does, he’s going to break hearts everywhere.”

			“Dude, he’s not that good-looking.”

			Jasmine opens her mouth to argue, but then we both spot a flash of school-bus yellow through the trees. “Shit!”

			We have to run the rest of the way. When I climb onto the bus, there are a few students talking, but most are wearing earbuds or headphones and peering out the window, minding their own business. Nobody even looks at me twice. It gives me comfort as I slide into the seat next to Jasmine. Maybe I can just blend.

			But then, as I’m about to put my own earbuds in, I notice a guy with a patch on his denim jacket that has a black outline of my father’s mug shot. It says gabriel thorn fan club on it.

			Jasmine catches me staring and whispers, “See what I have to deal with?”

			“I don’t get it. Fan club?”

			She grimaces. “Some people think it’s cool to worship serial killers. But most people think he should burn in hell.”

			The guy looks over at us and grins. “Just because I’m a member of his fan club doesn’t mean I don’t want him to burn in hell. Along with the rest of his family.”

			She scowls at him. “Fuck off, Trevor.”

			He gets up and heads to the back of the bus. I stare straight ahead, my face growing hot.

			Jasmine leans in, voice lowered again. “Everyone’s talking about the upcoming execution. You can’t get away from it.” Unhappiness clouds her face. “I just want it to be over with.”

			Me too.

			I swallow my nausea and turn to the window, wondering why I had to come back to Tennessee at the absolute worst possible time.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Crockett High isn’t that different from Liberty High. Though the building is much newer and nicer than Liberty, it has the same cliques, the same drama, the same dull classes. The only thing I’m not prepared for is how sprawled out all the classrooms are. I’ve already missed homeroom because Principal Healey made me complete a bunch of administrative tasks in the office when I signed in, and now I’m so lost that I’m five minutes late to my AP Government and Politics class.

			The first person I see when I finally step through the door is Everett. Lucky me.

			I lurk in the doorway. Helplessly, I look at the teacher, who appears to be about a hundred years old and is writing something on the whiteboard, her frail hand moving painstakingly slowly. I’m hoping she’ll notice me sometime this century and show me what seat I can take, but she’s intently focused on her task.

			Everett winks at me and calls out from his desk. “Why, Miss Shipley, do you need an escort to your seat?”

			The class breaks out into laughter.

			“Because I volunteer as tribute,” he finishes with a playful grin, much to the dismay of the gorgeous girl with the highlighted dark hair next to him.

			Her perfectly plucked eyebrows slant together in a V as she openly sizes me up.

			The teacher finally catches sight of me. “Hello there! You’re our new student, aren’t you, dear?”

			No, I’m standing here because I enjoy this kind of torture.

			I nod. “Ryan.”

			“Yes, yes. Maggie’s niece.”

			Somehow I’m not surprised everyone in this town is on a first-name basis with everyone else.

			“Welcome to Starling.” She puts her hands on my shoulders and says, “Everyone, this is Ryan Shipley.” Then she faces me toward the firing squad. “Dear, why don’t you tell us all something about yourself?”

			Kill me now.

			I grit my teeth and address the class. “Hey. I’m Ryan. I’m American, but for the past few years I’ve been attending boarding school in Switzerland.”

			Everyone just stares back at me as if I’m speaking in another language. Only Everett looks interested. He’s chewing on his bottom lip and tapping his pen on the desk, eyes slightly narrowed, like he’s trying to figure me out.

			From the corner of my eye, I notice the teacher motioning for me to continue. Oh my God. Kill me more.

			“I like photography. And, um, dogs. I’m…a Gemini…” I trail off.

			Everett looks like he’s fighting laughter now.

			“Oh my, that’s wonderful. Switzerland!” the teacher says, and thank God, she doesn’t open it up to questions from the class. “I’m Mrs. Burle. You can take a seat in front of Sofia. Sofia, raise your hand, dear.”

			The gorgeous girl lifts a single manicured finger without much enthusiasm. I walk over to the desk, and as I slide into the seat I catch a whiff of her strawberry perfume.

			“Nice speech, Gemini,” Everett murmurs from the row behind me.

			“Shut up, Everest,” I mumble in response.

			His laughter tickles my back.

			I force my gaze to the whiteboard up front, only for it to register what Mrs. Burle has been scribbling on it.

			Capital punishment.

			My stomach twists.

			“All right, everyone, let’s pick up where we left off on Friday,” the elderly woman says briskly. “We were discussing the polarizing opinions on capital punishment. We focused on the position of those against it. Today, let’s discuss the pro position. Once again, using the Thorn case as our example…”

			Will Jasmine hate me if I throw up in the middle of class on my first day of school?

			Probably. I can already hear her whining Ryan! Whyyyy.

			I tamp down the nausea and tune out the voices of my classmates as various students rehash my father’s crimes and offer reasons why he deserves to die. Meanwhile, I feel like a piece of crap. No, even worse than that. At least a piece of crap doesn’t share Gabriel Thorn’s DNA.

			Mrs. Burle decides it would be fun to end the class with a vote. Let’s see who thinks Thorn should be executed! Not a single person votes for his life to be spared, so I don’t, either.

			The moment the bell rings, I bolt out of the classroom. I’m not only dying to escape—I’m eager to get to my next class. Photography.

			Finally, something I like.

			The art and media classroom is really cool: a two-story industrial space with exposed pipes on the ceiling and one wall made up entirely of windows. There’s a loft above, and various graduated steps with easels set up on them, arranged in a circle and surrounding a sunken space in the center. I walk around the easels and find a few people already gathered on stools near the drafting tables.

			I sit next to a girl with a pink pixie cut and a purse that’s shaped like a typewriter. She immediately turns toward me. “You’re the new girl,” she says in a smoky voice. She has dark skin and a tiny nose ring.

			I nod. “Ryan.”

			“Mar,” she says. “Short for Amaryllis. But anyone who calls me that has not been known to live for long.”

			I’m about to respond with an oh and maybe find another seat, because the last thing I need is to be associated with another person who considers murder a viable solution to their problems.

			But then she giggles and says, “Kidding. I like my name. It’s odd. Anything odd is already a plus in my book. I hear you’re a Shipley.”

			It seems my reputation has preceded me. I just hope it’s my fake reputation, and not the real one. “Yup. How did you know?”

			“There are only three hundred kids in this school. No one flies under the radar here.”

			I wince, hoping she’s wrong about that. Time to change the subject. I point to her binder, which is covered with some gorgeous, artsy photographs, like the kind I take. “Those are amazing.”

			“Thanks. I’ve been taking pictures since I was three.”

			“Really?” I ask, excited for the first time. “I didn’t start that young, but I love taking photos too. My grandmother gave me a nice camera a few Christmases ago and I’ve been obsessed.”

			“Oh, then you’re going to love this class. It’s the best. And we should definitely go out shooting together one day.”

			“I’d love that,” I say, smiling shyly.

			The rest of the class is even better. There are only five students, including us. The teacher is Mr. Hicks, a young hipster type who—bonus—doesn’t make me stand up and introduce myself. He smiles warmly through his horn-rimmed glasses and says, “Welcome.” I wish all my classes could be this chill.

			When the bell rings, Mar and I walk out into the hallway, dodging a sea of students eager to escape for lunch. Before I can even say goodbye to Mar, Jasmine appears and clamps a hand on mine.

			“Come on,” my cousin says, dragging me away. “We’re going to lunch.”

			I catch her glaring behind me. “Uh…okay? You’re cutting off the circulation in my fingers, though, so—”

			“What were you doing talking to her?” Jasmine whispers with contempt.

			“Who?”

			“Amaryllis Sullivan. She’s so weird.”

			I shrug. “I like weird.”

			She stops and glares at me. Then she puts both hands on my shoulders. “Okay. Get that out of your system right now.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re a Shipley,” she moans. “That’s what I mean. We already get bad press for having a serial killer uncle. I don’t want to have a weird cousin too.”

			I suppose she does have a point. I’d like to be as inconspicuous as possible this year. I don’t want to make waves or stand out for any reason, good or bad.

			Jasmine herds me out the double doors to the courtyard, where Connor joins us. There are picnic benches scattered all over the green. I notice a few guys at one table waving Connor over, but he ignores them. Instead, he flops down across from us at a table under a shady elm tree.

			“Did your mom order you to have lunch with me?” I glance from Jasmine to her twin, and their sheepish expressions are all the confirmation I need. I groan at them. “Oh my God. Go sit with your friends.”

			“You are our friend,” Connor says lightly, grabbing his brown-bag lunch from his backpack.

			I sigh and do the same, just as a tiny girl with long red hair and big blue eyes ambles over to us. Jasmine introduces her as Gillian, one of her best friends.

			The redhead grins at me. “Welcome, fellow ginger.”

			I glare at her, half joking, half serious. “I am not a ginger. My hair’s a dark auburn.”

			“Sorry to inform you, but all shades of red fall under the ginger category,” Gillian says in a grave tone, and I can’t help but laugh. She seems cool.

			As I’m pulling out a misshapen turkey sandwich from my bag, Jasmine suddenly sighs, a soft, happy sound.

			She’s gazing across the lawn at Everett, who’s tossing a football with his friends. A group of girls sit on a blanket nearby, watching in admiration. The girl with the blond highlights, Sofia, is at the center of them. If this place is as big a cliché as I think it is, they’re the cheerleaders.

			The Everett Adoration Hour is interrupted when Mr. Perfect hands the football to one of his friends and jogs toward the parking lot beyond the lawn. A sleek black bike is pulling in, stopping almost directly in front of Everett.

			My gaze—along with everyone else’s—flits in that direction. The driver removes his helmet and runs a hand through dirty-blond hair that has that messy, just-rolled-out-of-bed look.

			If All-American Everett was ever going to have a rival for king of Crockett High, it would be this guy. But my guess is, this guy wouldn’t want to be king of a place like this. He’s the type who’ll arrive to school hours late just because he doesn’t give a damn about anything.

			My impression of him as the brooding loner crumbles the second Everett claps the guy on the shoulder. Not long after, they’re laughing about something.

			They don’t seem to notice that the entire student body is fixated on them. No wonder. They’re both attractive on their own, but together? It’s explosive.

			“Who’s that?” I ask warily.

			Jasmine gives a knowing smile. “Chase Hedlund. He has that effect on people.”

			“What effect?” I turn and frown at her.

			“It’s the whole bad-boy vibe he’s throwing off. Girls like to stand and stare at him. Guys too.”

			“It’s almost unfair that so much hotness can be concentrated in such a small space,” Connor confirms.

			I have to grin. “I wasn’t staring because he’s hot.” Which he is. Undeniably. They both are. “I was just confused. Doesn’t seem like those two would travel in the same circles.”

			Jasmine shrugs. “Everett doesn’t chill with the rest of the delinquents, but he and Chase are tight, for whatever reason.”

			I shift my gaze away from them. As much as I want to unravel the mysteries where boys like Everett and Chase are concerned, I can’t. I can’t risk getting close enough to anyone to figure them out.

			Because if anyone figures me out?

			My life will be over.
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				Hey crows! I’ve organized everything I’ve compiled about Lydia in different links. Childhood, education, family life etc. etc. etc. Basic info below, and as usual, message me with any information you find and I will edit bios accordingly.

				General background

				Name: Lydia Singh

				Age: 44

				Spouse: Paul Singh

				Children: 1 (daughter, Natalie)

				Victim #: 1

				Disappearance

				Lydia was reported missing by her husband on June 11, three years before Thorn’s arrest. In his confession, Thorn confirmed that she was his first victim and…. [read more]

				 

				^ /Jenn_Darcy

				She’s the only WOC on the victim list. I feel like that has to mean something.

				 

				^  /IluvGabriel

				@RainKing I DM’d you some info about her daughter. She accidentally made her IG profile public for 24 hours and I scraped a bunch of shit off it. Annual tributes to Lydia etc. Gold mine. Check your inbox.
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				Looking for Bones

			
			Instead of going straight home after school, my cousins take me into Starling. Jasmine wants to show me around town, although she warns me not to get my hopes up. “It’s so small you’ll die of boredom,” she says in what I’m starting to recognize as her signature dramatic fashion.

			The afternoon sun feels warm on my face as I step off the school bus, squinting into the light. My cousins are already charging ahead, Jasmine talking a mile a minute about cheerleading. I should be paying attention, showing interest in her interests, but my mind’s elsewhere. It usually is these days.

			“Ryan, come on,” she grumbles, waving at me from the sidewalk.

			I blink out of my thoughts. “Sorry,” I say, picking up the pace to catch up with them.

			She wasn’t kidding about the size of the town. It’s literally one street. The end. Downtown consists of a clothing boutique, a Starbucks, some bars and restaurants, a pharmacy, and a handful of other storefronts. At the very end of the street there’s a clock tower with a white facade. Beside it is a palatial redbrick building that might be a courthouse or city hall.

			Connor points in that direction, his eyebrows shooting up. “What the hell’s going on over there?”

			I follow his gaze to the small square, which is packed with people. Reporters holding cameras and microphones line up in front of a makeshift podium, and there’s a nervous energy crackling in the air. It makes me uneasy.

			“Oooh, looks like a press conference or something,” Jasmine says. “Let’s check it out.”

			I hesitate. “Maybe we shouldn’t. It’s probably a—”

			Before I can finish, she’s already dragging me forward by the wrist. Connor trails us with a shrug. As we get closer, I can see the faces of the people gathered around. Pale, solemn, some teary-eyed.

			“Oh shit,” Jasmine hisses. “Abort.”

			“What is it?” I whisper in alarm.

			“It’s the families. Of his victims.”

			Oh shit is right. I shouldn’t be here.

			I really shouldn’t be here.

			But it’s too late for us to flee. The crowd hushes as a man in a police uniform approaches the podium. If we tried to make our escape now, it would be too noticeable.

			“Thank y’all for being here,” the officer begins, his voice steady but grim. “As y’all know, it has been nearly a decade since Gabriel Thorn was arrested for his unspeakable crimes, but the town of Starling, and the families of his victims, have not given up hope of finding answers. Today they have an important announcement to make.”

			My stomach drops. This can’t be happening. I glance at Jasmine, whose face has paled.

			“I’d like to introduce Benjamin White,” the officer says. “His mother, Anabel, was Gabriel Thorn’s fifth victim.”

			A guy in his mid-twenties walks up to the podium. I immediately recognize him from the articles and news clips about the case. He’s been interviewed a lot. If I’m remembering correctly, after Benjamin graduated from college he made a ton of money from a tech start-up that he sold. Now the Whites are worth hundreds of millions.

			Benjamin steps up to the microphone, his shoulders tense. He stares out at the crowd for a moment before he finally speaks.

			“I want to start off by thanking everyone for being here this afternoon. It’s been twelve years since my mom was taken from us, and not a day goes by where I don’t think about her. About what happened to her. About how we still don’t know where she is.”

			His voice shakes, and I can tell he’s struggling to hold it together. The crowd is silent, hanging on every word.

			“My family,” he continues, “and the other families who have suffered—we’ve been waiting. Waiting for answers, waiting for some kind of closure. But it hasn’t come. The Starling police and the FBI did a great job putting the culprit behind bars where he belongs, but the investigation into the location of the remains has stalled…”

			He trails off, shaking his head. I feel sick.

			“A death sentence is not enough for us,” he says, and the small group standing behind him nods in agreement.

			Their faces are hard, expressionless. Especially the young woman at the end. She has deep brown skin and thick black hair, and she keeps wringing her hands together, her lips set in a tight line.

			“We need to know where our mothers are.” Benjamin pauses, his eyes sweeping over the crowd. He looks so tired. “And that’s why,” he says, his voice gaining strength, “we’re offering a new reward for anyone who can give us the information we need to find the remains of our loved ones. The current reward of one hundred thousand dollars was already one of the largest in the country—today we are upping that amount to one million dollars.”

			The crowd murmurs, and I feel dizzy. When my hands start to shake, I shove them into my pockets to hide it.

			Beside me, Jasmine gasps before covering her mouth with her palm.

			Benjamin leans in, lowering his voice, but it’s somehow more intense, like every word carries the weight of all the years he’s spent without his mother. “To whoever is out there…if you know something, anything…please. Please come forward. Help us end this. They deserve to be found. My mom, all of them—they deserve peace. We deserve peace.”

			At that, he steps back from the podium, his face a mask of barely concealed pain. The officer returns to the microphone, but I can’t hear him anymore. Everything feels too close, too loud, like my heart is pounding in my ears.

			Jasmine grabs my hand, but it isn’t until the three of us are far enough away that she turns to us, buzzing with excitement.

			“One million dollars! Did you hear that?”

			“It’s a lot of dough.” Connor shrugs.

			“Yes, Con, it’s a lot of dough,” she echoes, staring at him pointedly.

			“What?” he says.

			“They’re offering a million bucks for information about the bodies.” She gives him another are-you-stupid look. “We need to find the bodies.”

			That gets her a loud bark of laughter from her twin. Me, I’m too stunned to laugh. She wants to find the bodies? As in, the remains of the six women my father slaughtered?

			Hard pass.

			“Jazzy,” Connor says, slinging his hands in his pockets. “Here’s a fun fact: We’re not detectives. We wouldn’t even know where to start.”

			“We don’t have to be detectives. We just need to find out where the bodies are,” she insists. Her gaze snaps toward me. “You’re in, right, Ryan?”

			“Um. No.”

			“Why not?” She grits her teeth, and I’m surprised she doesn’t stomp her foot in a tantrum.

			“Because she only got here a few days ago,” Connor answers on my behalf, “and she’s not gonna spend her free time digging for bodies. Like, literally digging.”

			“They might not be underground,” Jasmine counters. “Come on, you guys. We could totally solve this.”

			I force a laugh, though it feels jagged and wrong in my throat. “You’re nuts,” I manage to say, rolling my eyes at her. “We’re not going to solve a murder.”

			“The murders were already solved,” she replies in a haughty voice. “We’re looking for bones.”

			“You should leave it to the cops,” I advise.

			Connor nods. “Agreed.”

			She huffs. “You guys are both such cowards. Fine, whatever. Don’t help me. But don’t come begging for a handout when I’ve got a million bucks in my bank account.”

			Her cavalier tone grates on me. I glance toward the town square where the crowd still lingers. People hoping for answers, for peace. And here she is, talking about finding bodies like it’s some kind of treasure hunt.

			Guilt twists in my gut. I hate this. I hate him for what he did. For making me carry this secret.

			“You are not snooping around on your own,” Connor warns his twin.

			“Why not? It’s not like Uncle Psycho is going to murder me for asking questions. He’s already in jail. You really don’t want in on this, Ryan?”

			I don’t respond. I can’t. My throat feels tight, my mind spinning. Benjamin’s words echo in my head: They deserve to be found.

			“This isn’t some sort of game,” I say, frowning at Jasmine. “Those people back there lost their loved ones.”

			“Those people back there,” she mimics, “are the ones offering money for answers. And as far as I’m concerned, we deserve that money.”

			Connor snickers. “Uh-huh. All right, I’ll bite. Why do we deserve it?”

			“Really?” she says, glaring at him. “You’ve forgotten about the years of rumors? The bullying? The nasty fucking comments we still get when we walk down the hall?”

			“Oh, lay off it, Jazzy. You’re in cheer. I play football. We’re not some hopeless losers being bullied at school. So what if we got picked on when we were younger or if a dickhead or two make a rude comment about our uncle a couple times a month. We’re doing fine.”

			I hide a smile. I’m starting to like Connor a lot.

			But Jasmine is too stubborn to concede his point. “The Shipleys suffered just as much as those other families.”

			Her brother snorts. “Your main character syndrome is out of control.”

			“Whatever. C’mon. Let’s go to Starbucks.”

			For a moment, I think Jasmine is going to let this go, but my relief is short-lived when she makes it clear she’s already hatching plans.

			“We could at least start asking around, you know? See if anyone knows anything. There’s gotta be rumors about where the bodies are.”

			“Jaz,” Connor sighs.

			“You heard what Ben White said—they want closure. Well, I’m in the closure market now.” She smiles smugly. “For a million dollars, I’ll give ’em all the closure they want.”
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			We meet Maggie outside her real estate office on Main Street and catch a ride home with her. At the house, Jasmine wastes no time opening her laptop to conduct “research,” so I sit in the dining room with Connor and we finish our homework out there. Like me, he has no interest in joining Jasmine’s body hunt, although I’m sure our reasons are very different.

			After dinner, I decide to take a walk, brushing off Dan’s offer to join me. I need to be alone. Living in a house full of people is not conducive to my solitary ways.

			The walk doesn’t help clear my head like I hoped it would, and an hour later I push open the mudroom door and kick off my shoes.

			My mind’s still racing with everything that was said at the press conference. One million dollars. They deserve to be found. The words are stuck on repeat in my brain, mixing with the awful truths that I’ve been trying to bury for so long.

			I hear voices coming from the living room—Jasmine’s laugh, along with someone else’s I don’t recognize. I walk through the hallway, past all the family pictures of the Shipleys, and stop at the edge of the room.

			“Finally!” Jasmine says, spotting me in the doorway. “Look who finally decided to come back.”

			I lift a brow. “I didn’t realize you were waiting for me.”

			“Well, we were. Nikki came over to meet you. She wasn’t at school today.”

			I step deeper into the room and catch sight of the other girl. She’s sprawled out on the couch, legs crossed, looking like she owns the place. Her dark hair is pulled into a messy bun, and she wears a smirk that makes me uneasy.

			“So you’re Ryan,” she says.

			“Yep.”

			“She’s already met your brother,” Jasmine tells her friend. “Like, within five seconds of getting to Starling.”

			“Ev gets around,” Nikki drawls before lowering her gaze to her phone. Her fingernails tap against the screen. They’re bright red and pointy.

			“Hey, Ry, grab me a Coke?” The request comes from Connor, who sits in the armchair, his usual relaxed self, with his feet kicked up on the coffee table. He’s fiddling with a video game controller.

			“Um, sure.” I guess I’m Ry now.

			As I turn toward the kitchen, Jasmine surprises me by hopping off the couch and joining me. “I want snacks,” she announces. She glances over her shoulder. “Nik, you want anything?”

			“Nah.”

			When we’re alone in the kitchen, my cousin grabs my arm before I can open the fridge. “Don’t say anything about the reward,” she whispers in my ear.

			I wrinkle my forehead at her. “Huh?”

			“The million-dollar reward. Don’t say anything about it in front of Nikki.”

			“Why not?” I can’t hide my amusement. Jasmine doesn’t seem like the kind of girl who keeps secrets from her friends.

			“Because I don’t want her to know. This is a family mission.”

			I tip my head. “Is it? Did Connor agree to help you?”

			“Of course he did. Con does whatever I tell him.”

			I grab a Coke for my cousin and a glass of water for myself, while Jasmine pillages the pantry for a bag of chips.

			“Jazzy!” Maggie’s muffled shout comes from the direction of the home office she shares with her husband. “C’mere a minute.”

			“Ugh.” Jasmine thrusts the chips at me. “Be right back.”

			When I return to the living room, I instantly feel Nikki’s eyes on me. I hand Connor the soda can and chips, then stand in the doorway sipping my water.

			“Oh my God, sit,” Nikki orders.

			After a beat of hesitation, I sink onto the edge of the couch, keeping as much space between us as possible.

			“So what’d my brother say to you?” She’s still scrolling through her phone, those long nails making clicking sounds, but she glances up with a sly smile that puts me on edge.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Did you get the Mr. Perfect act? The aw-shucks smile?”

			I blink, unsure of what to say. Everett seemed genuine enough. Cocky, but genuine.

			“Yeah,” she continues, “Everett loves putting on that whole ‘golden boy’ routine—charming, polite, helpful. Everyone falls for it. I bet you’ll fall for it.”

			“And you think it’s an act?” I finally find my voice.

			“It’s exhausting, that’s what it is.” Nikki swings her legs off the couch and sits up. “Trust me, I’ve lived with it my whole life. It’s exhausting watching someone pretend to be flawless all the time. I say, embrace the flaws.”

			I shift uncomfortably. The jealous little sister syndrome in this one is strong.

			“Perfect’s no fun. It’s boring, right, Con?” she calls toward my cousin.

			He doesn’t take his gaze off his video game. “Sure, Nik. Whatever you say.”

			There’s something in the way she looks at me now, like she’s daring me to agree with her. I cross my arms, feeling defensive even though I don’t want to be. “I don’t know. I don’t think being a good person is boring.”

			She rolls her eyes dramatically. “You gotta loosen up your cousin, Con. She’s too tense.”

			He snorts, shaking his head. “Or you could quit grilling someone you’ve known for, like, five seconds.”

			Nikki shrugs, unbothered, then hops to her feet. “I’m gonna go find Jazzy.”

			Once she’s gone, Connor glances over with a faint smile. “Ignore her. She’s mostly harmless. She just likes pushing people’s buttons.”

			“Mostly harmless doesn’t make me feel any better.”

			“Nah, we’ve known her forever. She likes to act tough, but she’s all talk. Trust me.”

			“Okay,” I say, even as it’s becoming glaringly obvious that I can’t trust a single person in Starling.
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				The Rain King

			
			School winds up being, well, school. Nothing earth-shattering happens that third week of September. I easily make up all the work I missed by starting late. I ignore Jasmine’s constant pleas to help her with her “mission.” I fight the urge to gawk at Everett. I go to classes. I go home. I don’t get too friendly with anyone, not even Mar. She invites me to take photographs with her at the railroad tracks this weekend, but I turn her down, saying I still have too much homework to catch up on.

			It’s better this way. In less than ten months, I’ll graduate, take my diploma, run away from Tennessee, and never look back. So, really, there’s no sense in creating any meaningful bonds.

			On Saturday morning, I’m jolted awake from another nightmare. I’ve gotten good at being quiet about them. This time when I wake, with my heart beating like mad under my thin T-shirt and a gasp caught in my throat, Jasmine is still bundled under her covers, breathing softly.

			I slip out of bed and do as I’ve done every day since I arrived here: leave the house without a sound, then find the path through the woods. At least it’s not at the crack of dawn today. My nightmare roused me at a respectable eight o’clock.

			It’s chilly and overcast as I walk, but I welcome it, dragging the cold air into my lungs as if it’ll help cleanse the nightmare from my mind. The dreams—memories, whatever they are—didn’t come this often when I lived in Allentown. Maybe they’re happening more frequently because I’m back here.

			Here. I hate being here. Even when I lived with Gran, I always felt like there was something tethering me to Starling. I worry that when I do finally leave again, even when my father is dead and buried, I still won’t be able to escape this place. I wish I could untangle whatever ties hold me here, but I have a fear that I never will.

			Maybe I should help Jasmine look for the bodies.

			Maybe the reason I can’t escape is because they never did.

			They were supposedly dumped in Sturgeon Lake, but no one ever found them, and Dad refused to speak of them. He didn’t give any interviews at all. He never had a trial because he pled guilty. At the sentencing hearing, he didn’t utter a single word—he stared straight ahead, placid and stone-faced, like some freaking wise oracle. Because of that asshole move, there are six families who never recovered their loved ones and will never have peace.

			So maybe, neither should I.

			The skies are threatening rain, but that’s not why I turn around and head home. I don’t want to be in these woods. Not these ones. There’s another forest calling for me this morning.

			The Shipley house is still dark when I return, but no longer silent. I hear someone tiptoeing around the kitchen and poke my head inside to find my uncle by the coffeemaker. I suppose this is better. I was planning on swiping the keys for the pickup and apologizing later. Now I can ask for them like an adult.

			Dan doesn’t even blink at the sight of me. “Back early from your walk, huh?” he murmurs.

			I guess I’m not surprised that my early excursions haven’t gone unnoticed. Raising teenagers, Dan and Maggie are probably used to sleeping with one ear open.

			“I was thinking of going for a quick drive. Do you mind if I take Maggie’s truck? I swear I’m a good driver. I took lessons in—”

			“Keys are in the front hall,” he interrupts, then turns toward the cupboard to get himself a mug.

			Uncle Dan’s pretty cool.

			Since it’s Saturday, the roads are deserted, and it takes less than ten minutes to make the drive. It’s not a familiar one, but I know the address is correct. I looked it up online. I don’t turn onto the long dusty driveway, though. It’s private property, and with Gabriel Thorn being such a notorious part of this town’s history, I’m worried there might be regular police patrols around his house.

			I pull off the road half a mile away and park on the shoulder, flicking on the emergency lights. Hopefully a Good Samaritan doesn’t recognize the Shipley truck and call my aunt and uncle. I swing my combat boots over the side of the pickup, hop out, and slip into the trees.

			It’s a short walk, and no longer unfamiliar. It’s as if my body knows exactly where to go, my legs carrying me through the woods, boots confidently moving over the packed undergrowth of the worn path. When I come to a low, primitive rock wall, which is nothing but a pile of round river stones stretching down a hill and curving out of sight, I know I’m on the right track.

			That wall goes directly past the place I used to call home.

			But home is not the word for it now. A home is a place people can’t wait to get back to after a long spell away. I cannot say the same about this place. As I walk, the dread builds. But for some reason, I can’t stop my feet from taking me there.

			Before I reach the clearing, I see them. First a few, then more and more. Some are long gone, and only strings of twine remain, like the wispy branches of a weeping willow. Old, broken birdhouses. I try to look away, but everywhere I turn there’s another one. Dozens of them. Once, they were a bright array of colors, like a rainbow, making these woods feel like some mythical fairy haven. Now they’re faded and missing sides, hanging at odd angles for dear life, long abandoned by feathered friends.

			I stop, drag in a breath, and let it out, closing my eyes.

			The memory flits in. Me, only six or so, sitting at the kitchen table, watching my father nail the sides of a new birdhouse together. He’d do the carpentry, and I would do the decorating. I proudly mixed together two paints to make an ugly gray-purple and was so excited to lay a paintbrush against its wooden surface. “I’m going to do black polka dots,” I said, licking my lips in anticipation. “Like a purple cheetah.”

			He glanced up at me with a smile. “Well, won’t that be special, my little sparrow.”

			I shiver at the nickname and open my eyes, gazing at one of the empty houses. All the paint has faded away. Is this the one from that day?

			There are so many. Some are lying among the dried leaves on the ground, mere splinters. It almost feels like a cemetery. Here lies Gabrielle Thorn’s childhood.

			To think I was named after that monster.

			I shudder again and take another step, crunching through the thick brown leaves. When the roof of our timber-frame house comes into view, my breath hitches.

			Our cabin in the woods. Our little slice of heaven.

			That’s what he used to say. All the other kids lived on real streets, with lawns and public paved roads and next-door neighbors. We had none of that, and I was a bit jealous. But my father always said that being here, in the middle of nowhere, was a dream come true. A babbling brook in the back of our property. Trees upon trees. No one to bother us. Acres and acres of peace and seclusion.

			Little did I know that when I was asleep, he would leave our heaven and find women to murder.

			I locate the brook, which is little more than a muddy gulch now. It was too shallow for fishing, and really wasn’t good for much of anything. It didn’t even babble, unless the rain was coming down hard. Even though it’s small, I have to step on a flat rock in the center of it to jump to the other side, where I find a path among the leaves. It was my father and I who walked this path into existence, tromping down the grass and making footprints in the soft earth on our way to look for a new branch for every birdhouse.

			The path leads directly to the cabin. The “big house,” as Mom called it. The “little house” was the cabin a quarter mile away. Dad’s studio. I turn my head and peer through the trees in its direction. But I’m not ready to see it. Not yet. Maybe never.

			My childhood home is an A-frame, the roof practically slanting to the ground. The dark wooden backside shows age from not having been stained for a long time, and there’s a big hole in the half-boarded back window. It looks like an eye, peeking out at me.

			It’s abandoned, then. No one has lived here since us.

			I shift my gaze. Against the back exterior wall is an old charcoal grill, struggling to stand upright on three decayed legs.

			“Burgers, anyone?”

			I remember my dad standing in front of the grill in his ridiculous chillin’ and grillin’ apron and chef’s hat as Mom and I scurried to set the picnic table with plates and condiments. We were laughing so hard at his getup, a gift we’d given him for Father’s Day. It was a good day. We were so happy.

			I swallow, not wanting to think about what happened after.

			It’s only when I break from the tree line that I hear it.

			Music. A guitar riff, and a twangy male vocal.

			My father was a freak for country music. He loved Alan Jackson, Johnny Cash, and Tim McGraw. He’d play all their music loud, dance my mom across the living room floor, and she’d laugh so hard, making me giggle until my sides hurt.

			But my father is in prison now. Tucked away in a cell.

			So where is that music coming from?

			At first I think it’s just me, hearing things. But then I creep to the front of the house and see a yellow Jeep, top down, idling in the same place where my father used to park his red pickup.

			The guy in the driver’s seat is around my age. He has dark-rimmed glasses and narrow features. He’s looking at something on his lap, so he doesn’t spot me right away.

			When he does, he startles. It’s a good thing the Jeep doesn’t have a hard top, because he would’ve hit it—that’s how high he jumps. Then he exhales and turns off the ignition, and Alan Jackson’s “Gone Country” cuts abruptly to the sound of birds chirping in the trees.

			“Je-sus,” he exclaims. “Where the hell did you come from?”

			I point behind me. “I was…walking…”

			“You walked all the way out here?”

			I nod. “It’s not that far. There’s a trail in the back, about a mile from…”

			I drift off when I notice the state of the cabin. There’s graffiti of all kinds here, but someone has written in bloodred paint across the whole front of the house: ROT IN HELL THORN!

			I stare at the venomous epitaph, then at the big wraparound porch, thinking about all the times I used sidewalk chalk on it, scribbling words and silly pictures, only to let the rain wash it away. The red lettering was obviously painted a long time ago, but it’s still there, a monument to the hatred this town feels for my father.

			The guy follows my gaze, warier now. “So you just stumbled upon this place?”

			I bite the inside of my cheek. “Yeah.”

			“You ever hear of Gabriel Thorn?” He motions to the cabin.

			I shake my head slowly.

			“Girl. Stop lying. You saw the press conference, didn’t you?” He chuckles loudly. “You’re here for the cool hard cash. Virgin, huh?”

			That catches me off guard. “Excuse me?”

			“It’s your first time coming out here, right? You were all excited, thinking you could find some clue that would lead you to the bodies, or to understanding the man behind the legend?”

			I offer a shrug. “Busted.”

			He responds with a crooked smile. “Well, let me tell you. I—and about a thousand other amateur sleuths—have combed every inch of the property. If the bodies are buried, it’s not on this land.”

			“No?”

			“Nope. Trust me, I’ve been looking into this case for years. I know everything there is to know about it.”

			Not quite everything. I mean, he’s standing here talking to Thorn’s daughter. Not very detective-esque of him, is it, now?

			“What is there to know?” I play dumb.

			He snorts. “You got the weekend? It’ll take that long to go over all the evidence I’ve found. I got piles and piles of it.”

			I swallow my scorn. He might think he’s something special, that he has intimate knowledge of this case, but I highly doubt it. So I decide to test him. “I heard the bodies were thrown into Sturgeon Lake.”

			“That’s one theory. But they dragged that lake multiple times. Never found anything.”

			“Oh,” I say, as if that’s news to me. “Why do you think he did it? You have any theories on that? Is he just plain evil?”

			“Hard to say, since the bodies were never found. No official cause of death signed off by a medical examiner. No way to determine if they were sexually assaulted. But my thought is that, yes, it was sexual. He had a bad home life with his wifey, she was probably withholding sex, so he got it elsewhere. And then when wifey found out about it, he killed her too.”

			He’s wrong about that. About the rape. Dad told me that.

			I know my father isn’t the most trustworthy of sources, but he never actually lied to me. And when I was fourteen, Gran gave me the letters. Three of them, all written from prison and addressed to Gabby. My grandmother waited years to let me read them. I don’t have them anymore—I tore them to shreds in sheer disgust almost the second I finished reading them—but it doesn’t matter. The contents are practically etched on my brain.

			It was in the second letter, I think, when he insisted that he hadn’t raped those women. He never said why he’d killed them, only that they’d been important to him, but he’d been clear about that fact. I have no reason not to believe him, but it’s not like it matters. He murdered them. That’s bad enough.

			One thing he didn’t do in the second letter? Or the first and third, for that matter? He didn’t profess his innocence.

			And yet, even now, there’s always this tiny flicker of hope in the back of my mind that my father wasn’t guilty of those crimes. That he confessed to spare someone else. I read a book like that once. But who would he care about protecting enough to throw away his life? No one. Even when I was seven, whenever we went to town he would grumble under his breath about anyone and everyone—running stop signs at intersections, taking too long in the checkout line at the hardware store. He wasn’t a fan of most people. “All I care about is my girls,” he used to say, exhaling in relief whenever we finished our errands in town and were on our way back to the cabin.

			And he killed one of us. I know that for a fact. I saw it with my own eyes.

			Still, that hope never truly goes away. A fool’s hope, I guess.

			“Maybe he’s just psychotic,” I suggest.

			“Nah. He was evaluated. They determined he was perfectly sane.”

			When the guy finally slides out of the Jeep, I catch a look at the rest of him. He’s tall and lean, wearing a Nirvana T-shirt—pretty faded, probably authentic—and scuffed Converse sneakers.

			It’s only when he walks past me that I realize where he’s headed. Alarm bells go off. “What are you doing?”

			He points to the door. The screen door my mother always used to harp on me for banging too loud is now hanging off its hinges, but the pale peach wooden door with the crescent window on top seems solidly closed. “Going in. You coming?”

			My heart’s in my throat. “Isn’t that trespassing?”

			“So? No one around to care.”

			I gulp hard. I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet. After all, in there, on that floor…that’s where my mother…

			Nope. My feet won’t move in that direction, even if I wanted them to. “I don’t think so.”

			“You sure? You don’t want to see where the wife was offed? There’s still a bloodstain on the floor in the bedroom.”

			My gut clenches. I feel all the color draining from my face, and the edges of my vision go blurry. “Sorry. No. I’ve got to go.”

			I turn to leave, but he calls, “Wait.”

			Stopping, I realize I’m clenching my jaw so tightly, my teeth are in danger of breaking. I take a deep breath and swing back toward him.

			He half-smiles. “I’m Zed.”

			Okay. This is just an innocent introduction. I can deal with that. “Zed? Is that your actual name?”

			“Nah. Nickname. Real name’s Logan Zellman.”

			“I’m Ryan.”

			“No shit.” He rolls his eyes at me, but it’s done with humor. “Crockett High is so monotonous that we know if there’s a new squirrel in the trees. A whole-ass human? Of course everyone knows who you are.” He laughs to himself.

			“Fair enough. It’s, uh, nice to meet you,” I say, although I’m not sure I mean it. There’s nothing nice about any of this. The guy’s clamoring to show me a bloodstain. My mom’s dried blood caked into the hardwood.

			I might throw up.

			“You ever go on Free the Sparrows?” Zed asks.

			“Free the what?”

			“It’s a forum dedicated to the case. It’s named after my podcast—biggest Thorn podcast out there, actually. Just passed five hundred K.” At my blank look, he clarifies, “Subscribers. I’m at half a million as of last night.” Pride shines in his eyes.

			“Oh. Um. Congrats.”

			“Anyway, check out the site. I’m the moderator. It’s pretty massive. Lot of theories there, a nice little rabbit hole you can fall into. All my evidence is on there, if you’re interested. I’m the Rain King.”

			“The Rain King?”

			“That’s my handle. From a Counting Crows song. Come by.”

			I nod, though I’m not sure I will. I think right now, I’ve experienced enough true crime this morning. Not to mention the fact that I already lived it.

			I feel stupid for coming out here. What was I hoping to accomplish?

			“You’re seventeen, right? Eighteen?” He’s eyeing me curiously.

			“Seventeen. Why?”

			“Gabriel Thorn had a daughter. She’d probably be about your age.”

			My heart nearly stops, but then its thudding is all I hear, drowning out the chirping of the birds.

			“Oh.” Somehow, I’m able to sound nonchalant. “What happened to her?”

			“Don’t know. She probably got adopted into some random family.”

			I shrug. “Well, I’m not her. My dad lives in Europe, and I’m about ninety-nine-point-nine percent certain he hasn’t killed anyone. How ’bout yours?”

			Zed snickers. “Pretty sure my old man hasn’t committed murder either. Lucky us.”

			I don’t know how I do it, but I manage a smile. “Lucky us.”
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				Free the Sparrows

			
			By the time I get home, I’m on the verge of a panic attack. The walk through the woods back to the truck and subsequent drive didn’t calm me one bit. I kept replaying every word Zed said, wondering how someone could find such glee out of tragedy. An event that ruined my life is now popcorn material for a bunch of sickos on the internet.

			I run inside and slam the door, then lean against it and let out a sigh of relief.

			“Whoa. What’s up with you?” a voice says as I’m kicking off my muddy shoes and shrugging out of my flannel.

			I look over and find Connor peeking into the hall from the kitchen.

			“Ah, nothing. I just…”

			“Got chased by a bear?” he supplies, grinning.

			I lift a brow. “Are there bears around here?”

			“Some. But they stay away from people. Jazzy saw one. Like, once. Or so she thinks. But you know her. Drama queen. She can’t get over it.” He holds up the spoon in his hand. “Breakfast?”

			I nod and follow him into the kitchen. He’s wearing his gym clothes and, as usual, looks like he just rolled out of bed. I’m starting to learn that’s his style—the whole “don’t give a crap” vibe.

			He plops onto one of the stools at the cedar island and drags his full cereal bowl in front of him. Cereal sounds right up my alley. Maggie has been cooking us all these big, hearty breakfasts before school, but I’ve only caught a few pieces of cold bacon from most of them on account of my nightmare-induced, crack-of-dawn-photo-taking schedule. I’m more of a cereal girl, anyway.

			I grab a bowl from the pantry and Connor passes me his carton of Cheerios. “Where’s Aunt Maggie?” I ask.

			“It’s Saturday. That’s, like, prime time for a real estate agent. She’s always doing house showings on Saturday mornings.”

			“Oh. Cool. What about everyone else?”

			“Jazzy is at cheerleading. Mom dropped her off. Dad’s in his office doing some paperwork, but he’s leaving for the home soon.”

			“The home?”

			“Yeah, the Anders Home. He counsels at-risk youth there.” Connor eyes me. “Any big plans for the weekend?”

			“No. I don’t even know anyone yet.”

			“Well, they all know you. You’re the talk of the town. Everyone’s asking about the new girl.”

			I stiffen. “Are they?”

			“Yep. Big-time. A few of the guys on the football team were definitely checking you out.”

			As much as I know I shouldn’t entertain this, I can’t fight my curiosity. “Who?”

			“Just a few guys,” he says, being all obnoxiously vague as boys tend to be.

			I don’t bother asking follow-up questions. It’s better that I don’t know anyway. That’s the story of my life. The less I know, the better. Which is why going to the cabin was a stupid thing to do.

			You don’t want to see where the wife was offed? There’s still a bloodstain on the floor in the bedroom…

			God. Who gets excited about something like that?

			I’m pulled from my grim thoughts when Connor says, “Everything all right? You got real pale all of a sudden.”

			I avoid his concerned gaze. “I’m fine. I was just thinking about…”

			Thinking about how if I want to leave my past behind, living here isn’t the place to do it.

			My mind is blank as to any excuse, so I simply end up staring into my bowl of Cheerios, dunking the O’s with my spoon.

			“I get it. Thinking about your mom, right?”

			I blink. I’m always thinking about her, but even more so now that I was steps away from the place where she met her gruesome end. But I realize he’s not talking about Gabrielle Thorn’s mother. Ryan’s mother passed away only recently, while I was in school in Switzerland. Tragic. Car accident.

			“Yeah. I was thinking about the accident,” I lie. “I…Maybe if I’d been there, I would’ve been able to save her.”

			His expression fills with pity, and I hate it. He shouldn’t pity me. I’m lying to him.

			Fortunately the phone next to his elbow lights up on the counter, drawing his attention away. I notice the name that flashes across the screen—Sam—and the accompanying caller photograph. It’s of Connor in his football uniform, standing next to an even taller guy with dark skin and a turtleneck. It was clearly taken on the sidelines after a game, since Connor’s face is sweaty and he’s wearing eye black. They’re both smiling.

			I hide my own smile as Connor ignores the call. “You could’ve answered it,” I tease.

			“Nah. We’re in the middle of something. I’ll call him back.”

			“Who’s Sam?” I ask, thankful for the change of topic. “Does he go to school with us?”

			“He goes to Brice, next town over. I met him at a party this summer and we’ve been hanging out. He came to see me play last week.”

			“He’s cute.”

			“I know, right?” Connor grins. “Mom would probably kill me if she knew.”

			Somehow I can’t see that. While murder might run in this family, Maggie seems cool. “That you’re gay, you mean?”

			“No, she already knows that. Everyone does. But the folks are a little iffy about us dating anyone at all. Ever since Jazzy met a guy online and invited him over and he wound up being a forty-year-old loser.”

			My jaw drops. “Seriously?”

			“Yep. She lost her phone for a year after that. Since then, it hasn’t been easy for either of us to date. But everyone in school knows that we’re together. He comes to my games, and I already asked him to prom. So I think this one has sticking power. I just have to break it to my parents slowly, and then it’ll be all right.” Connor pushes away from the table and carries our empty bowls to the sink. “I’ve got to jet. I’m supposed to be at the field in fifteen.”

			“Football practice?”

			He shakes his head. “Baseball with some buddies. Just a friendly game.”

			“Have fun,” I say before going to Jasmine’s room.

			Dan raps his knuckles on the door a few minutes later to tell me he’s heading out. I thank him for letting me use the truck and then listen to the sound of the front door creaking open and slamming closed.

			Then silence.

			I miss the silence. Gran and I could go a whole day without saying a single word to each other. We both liked our space.

			I flop onto my bed, my mind once again returning to my childhood home. It didn’t look anything like it once did. Back then, it was warm, cozy, and full of love. Now it’s a cold shell, a place of despair.

			Rolling over, I reach under the bed and pull out my suitcase. I unzip it, then feel inside and grab the one thing I didn’t take out of it while I was unpacking. It’s a large, square scrapbook with photos from my childhood and other little mementos. A bright red lock of my baby hair. Drawings I did when I was little. A hand-drawn map of all my birdhouses. A Mother’s Day card I made for my mom. I’ve always had this book; I think Gran put it together for me after Mom died so I wouldn’t forget what she looked like.

			I turn the pages, looking at my mother—holding me as a baby, taking my hand during my first shaky steps, running with me down the dirt path as I learned to ride a bike. And my heart aches, because while I might know these angles of her face well, a two-dimensional photo does not a whole person make. I’m missing so much. Not only that, but some of the photos are awkwardly shaped, not any sort of standard size. There are shadows of another person that suggest someone was cropped out of them.

			I don’t need to guess who.

			Gran should’ve known better, though. You can crop a person out of a photograph, but that doesn’t expel him from your life. If only it were that easy.

			I tuck the scrapbook into the zippered pocket of the suitcase and shove it back under the bed. Then I grab my phone and Google Free the Sparrows, the site Zed told me about. The first search result is: An online forum dedicated to finding the truth about the Gabriel Thorn murders.

			Bingo.

			I click on it and find a very active forum, with threads like Theories and Speculation, Gabrielle Thorn Sightings, Latest Thorn News, Victim Information, and on and on.

			In the top corner of the site, it says: RainKing, ILuvGabriel, Tom89, and 179 other users currently online.

			Wow, that many people are still actively involved in researching the case?

			I gulp. If the world will never get past it, then how am I supposed to?

			I should probably close out of it, but I can’t help myself. I click on Gabrielle Thorn Sightings.

			Then I scroll down and find hundreds of entries. I’ve been everywhere from Niagara Falls to the Great Wall of China. I click on the most recent post:

			^ Hey guys. I’m pretty sure I saw her, right in Starling, when I stopped there with my gf to check out the cabin.

			My spine straightens and my heart nearly stops.

			^ She was working the frozen yogurt counter. Had a name tag that said Dara. Tried to get her to admit it, but she said she had no clue what I was talking about.

			^ I took a photo. WDYT?

			I scroll down to a photo of a bleached-blond girl who looks nothing like me. Thank God. But if there are internet sleuths trolling around Starling, trying to uncover me, how long do I have before someone decides to put me under the magnifying glass?

			The thought makes me shiver.

			I close the page and click on the victim heading. A second later, six beautiful smiling faces stare back at me.

			My throat burns. These are the innocent lives my father took. I bite my lip, hard, as I study their appearance. There’s no rhyme or reason as to why he picked these six. They have varying hair colors, ages, body types. My gaze is drawn to the last victim, Leah Devereaux, a pretty brunette who reminds me of my own mother. It’s the way her lips curve with the merest hint of a smile, as if she has a secret. Mom was guarded about her smiles too. Now I know why, I guess.

			My gaze shifts to Anabel White, the fifth victim, whose son spoke at the press conference.

			The first victim, however, is who the true-crime sleuths focus on the most, because she’s of Indian descent. I think I saw Lydia Singh’s daughter at the press conference, standing behind Benjamin White.

			In Lydia’s section, there are dozens of links to various podcasts, including an episode recorded by the Rain King himself on Free the Sparrows. I listen to the first minute before turning it off. Seems like he plans to spend a whole hour hypothesizing about why the Starling Slayer chose a minority as his first victim, as if my dad was attempting to make some sort of social statement instead of just being a fucking psychopath.

			Bitterness coats my throat now. I’m about to close the browser window when another heading catches my eye.

			Thorn Prison Letters.

			My brow furrows. Prison letters? Far as I know, Dad wrote only three letters from his prison cell, and they were addressed to me.

			Curiosity getting the best of me, I click the link, which takes me to a main page with a pinned thread.

			
				Photocopies of the letters Thorn wrote Gabrielle from death row. Source: The Case Against Gabriel Thorn, ABC documentary.

			

			My breath gets stuck in my throat. How did ABC even get—

			Prison mail is monitored, you idiot.

			I exhale in a rush. Right. Of course. There’s no way law enforcement and the prison authorities would allow my father to send any mail without someone having gone over it with a fine-tooth comb first. What if he was disclosing the location of the bodies?

			I suddenly feel stupid, because in the years since I tore up those letters, I honestly thought my father’s words were lost for good. There were moments, when the nightmares came, that I wished I still had possession of them so I could reread each word and try to make sense of why Dad did what he did.

			The top link takes me to another page. This one has three links.

			
				LETTER #1

				LETTER #2

				LETTER #3

			

			Once again, my heart is battering my rib cage. Taking another breath, I click the first link.
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			Thorn Prison Letters #1

			Source: The Case Against Gabriel Thorn, ABC documentary.

			
				
					My little sparrow,

					I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately. This is the place to do it, I suppose.

					I think about you.

					I think about your mother.

					I think about what I made you witness.

					You must know how sorry I am for what you saw. I never meant It haunts me too, Gabby. Every day. But at the same time, I owe you thanks for it. Having your eyes on me that night, it felt like my wings were clipped. That’s when I knew I couldn’t keep flying from what I had done. What I’d become. It was you, watching, that made me realize I had to cage myself.

					I loved your mother more than words can say. What happened that night was never supposed to happen. It was an accident. I never meant to take her from you. Deep down, in your heart, you must know that. You must know me You know I would never hurt her on purpose, just like I would never hurt you.

					I’m where I belong now, this cage of mine. But I want you to know, Gabby, that I never, not even once, stopped loving you. You were the only thing keeping me tethered to the earth, even as the rest of me was lost.

					I love you always.

					Daddy
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				That’s Progress

			
			“Hey, cousin,” a chirpy voice says from the door.

			I jump and click my phone off as Jasmine breezes into the bedroom. My father’s words disappear from my field of vision, but they’re burned like a cattle brand in my brain.

			“Hey,” I greet her.

			Jasmine looks bored, carrying her cheerleading duffel, which she throws onto the ground. She sits on the edge of the bed and starts untying her sneakers. “You take any photos today before the downpour?”

			“Some. Did cheerleading practice get rained out?”

			She shakes her head. “It’s in the gym. We always work on our routines for an hour on Saturday morning, and then we sit and gawk at the boys working out.” She flashes an unapologetic grin. “And speaking of cute boys, Everett asked me to give you a message.”

			I falter. “What?”

			“Well, he asked Nikki to give me a message. He wants your number. I told her that I’d have to run it past you.” She raises a brow. “So?”

			At that, my heart does a little flutter that I wish it wouldn’t. I don’t need this. This is a complication, and after my run-in with Zed, I’ve already decided that the best thing I can do is keep my head down until I graduate. “So, what?”

			She rolls her eyes. “Do you want him to call you, or no? I’m assuming the answer is yes. It’s never no with Everett.”

			I should say no. That would fix it. He isn’t used to rejection and probably has a fragile ego. He’ll probably never talk to me again. Yet for some reason, same way I couldn’t keep myself away from my old house, I can’t stop my lips from forming the word “Sure.”

			Jasmine grabs her phone and thumbs in a reply, I assume to Nikki. “Done. But if I were you, I’d watch your back.”

			My mind automatically goes to the true-crime junkies who relentlessly stalked and confronted the poor girl at the yogurt shop. Watching my back is good advice.

			But Jasmine isn’t talking about that, because she has no idea who I am. So I ask her, “What do you mean?”

			“Sofia,” she says simply, as if that means something to me.

			The only Sofia I know is on varsity cheerleading, the beautiful girl from my government class who’s always traveling on a cloud of sparkles with the other perfect girls, usually orbiting the football team. A couple of times I’ve tried smiling at her, but I think there’s a membrane surrounding them, and normal people can’t penetrate it.

			“What about her?”

			“She’s Everett’s ex.”

			Right. Of course the two most godlike beings at school used to date.

			“They’ve been on and off since freshman year. They were super hot and heavy for a long time, and everyone thought they’d be together forever. But then right after junior prom last spring, they had this huge fight and broke up.”

			“Really? Do you know what it was about?”

			She shrugs. “No. No one does. Whatever it was, I think Sofia didn’t think it was such a big deal, so she kept telling everyone they were just taking a break and were going to get back together soon. But if you asked him, he was like, nope. The Sofia boat had sailed. He was done with her.”

			Now it makes sense why every time Everett tried to talk to me at school this week, Sofia looked annoyed. And she’s really going to be annoyed if she finds out he’s texting me.

			But whatever. I have bigger things on my mind than upsetting the Queen Bee of Crockett High.

			When my phone suddenly buzzes, both Jasmine and I jolt in surprise. I peer at the screen and smother a sigh.

			She gasps. “Oh my God. Is that him? He literally got your number five seconds ago.”

			I mask my expression as I read the message.

			
				
					
						Unknown: Hey. It’s Everett. Jas gave me your number. Busy tonight?

					

				

			

			“What’s it say?” Jasmine snatches my phone from my hands. “Holy shit! He’s asking you out!”

			I take the phone back from her, my cheeks burning.

			“You’re going to say yes, right?” she pushes.

			I shake my head. “It’s not a good idea.”

			She looks horrified. “What? Why not?”

			“I barely know him. And your brother told me Aunt Maggie doesn’t let you guys date—”

			“Oh, screw Mom. And anyway, this is Everett James we’re talking about. My best friend’s brother. If Mom found out you guys were together, she’d be totally cool with it.” Jasmine stares at my phone as if she’s afraid I’m going to make a life-ending mistake. “You have to say yes.”

			I bite my lip, imagining myself out on a date with Everett. Talking to him, one-on-one. Having him look at me with desire. Kissing him…

			My body flares with goose bumps.

			Instincts war within me. Part of me wants to text him the verbal equivalent of jumping in his arms: Take me, I’m yours! But then there’s that little voice that says You were going to keep your head down, remember?

			I sigh. Yes, I remember.

			I start to text him back, only to realize Jasmine is silently watching me like a hawk. I tilt the display of the phone away from her and say, “I’ve got this.”

			
				
					
						Me: Why are you asking?

					

				

			

			He starts to respond right away, and to keep myself from freaking out, I add him to my contact list. EVEREST JAMES, I type.

			
				
					
						Everest: Want to take you out tonight. Movies?

					

				

			

			I gnaw on my lip. My fingers want to type YES, but my mind is telling me, over and over again, no.

			
				
					
						Me: Sorry. I’m busy.

					

				

			

			I feel better after I’ve sent it. That was the right decision. I can’t go out with the guy. After graduation, I’m out of here.

			I don’t need any reason to stay.

			
				
					
						Everest: How about coffee then? Just an hour.

					

				

				
					
						Me: Told you, I’m busy.

					

				

				
					
						Everest: Yeah? Doing what?

					

				

				
					
						Me: Going to the movies with another quarterback.

					

				

			

			I hide a smile and glance at Jasmine, who is gathering up random items from the floor. She’s pretending she isn’t interested, but I can tell she’s hovering, wanting me to spill the tea. Sadly for her, there isn’t anything to tell. I said no, and I meant it.

			But then I read Everett’s follow-up.

			
				
					
						Everest: You’re flirting. That’s progress.

					

				

				
					
						Everest: See you Monday.
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			He texts me a couple more times before the weekend is over, but I leave him on read. On Sunday night I hang out with Uncle Dan, Connor, and Connor’s friend Kabir in the family room after dinner, watching the Titans game. I’m not a football fan, but I’m not not a football fan. I don’t mind having it on in the background while I click through the hundreds of photographs I’ve taken since I got to Starling.

			On the other side of the couch, Connor and Kabir are arguing. Those two always seem to be arguing. It’s entertaining.

			“I’m telling you, Con,” Kabir says, his voice dripping with exasperation, “the moon landing was filmed on Earth. Earth! It’s, like, super obvious. You ever seen the shadows? They’re all wrong.”

			Connor groans, slouching back on the couch. “Please, for the love of God, stop talking before my brain melts. The moon landing happened. Do you really think NASA has time to fake an entire moon mission? Do you realize how many people would have to be in on the cover-up? Dad, back me up—how many people would need to be involved?”

			“Literal thousands,” Dan says, without taking his attention off the game.

			“Exactly,” Connor says.

			Kabir glances over at me. “Ryan, back me up. Real or fake?”

			“Real,” I say without hesitation.

			“Traitor.”

			I grin at him. “Sorry.”

			“I’m gonna let it slide because of that smile. You know you have a great smile? It’s a shame I can’t ask you out.”

			Connor smacks him on the arm. “Dude.”

			I raise an eyebrow, laughing a little. “Is there a reason you can’t? Not that I’m encouraging it. I would one hundred percent say no,” I assure him, and my uncle snickers from the recliner.

			“You’d totally say yes. And I can’t ask because my quarterback already staked his claim,” he reveals with a smug, knowing look—which quickly fades into a stricken one. “Oh wait, and I also have a girlfriend.”

			Connor doubles over in laughter. “I’m totally telling Layla you forgot she existed.”

			Kabir shrugs, winking at me. “I know you’re disappointed, Ryan, but it’s only fair. Even if I was single, I don’t mess with the code.”

			My cousin punches Kabir’s arm again. “There is no ‘code.’ Ryan can go out with whoever she wants.”

			“Code,” his friend repeats. “She can only date Ev now.”

			I stifle a sigh while also trying to ignore the way my pulse speeds up. Everett James is, apparently, incorrigible.

			“Thanks, buddy,” I tell Kabir, “but I think I’ll make my own decisions.” Still grinning, I go back to clicking through my photos, trashing the ones that don’t make the cut.

			“That’s a lot of trees,” Dan remarks at one point as he walks along behind the couch. He stops, peering at my screen. “Wait, go back. This one’s beautiful, kid. What kind of bird is that?”

			I click on the previous photograph, which depicts a small bird with bright feathers perched on a low-hanging branch against the backdrop of the Smoky Mountains.

			I zoom in and study it. “It’s a northern flicker,” I say. The bird’s reddish-brown body with speckled markings stands out in the shot. “They’re woodpeckers, actually. Pretty common around here, especially in the fall.”

			He leans in a little closer, inspecting the picture. “Woodpeckers, huh? I didn’t know they came in so many colors.”

			“Yup, and this breed is one of the only woodpeckers that actually feed on the ground a lot. They love ants, believe it or not.”

			He chuckles. “How do you know all this?”

			My smile falters. For a moment I don’t answer. I look at the photo, the brightness of the bird contrasting with the shadow creeping into my chest.

			“Uh, I must’ve read it somewhere,” I lie.

			Dan’s expression softens. His gaze darts toward the boys, who are focused on the game, before returning to me. He gets it. Everyone in Starling knows about Gabriel Thorn’s birdhouses.

			I close my computer. “I’m going to see what Jasmine is up to.”

			My decision to flee backfires, because when I walk into Jasmine’s bedroom, I don’t like what she’s up to. Not one bit. She’s sprawled across her bed with her laptop open, the light from the screen casting a slight glow over her face. She doesn’t even acknowledge me, too absorbed in whatever article she’s reading. Her fingers tap against the keyboard as she scrolls.

			“What are you doing?” I ask, even though I already know the answer. It’s the same thing she’s been obsessing over since the press conference—the missing bodies. Every time we’re alone in our room, she’s on her laptop Googling things.

			Jasmine finally spares me a glance, eyes glinting with excitement. “Okay, so, the police dredged the lake years ago and found nothing, right? But people online still think that’s where Uncle Psycho dumped the bodies. There’s speculation that the reason the police didn’t discover anything is because the water level was—”

			She stops talking. Maggie has just appeared in the open doorway.

			Jasmine gives me a look, and I try not to roll my eyes. Message received, cousin. She’s already drilled into my head that her parents can’t know about her body hunt. I’m not a snitch, so I’ve been keeping my mouth shut. For now. But if I notice Jasmine getting in over her head, then I have no qualms about telling my aunt and uncle.

			“Ugh, what now?” she grumbles, grimacing at her mother. “I swear I already finished my homework for tomorrow.”

			“Ugh,” Maggie mimics. “But I still don’t see those clothes in the closet.”

			Eyebrow raised, she nods toward the laundry basket full of folded clothing that sits at the foot of Jasmine’s bed.

			“I’ll do it before bed,” Jasmine says, a slight whine in her voice.

			“Or,” Maggie replies with a bright smile, “you’ll do it now.”

			I hide a grin. The more I get to know my aunt, the more I like her. She has her hands full with the drama that is Jasmine, but she can definitely hold her own against her daughter.

			“Fine.” Heaving a sigh, Jasmine closes her laptop and hops off the bed.

			“Good girl.” With a pleased nod, Maggie disappears down the hall.

			The moment she’s gone, Jasmine turns away from the laundry basket and climbs back onto the bed. I sigh as she buries her face in her laptop again, but Jasmine is like a dog with a bone. There’s no prying the lure of that million-dollar reward out of her hands.

			When I spot my own pile of neatly folded clothes, guilt spurs me into putting it away. I’m not used to having someone else do my laundry. Or someone cooking me dinner. Driving me to school. Gran taught me to fend for myself. She worked as a receptionist at a twenty-four-hour women’s clinic in the city and came home late most evenings.

			I tuck the clothes into my drawer, then tidy up my little corner of the room. The rings and bracelet I wore yesterday are strewn on the nightstand, so I gather them and put them in the small wooden box where I keep my jewelry. I’m about to close the lid when I notice it. Or rather, when I don’t notice it. My necklace isn’t in there.

			I frown, rummaging through the box before automatically reaching for my throat. Maybe I put it on this morning and just—no, it’s not around my neck. And I’m positive I haven’t worn it since…I scan my brain, struggling to remember. I definitely didn’t wear it this weekend. I think.

			I empty out my jewelry box and then place every item back inside, one by one, but the heart-shaped diamond locket is nowhere to be found. Where is it? As a surge of panic rises in my chest, I frantically search through my sheets, toss my pillows aside, dig through my bag.

			But it’s gone.

			My necklace is gone.

		

	
		
			
				nine

				A Piece of My Mother

			
			“Jas?” My voice comes out tight. I try to keep it even, but I can’t mask the panic. “Have you seen my necklace?”

			“What necklace?”

			“My locket. The diamond heart one.” I race toward the dresser to rifle through the knickknacks on top of it. “The one my grandmother gave me.”

			My pulse speeds up. I yank open my dresser drawers, pushing clothes aside, pulling out socks and underwear, but it’s not here.

			“Why would I have seen it?” my cousin asks.

			“I don’t know, maybe you moved it or something?” I turn around to find her lips pressed in a thin line.

			“Are you saying I took it?” Jasmine demands.

			“No, of course not—”

			“Really? Because it sure sounds like it!” Her voice rises. “Just because something goes missing, you automatically assume I took it? Like I’d steal your stupid necklace?”

			The panic is clawing at my throat now. “No, I…I thought maybe you saw it somewhere.”

			Jasmine jumps up from the bed, eyes flashing. “You seriously think I’m the kind of person who’d just take your shit?”

			“It’s not like that!” I insist, but she’s already on the defensive.

			“I didn’t take anything. You want to search my things, Ryan? Go ahead.” She gestures wildly to her side of the room. “Check my bags, my drawers. Maybe I stuffed it in my pillowcase like some fucking criminal.”

			“Oh my God! I’m not accusing you!” My voice cracks, and I can feel my eyes welling up.

			Before I can say anything else, my aunt rushes into the room, eyes darting between us. “Girls! What on earth is going on in here?”

			“Ryan thinks I took her necklace,” Jasmine says bitterly.

			“I never said that!” The words come out louder than I intended.

			“Yes you did!”

			Maggie gives us both a stern look. “All right, that’s enough. Ryan, what necklace?”

			I swallow hard. “My diamond locket. The one my grandmother gave me.”

			“And you believe Jazzy took it?”

			“No. I didn’t say she stole it,” I mumble, my face burning. “I only asked if she’d seen it.”

			Jasmine huffs, throwing her hands up. “Maybe you lost it—ever think of that? The clasp was loose, remember? I told you to get it fixed.”

			Maggie’s gaze shifts back to me. “Are you sure you didn’t lose it?”

			“I—” I falter. “Yes. I’m sure.”

			“It probably fell off when you were walking in the woods,” Jasmine says. “You’re always out there.”

			She’s right. I walk every single morning, and sometimes in the evenings too. But to lose my necklace, the only thing I have left of my mother…literally…the thought makes me want to throw up.

			Blinking back tears, I rush out of the room, my feet carrying me outside before I even realize where I’m going. The woods surround me, and I break into a run, not caring where I end up. When I can’t hold it in any longer, I collapse against a tree trunk, wrap my arms around myself, and sob.

			My locket is gone.

			A piece of my mother is gone.

			How could I be so careless? How could I let it fall off?

			I hear the crunch of leaves and twigs. Then my aunt’s voice, soft and gentle.

			“Ryan?” She’s closer, crouching beside me. “Darlin’, talk to me. Are you all right?”

			I try to tamp down my tears, but they keep coming, the heavy weight of loss building in my chest. “It was a cremation diamond,” I choke out.

			Maggie sucks in a breath. “What?”

			“Gran had it made from Mom’s ashes.”

			“Oh Jesus.” Maggie curls an arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. “Oh, darlin’. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

			“It’s not okay,” I moan. “I know she’s dead, but she wasn’t really gone, not as long as I had that necklace. All those other families, they don’t even know where their moms’ remains are, but I had mine around my neck. It sounds horrible and morbid, but it felt comforting. Like she was still with me. And now I…” Another sob racks my body.

			Maggie strokes my hair, holding me as I cry. “We’ll find it,” she assures me. “We’ll look for it tomorrow morning when it’s light out. Search every inch of these woods if we have to. We will find it.”

			“What if we don’t?” I whisper.

			She hugs me tighter. “That won’t happen. But if we don’t find it, you’ll be okay, darlin’. Your mother’s with the angels now, which means she’s always watching over you. She’s still with you, even when it doesn’t feel like it.”

			Her words sting in the way that only the truth can. I know she’s right, but right now it feels like I’ve lost my mother all over again.
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			The next morning, everyone is milling in the front courtyard before school starts. Normally I’d bid my cousins goodbye and head inside, but I’m too exhausted to force my legs to move. I’m ready for the week to be over, and it’s only Monday.

			Maggie and I woke up at six a.m. to scour the trail for my locket, but between the two of us, all we found was dirt, rocks, and a piece of silver foil from a Hershey’s Kiss. That last one got my hopes up. I almost cried when I realized it was only foil.

			Maggie reminded me that even though my mom was cremated, she still has a gravestone at the cemetery in town. “You have a piece of her there,” she tried to reassure me, but it’s not the same. I want my diamond back. I want my mom back.

			I’m going to search again after school. And every morning if I have to. I hate myself for it, but a part of me can’t help but wonder if Jasmine did take it. She was so enamored with the diamond heart. But I can’t level that kind of accusation without hard proof. And my cousin seemed genuinely sympathetic on the way to school when she touched my arm in the back seat and promised she’d help me look for it later.

			Now I stand frozen in the school courtyard, feeling defeated, demoralized. I should’ve known I wouldn’t be able to move back to this godforsaken town without the anxiety finally overwhelming me. It’s all caught up to me. My missing necklace, my psychotic father, the press conference, the bodies, the reward. Everything’s swirling in my head, making it hard to focus.

			A few yards away, Jasmine is babbling away with Nikki and Gillian. Beside me, Connor is telling me about some Halloween party in Nashville he wants to attend with Sam next month and brainstorming how to convince his parents to let him go. I’m only half-listening to him, my nerves making it hard to focus. The anxiety only heightens when I spot a familiar face across the lawn.

			It’s Mr. True Crime himself, Logan Zellman.

			He’s talking to Sofia, of all people. Based on her body language it’s obvious that the captain of the cheerleading squad is annoyed to be conversing with him. Her arms are crossed, and she’s glaring at him like he’s some kind of insect. Her cheerleader friends stand around her, equally unimpressed. Finally, Sofia flips her hair over her shoulder and saunters off, her friends following her like baby ducklings.

			Unfazed, Zed starts to turn away, but then his eyes lock onto mine.

			Damn it. He’s noticed me.

			“Ryan, hey,” he calls out, his face brightening.

			Connor’s gaze shifts to me. “You’re friends with Zellman?”

			“Not at all.”

			“Good.” His lips curl in a sneer. Which is shocking coming from Connor. For once, my laid-back, congenial cousin seems to genuinely detest someone. “Zed and his Thorn fan club are obsessive assholes. Seriously, don’t indulge him. And don’t get me started on the others. There was one summer when a whole group of true-crime losers camped out in our front yard.”

			My eyes widen. “Why?”

			“They were holding some kind of stupid protest. Insisted my family knew more than we were saying about the murders and refused to leave until we confessed. The sheriff rounded ’em all up, and we had to have a police cruiser parked in our driveway for a whole month to keep them off the property.”

			At his bitter tone, I suddenly realize how lucky I was to live in Pennsylvania with Gran, anonymous, invisible. Away from the noise of this case, the obsession around it. Gran never talked about my father or his crimes. Nobody in Allentown knew or cared about the case.

			But the Shipleys…

			My heart aches for them. I’m Gabriel Thorn’s daughter, yet it’s them, a family that wasn’t even related to the monster, who had to live with the consequences, fielding questions and fending off suspicion all these years.

			“Great, he’s coming over here,” Connor mutters under his breath.

			Sure enough, Zed stalks over on his scuffed Converse sneakers. But it’s my other cousin he’s hurrying after.

			“Jazzy,” he says irritably. “Can you please tell Sofia that the operative word in ‘yearbook committee’ is committee. As in, more than one person makes all the decisions?”

			Jasmine doesn’t even stop walking. “We already told you, we’re not using your dumb classic rock medley for the audio,” she taunts over her shoulder.

			“Well, that was unnecessarily rude,” Zed says, turning to me and Connor.

			“You’re on the yearbook committee?” I can’t help but ask. Zed doesn’t strike me as a school spirit kind of guy.

			“Needed something for my college applications and it was the only extracurricular that didn’t make me want to kill myself,” he answers with a shrug.

			“What, you can’t use your super-popular website for your applications?”

			If he hears the sarcastic note in my voice, he doesn’t remark on it. “Turns out colleges aren’t impressed with meticulous research and thorough investigation. At least according to my guidance counselor. She thinks I need more wholesome activities on my résumé.”

			“Con! Come see this,” someone shouts, and my cousin gives Zed a wary look before ambling off.

			Once we’re alone, Zed lowers his voice like we’re sharing a conspiracy. “We should talk about the case sometime.”

			I freeze. “Why?”

			“Because you’re an outsider. That means fresh eyes. Sometimes that helps. I’ve been in touch with the families—the Whites and the Singhs in particular. They’re desperate for answers, and I want to be the one to provide them, but my investigation has stalled a little. I’ve got a theory—well, a few, really—and I think I’m getting close to figuring out where those bodies are. But, like I said, fresh eyes never hurt.”

			My stomach tightens. “Have you really been talking to the victims’ families about this?”

			He shrugs as if it’s no big deal. “Yeah, of course. They deserve to know what’s going on. I’m not here to sugarcoat things or hold anyone’s hand. I’m here to find the truth. We need to bring closure to this town. And hey, if we get that reward money, all the better, right?”

			“You don’t think that’s a little insensitive?”

			“Look, I get it, okay? It’s sad. But the truth is, someone’s gotta do the dirty work. The cops have had more than a decade to find these bones, and they’ve come up with nothing. It’s time for someone else to step up and find real answers.”

			Nausea crawls up my chest. “I don’t think this is the way to do it. You’re talking about these victims like they owe you something, but they don’t. This isn’t a game.”

			He scowls. “I’m not playing a game. I’m trying to find justice. If you’re too squeamish for that, then fine. But just so you know, I would’ve shared some of the reward with you.”

			Some of it. I swallow a bitter laugh. Greedy jerk. I know Jasmine is trying to do the same thing and look for those bodies, but for some reason it feels a lot slimier when this guy does it.

			I take a step back, shaking my head. “Thanks for the offer, but I moved here like two weeks ago, and I don’t want any part of this.”

			Before he can respond, I walk away, the tension thick in the air behind me. I don’t stop until I’m halfway down the hall, my heart pounding.

			On my way to English, which also serves as homeroom for the first twenty minutes of class, I spot Everett at the bank of lockers I have to pass to get to my classroom. He’s talking with a crowd of his friends. I’ve come to expect that—I never see him alone in school. I might as well call them his entourage.

			At my approach, I hear him say, “I’ll catch y’all later.” Then he falls into step with me. “Hey.”

			The second he says that word, I feel it. Everyone in the busy hall turns to see what he’s up to. They’re now looking at me, which is the last thing I want.

			“Hey,” I mutter, picking up the pace. “What’s up, Everest?”

			He doesn’t seem to notice my eagerness to get away. He keeps up with me as I quickly turn the corner. “I love that you’ve given me a nickname. It’s cute.”

			Shit. I’d meant for it to annoy him. Not for it to be my little pet name for him.

			Luckily this hallway is a lot quieter. Only a few people are staring at us now. When I reach my classroom, he’s still with me, so I point at the doorway. “This is my stop.”

			“Right,” he says, peering inside.

			When he gives someone a nod of greeting, I follow his gaze toward the back of the classroom, my eyes hitching on a guy who’s just turning to face the window. He’s in a black T-shirt, sitting up on the desk, combat boots on the chair. It’s Chase, Everett’s bad-boy friend. I’m sure it’s him, even though I’ve only seen him a couple times. The back of him is unmistakable, with that golden hair and those toned biceps.

			Since when is he in my English class? Wouldn’t I have noticed him before?

			“So?”

			I break my gaze and find Everett staring at me. He’s asked me a question. “I’m sorry, what?”

			“I was asking if you were busy this weekend.”

			He’s persistent. You’ve got to give him that.

			“What are you offering this time? A stroll by the lake? Ice cream parlor?” It feels like everyone around us is hanging on this conversation. This guy is an attention magnet.

			“Nah, you don’t get dessert until you agree to a whole dinner.” He grins at me.

			I give a noncommittal shrug. “Yeah, maybe.”

			Then I turn, maybe too abruptly, and go into the classroom just as the bell rings. Chase slides into his chair, but he’s still staring out the window.

			I force my gaze not to linger, but it’s hard to ignore him. He has that effortless kind of hotness—the kind where he doesn’t need to try, and everyone knows it. He leans back in his chair, his long legs stretched out, a smirk playing at his lips like he’s in on a joke the rest of us don’t get.

			He looks up suddenly, and a pair of silver-gray eyes fasten on mine. My pulse quickens for a moment. I’m sort of disgusted at myself for it. He’s one of those guys who makes your stomach flip, even when you know he’s trouble.

			I avert my gaze, wondering what the hell I was thinking by checking him out. Chase Hedlund is bad news. I heard someone say that he got suspended for drinking on school property.

			But somehow my eyes wander back, and I find him watching me, not quite smiling, but the corner of his lips quirked up in something akin to amusement. Then he lowers his head to his phone, dismissing me from his orbit. At Liberty High, all phones had to remain in our lockers or they’d be confiscated. Here we’re allowed to have them on our person but can only use them at lunch or outside of class. Obviously Chase doesn’t care about the rules, because he’s still scrolling when our teacher walks into the room.

			Mr. Morrison is the kind of teacher who loves the sound of his own voice, especially when he’s reciting passages from Macbeth. It isn’t long before I find myself tuning him out, my gaze drifting toward the window. I stare at the fluttering leaves and swaying branches of the trees. Everything is still so green. I’m not looking forward to when the leaves fall. When the branches go bare and turn into gnarled, twisted skeletons. I have a feeling Starling is ugly in the winter. When it comes to nature, though, ugly can be so, so beautiful. I’m excited to photograph the forest when the temperature dips and the—

			“Ryan? Chase? Am I boring you?”

			I jolt out of my reverie and see Mr. Morrison’s crooked smile.

			“Care to share what you find so captivating beyond that window? Seeing as how both of you have been staring out of it the past ten minutes?” The teacher doesn’t sound angry, but curious.

			Behind me, Chase doesn’t say a word.

			I shift in my seat, shrugging. “I was just, um, admiring the trees,” I mumble, which gets me a few snickers from my classmates. “Looks peaceful out there.”

			Mr. Morrison turns toward the window. He’s quiet for a moment. Then he faces the class with a sudden smile. “You know what? I think you’re right, Ryan. It does look peaceful.” He claps his hands together. “All right, gang, grab your things. We’re moving the discussion portion of today’s class outside.”

			“Fuck yeah!” a boy shouts, only to get reprimanded for his language.

			Excitement ripples through the room as we gather our books and backpacks. Everyone is suddenly high on the promise of fresh air.

			We file outside into the lush courtyard, where Mr. Morrison splits everyone into pairs and assigns us a theme to discuss. He gives us ten minutes to chat privately before we’re expected to share with the rest of the group.

			I’m paired with Chase, I suspect as punishment for our daydreaming.

			We settle under the shade of a tall oak tree. I awkwardly lean against the uneven trunk and stretch out my legs. Chase sits a few feet away, looking bored.

			“So…” I sigh. “Guilt.”

			Because of course Mr. Morrison assigned us the theme of guilt. The universe has a sick sense of humor and the uncanny ability to reach into your soul and pull out your darkest secrets.

			Ever since I got to Starling, all I’ve felt is guilt.

			“What about it?” Chase says.

			“We’re supposed to talk about it.”

			“So talk.”

			Gritting my teeth, I open my dog-eared copy of Macbeth and flip through it. “I guess…I don’t know…the play shows how guilt has the ability to completely destroy a person, right? Mentally. Emotionally. Macbeth’s guilt eats at him and drives him to do worse and worse things.”

			Chase shrugs.

			“And Lady Macbeth can’t escape it either. She basically becomes a shell of her former self.”

			“Never understood that,” he surprises me by saying. “I never feel guilty about anything.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“It’s true. If I fuck up, I don’t carry that weight around. I own it and move on.”

			I can’t stop the laugh that flies out.

			Chase flicks up a brow. “What?”

			“Nothing. I was just thinking how funny that is. You’re over here never feeling guilt, meanwhile I feel guilty for things I haven’t even done. Like, on other people’s behalf.”

			“Should probably stop doing that,” he drawls.

			I wait for him to continue the discussion. He doesn’t. Awesome. We sit in silence until Mr. Morrison announces it’s time to share with the group, but before we can start, I catch sight of a familiar vehicle pulling up in the distance.

			Maggie’s SUV.

			“Mr. Morrison?” I interrupt. “I’m sorry, but, um, that’s my aunt over there.”

			He follows my gaze to the long drive at the front of the main building. Sure enough, Aunt Maggie is hopping out of the driver’s side. Her presence triggers a rush of anxiety.

			“Can I go find out why she’s here?” I ask the teacher.

			He nods. “Yes, but if you need to leave, make sure she signs you out properly with the office…”

			I’m already hurrying off, hiking my backpack over one shoulder.

			“Maggie!” I call out as she’s approaching the entrance.

			She turns, her mouth set in a severe straight line rather than her trademark bright real estate agent’s smile. “Oh, darlin’. I was just coming to get you.”

			“Why?” I ask, even before I reach her.

			The smile comes out then, but it’s forced. So forced, it looks like it wouldn’t take much to make it crack. “Let me just sign you out and then we can chat.”

			She’s gone before I can object, ducking into the school. I don’t follow. I wait outside, my apprehension growing. Whatever this is, it must be urgent or she would’ve waited to speak with me when I got home later.

			Unless it’s something she doesn’t want Jasmine and Connor to know…Yes. Probably that. It’s difficult to speak in private at home without raising their suspicions.

			And if it’s something she doesn’t want her own children to know, there’s only one thing it can be about.

			My father.

			I swallow back the nausea forcing its way up my throat. Maggie reappears a minute later, taking my arm and leading me toward the SUV. Her smile is still present, though it’s quivering at the edges, and the second we get into the car it fades completely.

			“We have to talk,” she says.

			“About?”

			She wraps both hands around the steering wheel but makes no motion to start the car. “After you left for school, I received a call from Aaron Berkley in Nashville.” The name rings a slight bell, but it doesn’t send shockwaves through me until she adds, “Your father’s attorney.”

			My stomach drops. I can’t even begin to guess what he wants, but I know it’s not good. My father hasn’t contacted me since he sent me that third and final letter when I was fourteen. At least, I don’t think he has. After I tore up the letters, I told Gran that if he ever tried to contact me again, I wasn’t interested.

			I guess it only makes sense that he’d make one last attempt before he left this world.

			I’m about to say tell the lawyer to go shove it when Maggie continues in a low, flat voice.

			“He wanted to know if you’d be there for the execution.”
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				The Thorn-Poke

			
			I gag. Audibly. I actually have to hold back the hot rush of vomit gurgling in the back of my throat. “He—what?”

			My aunt’s sympathetic look confirms I’m not hearing things.

			“No,” I blurt out. “Why would he even ask me that?”

			And what kind of sick, twisted person would I be if I was like, Sure! What a great way to spend a Saturday!

			“I know,” she says calmly. “I figured you’d say that. I told Mr. Berkley as much. But I felt like it was something I needed to pass along, since he’s your daddy and all. And the lawyers require an answer today by noon because they need to make arrangements.”

			“Why do they want me there? I’m a minor. Is that even allowed?”

			“It’s allowed, yes. And I don’t know why, but I suspect it’s probably because the bodies were never found. They’ve been hoping that before he died, he’d tell everyone where he hid them. But he hasn’t, and I think their hope is that with you there, maybe he’ll…”

			She trails off, but I can fill in the blanks. Maybe he’ll have some compassion and give these families some peace.

			I stare straight out the windshield, shell-shocked. “Well, you have my answer. It’s hell no.”

			In the silence that follows, I decide I’d rather be in school than endure any more of this conversation.

			“Is that all?” I prompt, my voice tight. “Because I have photography class next and don’t want to miss it.”

			When she nods, I reach for the door handle.

			“Have a good day, darlin’—”

			I close the door before she can finish. I can’t even pretend to be polite right now. Every step I take echoes with the thought I’ve just been invited to my father’s execution.

			A shiver runs up my spine, and I have to physically shake it off. I hurry inside and duck into the office to sign back in, even though we never left school property.

			Behind the front desk stands a teenage aide. An Asian guy I’ve seen before in one of my classes. French class, I think. He has an unfortunate wedge of a haircut that sticks up severely in the back of his side part.

			“Back already?” he says, grinning.

			I nod absently. I’m thinking of the execution. Of walking down a long, bare hall. Sitting in a dimly lit room behind a sheet of glass. Making eye contact with my father. Watching him lie on that table and thrash and gurgle until he takes his last breath.

			“Hello?”

			The guy snaps his fingers.

			I blink out of the horror movie playing in my mind. “Excuse me?”

			He looks past my shoulders toward the door. “I said, where’s your aunt? She’s the one who needs to sign you back in. You can’t do it yourself.”

			“Oh, I…” I stare blankly. I can’t seem to think of anything other than that I’ve been invited to see my father die. “She left.”

			He waves me off. “Whatever. I’ll take care of it.” He writes something in the logbook. “I’m Ty, by the way. You’re in my French class.”

			“Right. Hi. I’m Ryan. I’m—”

			“New. Trust me, we all know.” He glances up at the clock. “You should be able to catch the end of homeroom. Otherwise just dick around until your next class. See you in French.”

			“See you.”

			I leave the office and try to remember where the art wing is. After a week of classes, I should know this, but I end up taking the long way around, because all I can think about is my father, flopping about on a table like a fish on a pier.

			Bile burns my throat, and I suddenly pivot toward the nearest restroom, unable to contain the nausea. I barely manage to reach the toilet in time.

			When I’ve purged my guts of every last bite of my breakfast, I rinse my mouth and dig out a mint from my bag. Then I study my reflection in the mirror, hoping I don’t look like a girl who just got invited to watch her dad die by lethal injection.

			I make it to photography class a few minutes before the bell rings, taking my seat at the table. My stomach’s still in knots, but at least there’s nothing left in it to throw up. Mr. Hicks passes out the assignment sheets for our next project, but the paper in front of me blurs, the words completely lost.

			“Ryan?” Mar’s voice cuts through my brain fog.

			I blink, realizing she’s been talking to me. She’s sitting beside me, sketching out ideas for the project, her gaze expectant.

			“What?”

			“What do you think of this idea? I was thinking of doing a series on reflections—like, mirrors, water, windows, stuff like that.”

			“Oh. Yeah,” I mumble, not really hearing what she’s saying.

			I’m still stuck in that SUV with my aunt, receiving that gruesome invitation. My heart’s racing, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t focus on anything else.

			Mar is clearly waiting for more of a response. When I don’t give her one, she frowns. “Okay. Well, what about your project? Did you decide what you’re going to do? You could use that bird photo, right? The one you showed me last week?”

			I know I should say something—anything—but my mind is too tangled, my intestines still twisting.

			“Dude, are you even listening?” Mar’s voice sharpens, and when I finally glance at her, hurt clouds her expression.

			“Sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind,” I say.

			Once again, she waits for me to elaborate, but I don’t know what to say. I can’t tell her about the execution, about the murderer who spawned me, about the sick feeling in my stomach.

			She sighs, turning away from me. I know I’ve upset her, but I can’t make myself explain. Can’t even come up with a decent-enough lie.

			Just when I think the day from hell can’t get any worse, French class rolls around. We don’t have assigned seating, so my new pal from the office, Ty, swaps seats with the girl beside me, and it’s all well and good until we’re tasked with conjugating a list of verbs, and the two students in the row ahead of us start whispering about the Gabriel Thorn execution.

			Making no attempt to hide that he’s eavesdropping, Ty glances over at me, his face lighting up. “Ah, the Thorn-Poke. You celebrating?”

			“The what?”

			Thorn-Poke? God, that can’t mean what I think it means. My stomach can’t catch a frickin’ break. I don’t think it’s stopped churning since I woke up this morning.

			“You know, the serial killer? The Starling Slayer?” Ty grins. “He’s getting the needle soon. There are a ton of parties that weekend to celebrate. We call ’em Thorn-Pokes.”

			Horror swirls in my gut. I don’t know why. My father certainly deserves to die for what he did. But…celebrating his death? How does his execution call for a celebration? It’s all so twisted and wrong. As terrible as he is, he’s still the man who cared for me for the first seven years of my life, better than any father could have. I could never celebrate his death.

			I would never hurt you, Gabby. Ever.

			I feel all the blood drain from my face and hope Ty doesn’t notice. “Um. That sounds…”

			“Barbaric? Grotesque?” he supplies. “Yeah, it totally is. But the people in this town are bloodthirsty fuckers.”

			“You included?”

			Ty gives me a shrug. “Me? I’m more interested in money than blood. Did you hear about the million-dollar reward? Now, that’s what I’m talking about.”

			“Mr. Cheng,” our teacher chides. “Less talking, more conjugating.”

			Ty falls silent with a pout. Meanwhile, my eyes begin to sting. God, I just want to cry. I can’t escape it, no matter where I go, no matter who I talk to.

			I keep my head down, trying to focus on my French textbook. But I’m a hundred miles away, at the prison, in that room, watching my father—the man who brought me into this world—leave it for good.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: www.FreeTheSparrows.com]
				

			

			Thorn Prison Letters #2

			Source: The Case Against Gabriel Thorn, ABC documentary.

			
				
					My little sparrow,

					I wonder if you’ll read this and know, truly know, how it all was. They’ll tell you things about me, about them, my pretty sparrows, but they’ll never understand. No one ever does. They twist and dig until the truth becomes something grotesque. But you…you’ll see, won’t you? You’ll understand. You know better than anyone that sparrows are delicate. They need protection and they chose me for that. I kept them from harm. I didn’t hurt them, not in the way they’re filling your head with. I cared for them and loved them and you don’t defile your most cherished possessions, do you? You don’t. They must remain pure and untouched if they’re to soar. They were safe with me, away from all the noise. I can still see them…their eyes, so wide and trusting, the way they looked at me. They didn’t know at first. How could they? But after a while, there was a peace. A silence. They were precious. Each one. Like holding a bird’s egg in your hands, knowing how easily you could crush it if you wanted to, but I didn’t. I was gentle. Careful. That’s what they don’t see. Even now, I remember their faces like a dream. A beautiful dream where everything is light and still. I see them, see them even now, and I know they’re safe, tucked away from prying eyes. I kept them safe. I never let them suffer. Not for one moment. I loved them in ways no one else could, and I gave them peace. THEY’LL tell you I did things, things I couldn’t, wouldn’t. They try to paint me with their filthy brushes, but I know the truth. I loved them too much to let the world get its claws in them. I kept them close and then I set them free and now they’re always with me, my pretty sparrows, safe and sound. I want you to feel it, as if they’re here now, a part of us, always. Don’t let them take this from us. It was always for them.

					Love,

					Daddy

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Eleven

				Sarah

			
			The week slogs on. Excruciatingly slow. Everett keeps texting me and I keep ignoring him, much to Jasmine’s disapproval. She’s also not thrilled about the new friends I’ve made. Mar from photography and Ty from French are the only two students with whom I’ve genuinely connected. They’re down-to-earth, a little artsy, a little different, but fun to talk to. And it turns out they were already friends, which means I’m not awkwardly caught in the middle. If anything, I’m the third wheel.

			On Thursday, Maggie picks us up after school because Jasmine really, really, really needs to get new earrings for tomorrow’s football game.

			“I want to go to Hi-Lites,” Jasmine says from the back of the SUV. “So park there.”

			“I’ll be so glad when you two have your licenses and I don’t have to be your personal chauffer.” Maggie groans and pulls into a parking lot near the small open-air mall outside of the downtown stretch. Until today, I had no idea this little shopping center even existed. According to Jasmine, it’s one of two hangout spots for the kids in town, with the lakefront serving as the other.

			Jasmine blows a bubble with her gum and then pops it with her finger. “Yeah, well. You could’ve just let Ryan borrow the car, you know. She could drive us. Right, Ryan?”

			I hesitate. It’s been a long time since I had a mother to go shopping with, and Aunt Maggie is the next-closest thing, so truthfully, I don’t mind the lack of freedom. “Maybe next time.”

			Maggie turns off the engine and glances at me before I can open the passenger door. “I forgot to mention—I’m looking for some help at my office after school, maybe a few afternoons a week. Just filing, answering messages, and updating listings. Jazzy is too busy with cheerleading, so I thought I’d ask you. Are you interested? I’d pay you fifteen bucks an hour.”

			“Seriously?” I’ve been thinking about getting a part-time job, but I assumed it would be in fast food. This would be a lot better. “Sure, I’d love that. Thanks.”

			“Fabulous! How’s Monday to start?”

			“Great.”

			We all hop out of the car, Jasmine going on about how Hi-Lites has the cutest earrings and clothes. When we get to the storefront, one glance at the flowered sundresses in the window tells me it’s not for me.

			Connor points toward a sporting goods store. “I’ll be there,” he says, and walks off.

			As much as I want to fit in with the Shipley women, trying on frilly dresses feels like a fate worse than death. I spot a coffee shop in the center of the square, a cool locally owned one that looks more inviting than the Starbucks. “Can I just go over there? I didn’t have lunch today and I’m starving.”

			Jasmine’s face falls, but Maggie says, “Sure, if that’s what you want.” She holds up her phone. “Check your texts.”

			“I will.”

			The coffee shop is packed. I get in line and order a caramel latte and a muffin. As I’m spinning around with my order, searching for a table in the corner, I see two gorgeous boys walking through the door.

			Everett and Chase.

			There’s no way to avoid them. They notice me almost instantly.

			“Hey, Gemini,” Everett drawls.

			Awesome. Now he thinks that because I call him Everest, he can respond in kind. I should’ve known that would happen.

			“Hey.”

			He motions to Chase. “You know Chase?”

			“Yeah, we’re in a class together,” I say vaguely.

			“Two. English and calc,” Chase mutters.

			He’s in my calculus class too? How is this guy able to show up to school sporadically and not get kicked out?

			“Cool,” Everett says, a corner of his mouth lifting to reveal a sinfully cute dimple. “Given any more thought to that dinner invite?”

			“It’s all I think about.”

			That makes him snicker. “You think the sarcasm turns me off, but it really doesn’t.”

			Beside him, Chase stares at me. His body language tells me he’s dying to get away from this conversation.

			“Anyway,” I say, holding up my latte and muffin. “I’d better—”

			Just then, the door behind them swings open and Nikki comes in, arms laden with shopping bags. “You get me my chai yet, Ev?”

			“Was about to.”

			Her eyes drift to me. “Oh. I see what the holdup was,” she sneers. “Maybe start thinking with your other head—you know, the big one, between your shoulders—for a change?”

			If Everett is affected by her words, he doesn’t show it. “Cool it, shrimp. I’m on it. Later, Ryan.”

			He and Chase move toward the line, while Nikki continues to look me up and down. “I don’t get it,” she finally says.

			I’m clearly being insulted, but I’m not sure what about. So I say, “Jasmine’s in Hi-Lites. Did you see her?”

			“No, is she? Fuck. What does that bitch think she’s doing, shopping without my advice?”

			“Uh, yeah. I don’t know. See you later.”

			I make my escape, leaving the James siblings and Chase Hedlund’s brooding face in my wake. I decide to window-shop while I enjoy my snacks. The problem is, every few steps I feel like eyes are on me. Every time I look around, I recognize someone from school.

			Finishing my muffin, I toss the wrapper in the trash and cross the street, into the main part of town. Downtown Starling is growing on me. It’s really cute: old-timey streetlights with American flags, park benches, and fences around the trees. There’s a little fountain in the town square across from the clock tower, featuring a statue of a Civil War general I’ve never heard of. I’m trying to read his name on the plaque when my phone vibrates.

			I pull it out to find a text from Everett.

			
				
					
						Everest: You look hot af today.

					

				

			

			Heat floods my cheeks. I hate that he has such an effect on me. The school quarterback, of all people. At least Marco had the decency to not be the king of our school in Allentown. We could hook up without everyone whispering about it.

			
				
					
						Everest: I wanted to tell you that in class today, but you were going out of your way to ignore me.

					

				

			

			He’s right. I was.

			Rather than reply, I slide my phone back into my bag and wander past a few antique and thrift stores, which are more my speed. Something about giving old things new life always appeals to me.

			I find Maggie outside the Starbucks, scrolling on her phone. She tells me more about the job offer and how I can help her with open houses too if I’m interested. She’s still chatting when someone steps out of one of the shops ahead of us. A tall man with dark hair and piercing ice-blue eyes. He spots us and waves, heading right in our direction. I don’t recognize him, but as he gets closer, I get the distinct sense that I know him.

			“How’s it going, Maggie?” he says in greeting, but his smile seems a bit forced.

			“Going good, JP.” She touches my arm. “This is my niece, Ryan. She just moved in with us.”

			“Ah, Ryan. Nice to finally meet you. I think my son’s mentioned you once or twice.”

			His son? Something clicks, and now I see it. The resemblance. He looks familiar because he looks like Everett. This is his father.

			I manage a polite smile. “Nice to meet you, too.”

			“How’s Dan doing?” he asks my aunt, and once again I sense a shift in his energy.

			“He’s great.”

			JP’s gaze slides to me. “Your uncle and I went to high school together. We go way back.”

			I nod awkwardly. There’s a weird tension in the air when he mentions Dan. I wonder if they don’t like each other.

			“So, Ryan, how do you feel about dogs?”

			I’m caught off guard by the abrupt topic change. “Dogs? Like a certain breed or in general?”

			JP looks sincere now. Enthusiastic. “I run the animal shelter in Starling,” he explains. “And we’re always looking for extra hands to help out. The dogs could use some more walking and attention, so I’m constantly on the hunt for new volunteers.”

			“Oh. Cool. That sounds fun, actually,” I say, and I’m not just being polite.

			I love dogs. I always wanted one, but Gran was highly allergic, and apparently Maggie inherited that gene, because the Shipleys can’t have a dog either. Jess has a big goofy golden retriever who used to sit in my lap and make me laugh with his antics. Ugh. I miss Taco.

			“Great!” JP says. “Swing by anytime, then. We’ve got plenty of pups who’d love the company.” He nods at my aunt. “Good to see you, Maggie.”

			He’s turning to leave when Nikki suddenly comes stomping toward us, her expression set in a scowl.

			“Dad, can we go now? I’ve been waiting forever,” she snaps.

			“Sorry, hon,” JP says. “I was catching up here.”

			She crosses her arms, not bothering to acknowledge me or my aunt even though she’s fully aware we’re both standing there. “Well, are you done catching up or should I roll out my sleeping bag and make myself comfy on the sidewalk? Because I’m bored out of my fucking mind.”

			The tension skyrockets. Nikki’s tone is harsh, dripping with irritation. It makes my skin crawl. My own father is an actual murderer and I’d still never speak to him with such disrespect.

			JP winces slightly but doesn’t say anything back. Instead, he forces a smile and turns to me. “I’m right behind you,” he tells his daughter.

			“Thank you,” she huffs before flouncing away.

			“I’m really sorry about that.” JP glances over his shoulder as Nikki reaches the red pickup truck parked nearby. “She’s going through a phase.” He keeps his voice light, but I see the weariness in his eyes.

			Maggie nods with genuine sympathy. “Teenage girls are rough.”

			Despite being one myself, I don’t disagree with her. I couldn’t imagine parenting girls like Nikki and Jasmine.

			JP sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Anyway, if you’re interested in stopping by the shelter, you’re always welcome, Ryan. Sorry again about Nikki.”

			He gives us an apologetic look before joining his daughter, who’s standing by his truck, tapping her foot impatiently. I can’t help but feel a little sorry for him. Nikki James is a real piece of work. Entitled brat if I ever saw one.

			Maggie clearly agrees, as she lowers her voice and says, “Of all the best friends Jazzy could’ve chosen…”

			I hide my grin. “You’re not a fan.”

			“Would you be?”

			Unable to fight my reaction, I let out a laugh. “Nope.”

			“At least Gillian is a sweetheart. I suppose that makes up for it.” Maggie returns the laugh before shifting her gaze to her phone. “Jazzy needs an opinion on the earrings. You coming or still exploring?”

			“Exploring,” I answer, and she nods, not seeming to mind.

			“Meet us at the car in thirty?”

			“Sounds good.”

			I walk off, following the sidewalk and window-shopping until I reach the end of Main Street. At a T intersection, I look across the street and spot bare trees, park benches, and a wide expanse of lawn beyond a wrought iron fence. At first, I think it’s another park, until I notice the headstones.

			It’s the Starling cemetery.

			Something pulls my now-unsteady legs there. I never went to my mother’s funeral—I was whisked away to Allentown before it happened—but I imagine it was a media circus. All Gran told me was that she was buried somewhere in town.

			Here.

			I’m drawn to it, just like I was drawn to the cabin, dreading what I’ll see and the whirlwind of emotions it’ll create but needing to see it nonetheless.

			Walking among the headstones, I read each name until finally I come to a small one, a plaque raised slightly from the ground, half-consumed by weeds. The grass in front of it has worn away, suggesting it’s had quite a few visitors over the years, likely podcasters like Zed and other people obsessed with the morbid. The stone is bare except for two dates and a name.

			Sarah Mayfair

			They used her maiden name. Makes sense. Gran would’ve set fire to the entire town before referring to her murdered daughter as Sarah Thorn.

			I stare at my mom’s name, letting the memory of the last time I saw her flood my mind. She was so frantic, running about the house, trying to get everything packed before he came home. I’d been no help—in fact, I’d probably been a hindrance, because I didn’t understand what was happening. I wanted a snack. I wanted her to play with me. I wanted her to stop scaring me, which she was, with that rabid look in her eye.

			If I hadn’t slowed her down…

			Well, things would be different. We might’ve gotten out.

			Instinctively, my hand reaches for the diamond pendant at my neck, and moisture floods my eyes when I remember it’s missing. Gone.

			“I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so, so sorry. You should be here. You should be with me.”

			When the tears start to fall, stinging my cheeks, I realize what I’m doing and furtively check to make sure I’m alone. I wipe my face and force myself to leave, weaving my way out of the cemetery. By the time I return to the car, Jasmine, Connor, and Maggie are already there.

			“Where were you?” Jasmine demands.

			“I texted you several times,” my aunt says. She doesn’t sound mad, only concerned. “Was your phone dead?”

			“Sorry. I forgot to check it.”

			“You need to see the dress I got. It’s hot,” Jasmine says, rummaging through one of several bags at her feet.

			“I thought you were just getting earrings,” I say in amusement.

			“There’s no such thing as ‘just earrings,’ ” Maggie grumbles under her breath. “C’mon, guys. Let’s go.”

			On the ride home, I’m silent, watching the scenery blur past me. When we get back to the house, I grab a zip-up hoodie from the bedroom, then head for the mudroom, swapping my combat boots for sneakers.

			“Where are you going?” Jasmine asks from the doorway,

			“I want to look for my necklace before it gets dark.”

			Her features soften. “Um, look, I know I was a total bitch about it this weekend, but I really am sorry you lost it. I know it was important to you.”

			She has no idea. “Thanks.”

			“I’d help you look, but Sofia and, ugh”—she makes a face—“Zed are coming by to go over yearbook stuff.”

			Even more reason to flee the house. I want nothing to do with Zed and his Gabriel Thorn obsession.

			I leave through the side door and head for the trail, desperate for some solitude. As I walk I think of my mother and her beautiful laugh, the wavy cinnamon hair that framed her face, the way she smelled like vanilla and roses. I have so few memories of her. I had such little time with her.

			And it rips me apart to know that if it wasn’t for me, she might be alive today.

		

	
		
			
				twelve

				New Blood

			
			I’m running through the forest, screaming for help, the razor-sharp rocks shredding my bare feet.

			I know this drill. So although I see the clearing in the woods up ahead, I’m not relieved. I know what’s coming. And yet my feet can’t stop moving there.

			It happens the way it always does. Before I can rush forward, hands reach out under my armpits, yanking me back. I look up at the canopy of trees, the birdhouses dangling in a colorful array, framing my father’s serene face as he says “There you are!” and kisses my temple, his fingers tickling my ribs.

			I try to escape the tickles, shrieking with laughter. I tip my head to look at him, and that’s when I see them. Dangling from the trees.

			Not birdhouses.

			Bodies.

			Six of them. All women, their long hair hanging over their eyes, their heads lolling at unnatural angles. They’ve been strung up there, pale and dead.

			“Do you like my little sparrows, Gabby? Do you want to join them?”

			Before I know it, the twine is wrapped around my neck, tightening until I can’t breathe—

			I wake up gasping and choking, clutching at my neck, trying to free myself from the tangled rope.

			“Whoa!” Jasmine says in the darkness. In an instant she’s by my side. “Are you okay? Are you having another nightmare?”

			A nightmare. That’s all it was. Just in my head.

			My fingers are still clutching the sheets. Loosening them, I nod, sucking in air, trying to calm myself.

			“It’s okay,” Jasmine says, giving me a rather stiff pat on the back, as if she has no idea what to do with her crazy cousin. “It’s fine. It was just a nightmare. You’re okay.”

			“Yeah.” I swallow my panic and manage a smile. “Thanks. I know.”

			“Are you sure you’re good? Wanna talk about it?”

			That’s the last thing I want to do. “No. But thanks.”

			Two minutes later, she’s snoring again. I can’t fall back asleep. Instead, I watch out the blinds as the sky lightens. Then I grab my phone and check the time. It’s barely six. I decide there’s no way I’m sleeping now, so I get up, change into a hoodie and jeans, and head out along the path.

			It’s almost too dark, but there’s a sliver of moonlight overhead, and by now I know the path well. I find a perch on the rocks, overlooking the valley with the Smoky Mountains in the distance, and wait for the sun to rise.

			As I’m waiting, I hear footfalls along the path. I know it before I see him—it’s Everett.

			He catches sight of me and breaks out into a delighted smile. “Hey,” he says, slowing to a stop. “What are you up to so early?”

			“Taking pictures,” I say automatically, before I realize what an idiot I am. I was so unnerved by the dream that I forgot to bring my camera.

			He notices, and his grin widens. But he doesn’t say a word about it. “I was hoping to see you here.”

			“Really?” As much as I appreciate him not playing games, I’m not above playing them myself. Because I don’t tell him that I’ve been coming out here almost every morning, hoping to see him too. I’ve given up on finding my necklace in these woods, yet I still keep coming back.

			“Yeah. Figured you might be out for a walk. I was gonna invite you over for breakfast. My dad is making pancakes.”

			“I have to get ready for school.”

			“The bus doesn’t come for two more hours,” he points out. “And you could ride with me if you miss it.”

			I hesitate. His property is next door to the Shipleys, not far at all. And after the week I’ve had, I could use a distraction.

			“I don’t know…” I start, but he cuts me off with that easy smile.

			“C’mon. We’ve got plenty of food, and the dogs will love you.”

			The dogs. That gets me.

			“Fine,” I relent, “but I can’t stay long.”

			“Deal.”

			We walk through the woods in silence, his presence oddly calming despite everything. Soon the trail looks less like a trail and more like a rural property. We pass an idyllic wooden gazebo and an old wishing well. A firepit. Several large garden beds beneath the shade of ancient trees.

			The James house has chipped white paint on the outside and a creaky porch that looks like it’s been through a few too many thunderstorms. The side yard is fenced off, and as we approach, I hear the barking before I even see the dogs.

			Several of them rush up to the fence, tails wagging, and I can’t help but smile.

			“Are these all rescues?” I exclaim.

			“Nah, these are the boarders,” Everett explains. “Dad’s side business. They sleep in the kennels. Our rescues get the red-carpet treatment. They’re in the house.”

			When we step inside, I smell pancakes and air freshener. Plus the teeniest hint of wet dog, but it’s not too bad. The interior is cluttered but not messy. Family photos cover the walls, and some of the furniture is scratched up, no doubt from the dogs.

			Speaking of the dogs, they’re everywhere. Big, small, and every size in between.

			The first dog that rushes up to me is a shaggy German shepherd mix with one ear flopped over. His tail wags so hard it looks like it might take off in flight. Everett tells me his name is Max, and from the way he leans into me as soon as I pet him, I can tell he’s a sweetheart.

			Then a scrappy little terrier zips past, his short legs moving so fast he’s practically a blur. “That’s Rocket,” Everett says with a grin. “He’s got more energy than sense.”

			In the corner, a large, older golden retriever lies sprawled on a dog bed, her fur graying around her face. “That’s Bella,” Everett supplies, his voice softening. “She’s been with us the longest. A rescue from when Dad first opened the shelter.”

			There are a couple of other dogs—a stocky bulldog mix named Duke, who grumbles affectionately when I scratch his back, and a sleek black Lab named Shadow, who watches everything with calm, intelligent eyes. The dogs clearly rule this place, with blankets and toys scattered across the living room floor and water bowls tucked in every corner.

			In the kitchen, we find JP flipping pancakes at the stove. His face brightens when we walk in. “Well, hey there, Ryan!”

			I smile awkwardly, still a little unsure of how to act around Everett’s dad, especially after the strange tension between him and my aunt. But he’s so friendly, it’s hard not to reciprocate. “Hey. Thanks for having me.”

			JP waves it off, setting a plate of pancakes on the table. “You’re always welcome here. And now that I know you love dogs, I’m happy you’re getting to meet the crew.”

			Before I can respond, a scruffy mutt with big brown eyes comes bounding over and nudges my leg. I crouch down to pet him, and JP chuckles.

			“That’s Steve. He’s a happy boy.”

			“I can tell,” I say, scratching behind Steve’s ears as his tail thumps against the floor.

			Everett sits across from me, grabbing a pancake and pouring on the syrup.

			Just as I start to relax, the mood shifts. Nikki strides in wearing a tiny skirt and an even tinier top, a denim jacket slung over the purse that hangs off her shoulder.

			Her face twists in an annoyed scowl as soon as she sees me. “Seriously? We now have Ev’s girlfriends over before seven in the morning? At least Sofia had the decency to not show up till eight.” She plops down at the table and picks up a fork. Her nails are bloodred, as usual.

			I feel a flush creep up my neck.

			JP shoots her a warning look. “Be nice.”

			She glares at her dad. “Whatever.”

			“Don’t mind her, Ryan,” he says. “She’s just cranky because her math teacher is making her come to school an hour early all week for tutoring.”

			“Goddamn Mr. Rueben,” Nikki mumbles.

			I force a small smile, but the tension from Nikki’s snarky comment lingers. I feel out of place, even though Everett and JP both make an effort to include me. Steve nudges my hand again, and I absentmindedly pet him, trying to focus on the dogs instead of Nikki’s sulky attitude.

			As we finish breakfast, JP leans back in his chair, looking at me hopefully. “I know I threw out the offer yesterday about you volunteering at the shelter, but if you’re interested, I’ve got a part-time paying spot open. Just a few hours a week, nothing too demanding.”

			“Really?”

			“Absolutely. Think about it. You’d be great.”

			Everett winks at me. “Do it. Make the dogs happy.”

			Nikki snorts from across the table. “God, could you be any more obvious, Ev? Spoiler alert, Shipley: He wants in your pants.”

			“Shut up, Nikki,” he snaps, for once losing his laid-back Everett cool.

			JP frowns. “All right, that’s enough. Nikki, if you can’t be polite, you don’t need to be here right now.”

			She pushes her chair with a screech. “Whatever,” she says, stomping toward the door.

			I scrape back my own chair. “I should go.”

			“No—” Everett starts, but I’m already on my feet. He sighs and gets up too. “I’ll walk you home.”

			“You don’t have to—”

			“I want to,” he interrupts, and so we head back to the trail.

			We walk in silence again for a bit. He’s way too close for comfort. Or maybe it’s because his shoulders are so broad that his body can’t help but almost brush mine.

			About halfway to the Shipley place, Everett gives me a sidelong look and says, “Here’s the thing, Gemini.”

			“I don’t like that nickname.”

			“Yeah, you do,” he says, and damn if he isn’t right. I do kind of like it. “Anyway, the thing is, I’ve lived in this town my entire life. I know everyone. Literally everyone, and that’s not an exaggeration. Do you realize how boring it is when you know everyone?” He lets out a dramatic groan before flashing me a playful grin. “I need new blood. I need you.”

			I laugh. “So that’s all I am to you? New blood? Entertainment?”

			“Nah. I’m joking. But you seem cool. Easy to talk to. I just want to get to know you.”

			Reluctance lodges inside me. Letting him get to know me is the worst possible decision I could make.

			But…maybe it couldn’t hurt to get to know him a little better.

			“I really like your dad,” I say.

			He blinks at the sudden change of subject. “Yeah? He’s all right, I guess.”

			“What about your mom? Are your parents divorced?”

			His smile doesn’t exactly disappear, but the dimples do. “She died when I was a kid.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry.”

			“Thanks, but it was a long time ago. Hasn’t been easy for my dad, raising us alone. I mean, you’ve met my sister.” He gives a dry laugh. “But we’re all good. You lost your mom too, huh?”

			My throat constricts as I feed him the story Maggie concocted. “She died in a car accident.”

			“Shit. That’s rough. I’m sorry too.”

			There’s real emotion in his eyes as he voices that. He’s not the typical meathead, popular jock, like the ones I knew in Allentown. He seems so earnest, I can’t help but lean into him. Everett notices, his expression dancing with mischief.

			“So what do I gotta do to convince you to go out with me? I could take my shirt off to sweeten the deal?”

			My jaw drops. “Oh my God. Please don’t.”

			He throws his head back and laughs, and I can’t fight a smile, because not only is this guy cute and down-to-earth, he’s also kind of funny. The total package. No wonder girls go mad for him.

			I move even closer, licking my lips, and he moves in, too, tracking the gesture. He’s going to kiss me. My heart rate accelerates at the thought.

			But then reality comes crashing in, causing me to take a hasty step back. I can’t do this. I can’t get too close to anyone in Starling.

			I put on a casual tone. “So, uh, what are you going to do after graduation?”

			He clears his throat, raking a hand through his hair again. I’m starting to realize he does that when he’s unsure of himself. “Uh, me? Alabama. Roll Tide.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, got a full ride for football,” he says with a humble little shrug. “What about you?”

			“I don’t think college is for me. I’m probably going to travel.”

			“Back to Europe?” He seems very interested in that. In me. It’s such a nice change from Marco that I can’t help but want more of it.

			“I’m considering traveling around the country with my camera. Seeing where I land.”

			He stares at me, looking slightly bewildered. It’s unnerving.

			“What?”

			“Nothing. Sorry. I was just thinking how badass you are. I wish I could be that brave.” He stops walking again, intercepting my path. “But how brave are you, really?”

			I eye him suspiciously. “What does that mean?”

			“If you were truly brave, you’d go out with me tomorrow night. You want to see the country, huh? Well, why don’t you start with Starling in all its glory? I promise, I’ll take you to the sickest place in town.”

			I’m not convinced. “Where is it?”

			He presses his lips together, zipping them and throwing away the key. I glare at him.

			“Is that a yes?” he prompts.

			Several seconds tick by before I answer in a grudging tone. It’s not the most enthusiastic response, but it’s all he’s getting.

			“Fine.”
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			“You have to fill me in on everything!” Jasmine begs the next evening as I’m twirling my hair up into a claw clip in front of our bedroom mirror. “Where did he say he was taking you again?”

			I shrug. “He didn’t.”

			“Probably the lake. That’s where everyone goes to hook up.”

			“I’m not hooking up with him.”

			She flops onto her bed and rolls over to look at me. “Ha. Like you can resist.”

			I don’t even want to think about that. I’m nervous enough as it is.

			I stare at my reflection, feeling like an absolute fraud. How on earth is this date a good idea? I’m not hiding a few secrets; I’m concealing a whole life. Any relationship that’s based on a lie is doomed for failure, and suddenly I wish I never agreed to go out with him. There’s no way this ends well and I’m stupid for thinking it can. It’s like holding a glass bubble in my hand, watching the tiniest crack form while trying to convince myself it won’t eventually shatter.

			Things always shatter.

			My hands shake as I brush a few loose strands of hair back into place. Then I twist the silver ring on my finger, my nerves making me fidget, but the ring only reminds me that I’m not wearing my necklace.

			“Are you going out tonight?” I ask my cousin, trying to distract myself.

			“No. Con and I are staying home to put together a map.”

			“A map of what?”

			I instantly regretting asking when she says, “Possible burial locations.”

			Shit. I was hoping she’d given up on this ridiculous mission of hers.

			“I didn’t realize you were still looking,” I say in a careful tone.

			“We haven’t even started looking. This is just the preplanning. I’ve combed through all the true-crime sites, watched all the videos. I read the confession, the transcript of Uncle Psycho’s sentencing hearing. I even read the prison letters he wrote to his kid. Oh my God, Ryan, you should read them. There’s one where he sounds like he’s on acid or something, just rambling on while he tries to convince her he didn’t rape those women.”

			My stomach churns again. This time it has nothing to do with my impending date.

			“That’s my cousin,” Jasmine suddenly says. “Like, since I started reading up on this case, it keeps hitting me, you know? Con and I have a whole-ass cousin out there we’ve never even met. Mom said she was adopted after Aunt Sarah died. Poof! Never to be seen again.”

			I’m on the verge of throwing up. I take a breath, sucking oxygen into my lungs, hoping it will ease the nausea. The guilt that now burns in my gut.

			Jasmine notes my expression and grins wryly. “I bet you’re relieved to be on the Shipley side of the family, eh? Mom’s side is so fucked up.”

			Eager to put an end to this conversation, I do something desperate: I consult my cousin for a fashion opinion.

			“Do I look okay?” I ask, fixing my flannel.

			“No. At least show a little skin.”

			She should know by now that destroyed jeans, flannels and hoodies, crop tops, and combat boots are my style. So far, it hasn’t turned Everett off in the least. Still, I take her advice and unbutton the flannel, leaving it open to reveal the midriff top and a sliver of my belly. “Happy?”

			If she is, she doesn’t look it. When the doorbell rings, she races off to answer it.

			I find my aunt, uncle, and Jasmine chatting with Everett in the living room as if he’s a lost member of the Shipley family. They clearly love him, and he’s effortlessly charming around them. At dinner, when I told them I was going out with him, they both beamed. I guess their strict dating policy for their kids doesn’t apply to me, which is a relief because I wasn’t looking forward to a lecture. But all I got was “He’s a very nice boy,” from Maggie, while Uncle Dan added, “Hell of a football player.”

			Prince Charming that he is, Everett opens the door of his pickup for me and, when I’m getting in, says, “You look really pretty tonight.”

			I don’t look any different than I do in school, but I appreciate the sentiment. “Thanks.”

			The truck isn’t new, but it’s well-kept and actually clean, which is saying a lot for a teenage boy. Country music plays at a low volume. I can’t make out the song, but it reminds me of my father. He always used to have country music on in the house.

			My expression must reveal something, because Everett turns it down and says, “What’s wrong? You don’t like country?”

			“I don’t know. We don’t listen to much of it in All—” I bite my tongue. “In Europe. It’s not really popular. You like it?”

			He nods, turning to grin at me. “You know, cowboys out West used to sing songs to their cattle in order to prevent them from stampeding. That’s part of where it came from. It soothes the savage beast, I guess you could say.”

			I manage a smile. I wish it had worked that way for my dad.

			As I watch the little evergreen air freshener swaying from the rearview mirror, I say, “So are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

			“Nope. I told you it’s a surprise.”

			This had better not be the Starling make-out spot like Jasmine predicted. But when my stomach flutters at the thought, I suddenly realize maybe it’s not entirely unappealing, the idea of kissing this guy. As long as it’s just kissing and he doesn’t expect anything more than that. The first time I had sex with Marco, it was awkward and embarrassing. But kissing? I can handle that.

			I clasp my hands in my lap, twisting my fingers together.

			“You look nervous,” Everett says. His smile broadens. “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly normal. I have that effect on girls.”

			The cocky comment succeeds in relaxing me. I laugh, rolling my eyes at him. “Uh-huh. I’m sure you do.”

			“Seriously, though, you good?”

			“I guess I am a little nervous. I’ve never actually been on a real date before.”

			“Wait, really?”

			“Really,” I confirm, my cheeks heating up. “I mean, I had a sort of boyfriend back at my old school. But we never went out on, like, dates.”

			“So what did you two do?”

			“We hung out at his place, or mine. Or at school. Nothing official like this.”

			“Well, then I guess I have to make sure this one is memorable.”

			When the truck comes to a stop, the sun is beginning to set, casting dusky shadows on the gravel lot. Everett grabs a flashlight from the center console and meets me at the front of the truck. He takes my hand, fingers entwining with my own. We walk in silence until I see it between the trees, silhouetted against the sky—it’s a swinging bridge. At the entrance hangs a wooden sign that reads pedestrians only—four at a time.

			I can see why. The second Everett steps onto the first wooden plank, the ground seems to sway beneath him.

			I hesitate.

			“You okay?” he says, glancing over his shoulder. When I don’t say anything, he comes back, linking our fingers again. “I promise you, it’s safe.”

			“It’s so shaky,” I say as I follow him onto the bridge. We walk a little farther, wobbling the whole way. “What’s on the other side?”

			“You can’t go there. It’s private property.”

			“So then where are we going?”

			“Right here.” We’re almost in the middle of the bridge. With a faint smile, Everett gently turns my body so I’m facing in the other direction. “Look.”

			From here, I can look out over the river, where the sun is setting, making the water’s surface glow like a line of molten lava. The sky is all shades of pink, orange, and lavender, and truly breathtaking. It’s the most beautiful sunset I’ve ever seen.

			“Oh” is all I can say.

			I stare at it, mesmerized, but not too mesmerized to notice when he puts his hand on my hip and leans in close, his cheek against my temple. It feels nice.

			We stay like that until the sun melts behind the hills. That’s when I look down and notice the locks. Just a few of them, attached to the chain-link fence on the bridge’s side. “Oh, hey. These are like the ones in…”

			“Paris,” he supplies.

			“Right. The Pont des Arts,” I say, the name coming to me.

			“This is Starling’s own redneck version of that.” He bends down and touches one of the locks. “Got a crowbar?” he jokes.

			“What?” I lean in and study the silver lock. I can just make out part of a name painted on it in purple: SOFI

			Sofia.

			It suddenly clicks. “Wait. Is that yours and Sofia’s?”

			His answering grin is cynical. “More like Sofia’s and Sofia’s.”

			“You used to take her out here?”

			“No. We never came here together. I suggested it—would’ve loved to show her this sunset—but she always said no. Too many bugs, she complained. When it came to us going out, I didn’t have much of a say in anything.” He shoves the lock with his hand before straightening to his full height. “She put this on here a couple months ago and sent me a picture of it. As if it’d make me change my mind.”

			I tilt my head and look at him. “Why’d you break up with her?”

			Everett faces out toward the river. He leans against the railing, running his fingers along its splintered edge. “Because I couldn’t deal with it anymore. With her. Everyone always thought we’d be together, but no one more than Sofia. She made all the decisions, and I was supposed to go with them. It was cute at the beginning, how invested she was in us, but I got tired of being ordered around all the time. I broke up with her after junior prom. And she…” He lets out a defeated sigh. “I don’t think she wants to accept it. I think she thinks I’m just going through a phase and will come back to her. But I’m not. It’s over.”

			“I can tell she still cares about you.”

			“No. Sofia only cares about Sofia. And being part of the perfect couple. She always used to go on about how the queen has to have her king. I guess that’s me. But I don’t want that. I want to abdicate.”

			I can’t help but laugh.

			“Anyway.” He shrugs. “Enough about exes. I didn’t bring you out here to talk about any of that.”

			“What do you want to talk about, then?”

			“You.”

			Discomfort shifts through me. “Me? Why?”

			“I mean, I just spilled all my secrets. It’s your turn.” His blue eyes are a bit intense as he studies me.

			My lips feel dry all of a sudden. I take a second to moisten them. Meanwhile, my insides twist harder, unhappy with this line of questioning.

			“I don’t have any secrets,” I respond in a light tone. “I’m actually pretty boring.”

			“I don’t believe that.”

			“It’s true. My biggest secret is…maybe that I dyed my hair black once? It looked terrible.”

			“All right. Fine. Be difficult.” He thinks it over. “What’s something you love? Like, really love.”

			“Um…” I hesitate, biting back answers that feel too close to the real me, things I can’t reveal. “I love being outside. The woods, the lake, stuff like that.”

			“ ‘The woods, the lake, stuff like that,’ ” he mimics. “You need better favorite things, Gemini.”

			“Because your favorite things are so original? Oooh, football!”

			“I’ll have you know, the thing I love most in the world?” He pauses for dramatic effect. “Pie.”

			I break into a loud laugh, triggering another smile from Everett.

			“See? That’s what I like,” he says, leaning in closer. “You, laughing like that—no filter, no trying to be ironic or cool.”

			“Trying to be cool? Sorry, Everest, but I don’t try at all. I just am.”

			We stay out on the bridge for a while longer, before it gets too dark to see and the bugs do indeed make an appearance. Everett suggests hanging out in his truck instead, so we walk back to the parking lot, where he opens the door for me and bows with a little flourish that makes me giggle.

			When we’re sitting in the dark pickup, he starts the engine so that the dashboard’s glow is the only light. A slow song plays on the radio.

			“Oh, I like this song,” I say, and he turns it up for me. We listen for a minute, until finally I sigh and glance toward him. “You know…you’re not the self-absorbed jock I thought you were.”

			He chuckles. “Really? So I’ve managed to fool you too? Damn, I’m good.”

			We lock eyes across the front seat, and then he leans in, bridging the distance. He places a hand behind my neck and brushes his lips against mine. When I don’t resist, he nibbles on my lower lip, and when I part them, he deepens the kiss, his tongue meeting mine. It’s a slow, sweet kiss at first, but it doesn’t take long before we’re both breathing hard.

			I’m just getting into it when the song fades off and a voice starts reporting the news.

			I hear the name Gabriel Thorn and my body instinctively tenses, the mood totally ruined. I pull away and focus on the radio, shushing Everett when he tries to talk.

			“They’re talking about that serial killer,” I tell him, and his expression clouds over.

			“—due to supply issues for lethal injection drugs, the prevailing method of execution in the state of Tennessee, Thorn was given the option to stay his execution until the drugs are available, or to opt for electrocution at the end of this month. He chose the latter method, which has not been used for an execution in several years but is an option given to any death row prisoner convicted prior to 1999…”

			Electrocution.

			I suck in a breath, my lungs screaming as if they’ve been deprived of oxygen for days. My father had the option to live a little longer—and he chose to have an electric current forced through his body.

			He’s choosing to die.
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			“They’re going to electrocute him,” I blurt out. The romantic moment has officially passed. Now all I can think about is my father being electrocuted to death. “That’s so…brutal.”

			“Well, lethal injection is no picnic either,” Everett answers. “They’ve been getting in cheaper drugs that don’t do the job as efficiently as they used to. Not that it matters. Whatever way he goes, I hope it’s as painful as possible. Would it be too much to ask to have his head catch on fire?”

			I wince and dig my fingernails into the armrest. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

			Everett raises a brow. “Don’t tell me you think his life should be spared. He murdered those women, Ryan.”

			“No, it’s not that,” I say, scrambling for a good reason why I’m so shaken by the news. “I just don’t know how I feel about…capital punishment. Like, in general. The thought of the state killing someone makes me squeamish, I guess.”

			Nodding, he taps the dashboard screen and loads a playlist from his phone instead. “No more depressing news reports,” he announces. “Back to good ol’ country.”

			I muster a smile, but I’m not feeling this date anymore. How could I?

			“Do you mind if we head back home now? I’m getting pretty tired.”

			I brace myself for his reaction, but he surprises me by nodding, his expression softening. “Sure. No problem.”

			I gaze out the window as we drive along the dark, winding road. He tries to make small talk a few times, but I only respond with one- or two-word answers, and I don’t kiss him good night before darting out of the truck.

			When I go inside, I find Maggie cuddled in the corner of the couch, watching a movie. Reese Witherspoon’s chirpy voice floats out of the surround sound.

			“How’d it go?” my aunt asks with a smile.

			I look around. “Where is everyone?”

			“The twins are holed up in Jazzy’s room doing something very mysterious. Dan’s at bowling night.” Noticing my stricken expression, she clears a space on the couch for me to sit. “C’mere, darlin’. What happened?”

			“I heard a news report over the radio. About my dad,” I whisper.

			She tucks a lock of hair that’s fallen out of the clip behind my ear. “I saw it on my news feed.”

			“Why would he choose…” My voice cracks. “I guess it’s brutal either way. I don’t know why it matters to me. I know what he did. But he’s still my dad. I don’t want him suffering.” I shift out of her grasp when she tries to draw me into a hug. “I’m tired. I’m going to go to bed now.”

			“All right, honey. Good night.”

			I’m halfway down the hall when my phone buzzes with a text from Everett.

			
				
					
						Everest: You’re a damn good kisser, Ryan Shipley.

					

				

				
					
						Everest: Can’t wait to see you again.
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			Sunday afternoon, Maggie has an open house, and Dan is at the Anders Home with his troubled youth group, giving Jasmine free rein to research my father’s case without nosy questions from her parents. She’s curled up in Dan’s recliner, while Connor and I are sprawled on the living room couch, watching football. Well, he’s watching football. I’m on my phone, messaging Mar and Ty. We have a group chat now.

			I’m typing a response to Ty when Jasmine shrieks so loudly I almost drop my phone.

			“Holy shit!” she exclaims.

			Connor jolts up into a sitting position. “What the hell, Jazzy!”

			“Oh my God, you guys.” Her eyes are bright with excitement. “Con, turn the volume down. We need to hear this.”

			“Hear what?” I ask warily. I swear, if it’s another update on how my father has chosen to be fried to a crisp…

			“You know Zed’s stupid podcast? Free the Sparrows? He just posted the nine-one-one call from the night Uncle Psycho was arrested!”

			My heart flies to my throat, and I manage to swallow a shocked gasp at the last second. I keep having to remind myself that I’m not allowed to show too much interest in this stuff. I supposedly grew up in Europe, where the Gabriel Thorn case wasn’t even a blip on the radar.

			But this is, indeed, huge. Neither the Starling police nor the FBI ever released that 911 call. The official statement was that with no trial, not all evidence needed to be released to the public. According to an article I read on Zed’s site, the Starling sheriff at the time believed the call was too “inflammatory” and would only upset people.

			My palms grow damp. I manage to keep my neutral mask in place, but if I wasn’t seated right now, I’d probably keel right over.

			For once, Connor seems intrigued by his sister’s latest obsession. “Whoa,” he says, reaching for the remote control. He clicks mute and the sportscasters’ voices instantly disappear.

			Jasmine sets her laptop on the coffee table. “All right, shut up. Let’s listen.”

			She presses play, and a staticky female voice crackles out of the computer speaker.

			“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” asks the dispatcher.

			A second later, a male voice comes on.

			My father.

			My memory of that night is foggy, but I was always under the impression that Mom called the police. But I suppose…that doesn’t make sense. Would she call them and then start packing? I feel like she would’ve gotten us out of the house first, gone somewhere safe, and then made the call.

			“Hello. Hi. I’m sorry, I don’t know how to begin this call. I, ah…” My father trails off.

			It’s hard to keep my jaw from dropping. Hello? Hi? What the fuck, Dad?

			“Sir, what is your emergency?”

			“I just shot my wife.”

			Bile rises in my throat. Bursts of memory hit me like splashes of cold water. Mom’s scream when Dad tried to grab the gun from her. The deafening explosion. Gunshots are louder than you think, especially in an enclosed space.

			“I beg your pardon, sir? You’re sayin’ you shot your wife?”

			“That is correct. You can send an ambulance, but I don’t believe she’s breathing.” Finally, Dad’s matter-of-fact tone betrays a sliver of emotion. “Sh-she’s gone.”

			“Sir. What is your name, sir?”

			“Thorn. Gabriel Thorn. We’re at twelve forty-nine Rockridge Way.”

			The dispatcher sounds harried as she attempts to get more details out of my father, but he dismisses the queries, interrupting her mid-sentence.

			“It was an accident,” he says. I hear footsteps now. Muffled. He’s walking.

			Is this when he walked back into the bedroom? Where I was hiding, urine staining my pajamas, because I was terrified Daddy was coming to finish me off.

			“I swear to God, it was an accident. She found out about them. She didn’t understand. I was only trying to get the gun away from her, and it went off. It went off. But the others—”

			“Your wife was holding the gun? Why was she holding a gun on you, Gabriel?”

			“That’s not important. For God’s sake. You’re not listening. The others, I meant to free them. I did it for them.”

			He sounds so calm, I want to throw up. But it’s exactly how he behaved that night. Calm. Self-assured. When he found me under the bed, he seemed resigned. But not defeated.

			“What others, Gabriel? What do you mean, free them?”

			“You’ll have their names in your missing persons reports.” His footsteps speed up. “And while I understand the media enjoys coming up with sensational nicknames, I don’t enjoy being referred to as the Starling Slayer. But I suppose that’s who I am. I killed those women. But I didn’t ‘slay’ them.”

			The dispatcher is stunned. “Sir, are you sayin’ you’re the—”

			Click.

			He ends the call.

			Silence crashes over the living room. Jasmine’s eyes are as wide as saucers. Connor’s mouth is parted in astonishment.

			“Oh my God,” Jasmine breathes. “How…” Her shock turns to disgust. “How are we related to that guy!”

			Her twin shakes his head a few times, as if trying to process what we heard. “Why was he so chill about it?”

			“Oh my God,” she says again. “Poor Aunt Sarah. Can you imagine…?”

			“He said she found out what he did. How did she find out?” A groove digs into Connor’s forehead. “And how do you stumble on a bombshell like that and not call the police?”

			“Maybe she wanted to make sure her kid was safe first,” I offer weakly.

			“Who cares about the kid!” Jasmine declares. “Whatever, I get it’s our cousin, but come on! You find out your husband murdered six women, you call the cops!”

			“Do you think he confessed to her?” Connor muses. “Or maybe she found some clue lying around the house?”

			“No way. I’ve been reading up on this case for weeks,” his twin counters. “Uncle Psycho wouldn’t have screwed up. He was so meticulous up until that point.”

			“Okay, then how did Aunt Sarah know he was the Starling Slayer?”

			That’s a question even I don’t have the answer to. Mom never told me how she found out, or what Dad even did. All she said that night was Daddy did something terrible and now we have to go. Hurry, Gabby. My father didn’t provide answers either.

			I swear to God, it was an accident.

			His voice buzzes through my mind. His insistence that it was an accident. I’m not quite so sure.

			Because that’s not all I hear in my head.

			I won’t let you leave, Sarah. I won’t let my girls leave me.

			I hear those words, even now, clear as day. He said them.

			I remember his pleas. His desperation heightening, building into anger as he begged for her not to go. She was screaming at him. She called him a monster. When I imagine it, I see her hand shaking, the hand holding the gun. But Mom was too soft, too gentle. She never would’ve shot him. That’s why he’d lunged for the weapon. He felt safe enough to do that.

			Dad insisted it went off during that struggle.

			I didn’t see it. I’ll never know if he pulled the trigger intentionally or if it was an accident.

			The front door suddenly opens, blowing in a gust of cool air. A harried Maggie walks in, juggling two big Just Sold signs along with a bag of groceries. “Con,” she calls toward the couch. “Come help your momma.”

			Jasmine instantly closes her laptop. Good call. I highly doubt Maggie would be happy that we’re sitting around listening to Gabriel Thorn confess to murder.

			As Connor carts the grocery bag to the kitchen, Maggie approaches the back of the couch to greet us. “Hiya, girls. What are you up to?”

			“Watching football,” I say, at the same time Jasmine blurts out, “Nothing!”

			Because that’s not suspicious. Also doesn’t help that my cousin has the poker face of a toddler who just stole from the cookie jar.

			Maggie must have learned to pick her battles, because she simply shrugs and says, “Enjoy,” before joining Connor in the kitchen.

			“I’m going to download this call,” Jasmine whispers to me, tucking her computer under her arm. “We can listen to it again later.”

			Or…we could not.

			As she disappears down the hall, my phone buzzes. I peer at the screen expecting to find a message from the group chat. My entire body turns to ice when I realize it’s not.

			
				
					
						UNKNOWN: I know who you really are.

					

				

			

			I stare at the message. No, the accusation. How is it possible for six measly words to cut me right down to the core?

			My heart is beating so fast that I can barely type. I feel weak, my thumbs shaking over the keyboard.

			
				
					
						Me: Who is this?

					

				

			

			I wait, holding my breath until I see the three dancing dots indicating someone is responding.

			
				
					
						UNKNOWN: Stop searching for them. Leave them in peace.

					

				

			

			I freeze. Stop searching for who?

			The bodies?

			It must be. Aside from my necklace, which I’ll never stop trying to find, I can’t think of anything else I’m currently searching for. And I’m not even really doing that. This is Jasmine’s show. I’m only keeping tabs on her so she doesn’t get hurt.

			How does this person know we’re after the reward? And why don’t they want us to look for the bodies? Everyone in the whole damn country wants those remains to be found. I can’t think of a single person who’d even object to—

			The air escapes my lungs in a rush.

			Leave them in peace.

			Oh my God.

			It can’t be.

			Can it?

			My hands tremble wildly as I send another message.

			
				
					
						Me: Dad?

					

				

			

			There’s a long delay. Too long. So long I think I won’t receive an answer. But then those dots reappear, and two more messages pop up in succession.

			
				
					
						UNKNOWN: Stop looking or you’ll regret it.

					

				

				
					
						UNKNOWN: Remember…I know who you are, Gabrielle Thorn.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				fifteen

				It’s Complicated

			
			I know who you are, Gabrielle Thorn.

			I spend the rest of the night Googling, trying to figure out who sent those messages. I look up the number, but that yields no results. It probably came from an app.

			But how could anyone know who I am? We—my aunt and uncle and I—have been so careful. Who found out? How?

			I nearly drive myself mad ruminating on the texts. It was crazy to think it was my father. He’s on death row. I doubt he’d be able to get his hands on a phone. Unless he had someone else text me?

			No. The odds are so astronomical, it’s a waste of time to even entertain it. It’s probably someone from school, but who?

			Whoever sent those messages knew exactly what to say to unnerve me. The words are burned in my mind, blinking and flashing like a neon sign.

			After breakfast, I wait until Jasmine and Connor go to get their school things, then pull Maggie aside. I wasn’t sure if I should say something about the messages, but I keep thinking about what she said when I first got here. How the ten-year anniversary has made all those crime sleuths even more rabid than usual.

			In the mudroom, I tell my aunt about the texts as her brows dip in concern.

			“Let me see them,” she orders.

			I hang my head in remorse. “I deleted them before I blocked the number. It wasn’t a real phone number, though,” I quickly add. “It came from an app.”

			Maggie purses her mouth in thought. “All right. Well. Without those messages, there isn’t much we can do. I would’ve suggested showing them to the sheriff, but I doubt he’ll be much help. And that old coot has a big mouth when he’s a few pints deep at the bar. I’d rather not tell him who you are unless we absolutely must.”

			“How did anyone find out?” I fret, gnawing on my lower lip. “Do you think…my father sent the messages?”

			She recoils before giving a decisive head shake. “No. That’s impossible, honey. It’s probably a bluff anyway. Someone trying to get you to admit to something. You’re new to town, a similar age as Gabriel’s daughter. Your uncle and I assumed a few people might ask questions once you got here.”

			Like Zed, I remember. He asked how old I was the first time we met and brought up Thorn’s daughter. And everyone knows Zed is constantly sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.

			A bluff. Relief flutters through me. Maybe she’s right and that’s all this is.

			“So we do nothing?” I ask.

			“For now. But if you get any more messages, show them to me immediately.”

			“I will,” I promise.

			Maggie squeezes my shoulder. “It’ll be all right, Ryan. We’ll keep an eye on it.”

			Despite her reassurances, I can barely concentrate in any of my classes, my gaze slipping out the window, my mind racing. Even Everett’s playful flirting in government can’t pull me out of my mental tailspin. I’m sure that pleases Sofia immensely. When he finally gives up on trying to get a response out of me, I notice her smiling with satisfaction.

			During lunch, I corner Jasmine before she can join her friends across the cafeteria. “Hey,” I start, keeping my voice low. “Have you told anyone that you’re looking for the bodies?”

			“No. I’m not stupid.”

			I give her a long stare. “No one? Not even Nikki or Gillian?”

			She rolls her eyes. “Oh my God, I swear I haven’t told a soul. And why do you suddenly care?”

			I scramble for a suitable lie. “I just think the fewer people looking, the greater our chance of getting that reward.”

			“Obvs. That’s why it stays between you, me, and Con. It’s a family mission.”

			At that, she saunters toward her usual table. I watch her go, not entirely sold. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Jasmine, it’s that she’s incapable of keeping a secret for long. I know far too many personal details about people at school that I have no business knowing.

			If she did tell someone, does that mean one of Jasmine’s friends is the texter? Nikki, maybe? I can see Nikki sending creepy texts to someone.

			Maybe Connor is the one who blabbed, and my texter is Kabir or one of his other football friends.

			Or maybe it’s nobody from Crockett. Maybe it’s someone entirely different. Someone who’s been watching us, keeping tabs, even hacking into our messages. The thought makes me shiver. Whoever it is, they’re close enough to know not only what Jasmine has been up to, but that I’m Gabriel Thorn’s daughter. And if they truly know who I am, what’s stopping them from telling the whole town? Why haven’t they yet?

			By the time the last bell rings, I’m desperate for a distraction from my paranoid thoughts. Luckily I’m provided with the perfect reprieve: dogs. Today is my first shift at the Starling animal rescue. I’m a little nervous as the school bus drops me at the corner of town and I make my way toward the shelter.

			The building is small but functional, with rows of kennels lining the back room, a second space used for grooming and playtime, and a cozy office up front. As JP gives me the short tour, the dogs bark eagerly, tails wagging and paws scratching at the metal doors.

			“I was hoping you could help me with one of the newer dogs,” JP tells me. “He’s a bit skittish, but I think you’ll be great with him.”

			“I’ll do my best.”

			We approach a small, wiry dog who’s pacing his kennel. His fur is patchy in places and his eyes are wide with fear.

			JP kneels in front of the cage, speaking in a low, calm voice. “This is Rusty. He’s been through a lot, so we’re taking it slow.”

			We work with Rusty for the next hour. JP shows me how to approach him—gentle movements, soft words. Rusty is nervous at first, but JP’s patience is unshakable. It takes nearly thirty minutes just to get the terrier comfortable enough to come out of the kennel, but JP never raises his voice or rushes the dog. He keeps speaking to him like there’s all the time in the world.

			“You’re good with him,” JP says, glancing at me as Rusty sniffs cautiously at my hand. “It’s all about trust, you know?”

			I smile, petting Rusty’s head when he finally lets me. “Yeah, I can see that. You’re good at this too.”

			He chuckles. “Years of practice.”

			We make it all the way out to the front desk, Rusty getting braver and braver as he explores his surroundings. But then the door to the shelter jingles, and all our progress is lost. A startled Rusty darts toward the kennels as Nikki saunters in.

			“Hi,” she says in a bored tone.

			JP’s face lights up. “Hey, kid! What brings you here?”

			She shrugs. “Just thought I’d stop by and say hi.”

			“Aw, that’s sweet of you. Let me just go grab Rusty. Be right back.”

			“Yeah, sure,” she says, rounding the desk and plopping into the chair. She swivels around in it a few times.

			I get the feeling she’s not here to say hi, but I don’t think much of it until JP disappears into the back room. I watch in disbelief as she opens the desk drawer, slips her hand into the petty-cash box, and pulls out a few crumpled bills before tucking them into her bra.

			My stomach twists. She doesn’t even notice me watching her. Smoothing the front of her shirt, she hops out of the chair and heads for the door, where she leans casually against the doorframe as if nothing happened.

			When her dad returns with Rusty on a short leash, Nikki lies right to his face. “Jazzy just called. She wants to meet at Starbucks. I’ll see you at home,” she chirps, barely glancing at JP before flouncing out the door.

			I’m left standing there, heart pounding, unsure what to do. Should I say something? I want to, but I don’t know if it’s any of my business. So I vacillate for the rest of my shift, battling the urge to snitch on Nikki while at the same time ordering myself to mind my own business.

			Finally, I can’t take it anymore. Nope. I can’t let this go.

			“Um. Mr. James…”

			“JP,” he reminds me.

			“JP. I, uh, I need to tell you something.”

			Concern flickers in his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

			I hesitate, then bite the bullet and blurt it out. “Nikki stole money from petty cash while you were out of the room.”

			There’s a beat of silence.

			And then he lets out a long, tired sigh. “Yeah,” he says. “I figured.”

			I stare at him in shock. “You knew?”

			“She’s been doing that for a while now. Not just here, either. She was picked up for shoplifting in Nashville this summer,” he admits, his features strained. “Got off with a slap on the wrist after I spoke to the store manager.”

			“Why don’t you stop her?” It doesn’t make sense. When it comes to Nikki, it’s like he lets her get away with everything.

			“It’s complicated, Ryan. She hasn’t had an easy life, you know? So I try to have empathy whenever I can. I know I’ve spoiled her, but, well, she’s been through a lot. Losing her mom, growing up without much stability.”

			“Doesn’t letting her off the hook make it worse?”

			He gently scratches behind Rusty’s ear. “Maybe. But if taking a few bucks from me helps her feel in control of something in her life, I’d rather let it go. It’s not about the money, anyway.”

			I don’t know what to say. I understand wanting to protect your child, but watching Nikki steal from her own father feels wrong. “Won’t she just keep doing it?”

			He shrugs. “Probably. But I’m hoping one day she’ll grow out of it. She’s angry, and I get that. I’ve made mistakes as a dad, and this is just part of how she’s dealing with it.”

			Like he said, it’s clearly complicated, but I can’t shake the feeling that Nikki is headed down a dangerous path. Still, JP doesn’t seem like he’s ready to confront that yet.

			“I’m sorry,” I say quietly.

			“Don’t be. You did the right thing, telling me. And you did a great job today.” He winks. “The dogs thank you profusely.”

			I nod, but my mind is still spinning. I can’t dwell on it because the door suddenly swings open and now it’s Everett who strides in.

			I smile despite myself. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

			Everett beams at me. “Rescuing you, obviously.”

			“You’re too late. My shift’s over.”

			“Perfect,” he says without even blinking. “Then I’m just in time to give you a ride home.”

			I should say no. This entire day has had me on edge, courtesy of my mysterious texter. It would be foolish to get closer to Everett when everything about me could unravel with one word.

			“Hi, bud,” JP greets his son. “How was practice?”

			“Good. Coach is riding us hard, though. We’ve got that rivalry game this week.”

			“You’ll win,” JP says confidently.

			“Hope so.” Everett tugs me toward him. “Anyway, I’m stealing your employee. Later, bro.”

			Snickering, his dad holds up his hand. “Only if you take this bag of dog food home. One second.”

			JP ducks into the back again, returning with a massive bag of kibble that he piles into Everett’s arms. Everett heaves the bag over one shoulder like it weighs no more than a feather.

			“What are we doing for dinner?” he asks JP.

			“I don’t care. You’re human. You can feed yourself.”

			I’m laughing as we head outside. “I think your dad loves dogs more than people.”

			He laughs too, but there’s a sharpness to it. “Oh, for sure.”

			“Has it always been that way?”

			“No, not always. I think the shelter was his way of coping after losing Mom. He sort of threw himself into it.” Everett pauses. “I guess he figured dogs would never leave him. People do.”

			My heart clenches. “That’s really sad.”

			“It’s all good. He’s happy. The dogs are happy.”

			Everett tosses the bag into the bed of the truck, then opens the passenger door for me. The drive home is filled with his random stories and jokes, him trying to get me to laugh in that way of his. It’s really nice, how easy everything is with him.

			Ten minutes later, he stops in the Shipley driveway, turning to me with a boyish smile. “Here you go. Home, safe and sound.”

			“Thanks for the ride.”

			He leans in, his hand slipping up to rest lightly on my cheek. For a second, I hold my breath, unsure if I want to pull away or just let it happen. I choose the latter, letting his lips meet mine. The kiss is warm and unhurried, like he has all the time in the world. A slow heat fills my chest as I melt into him.

			When he finally pulls back, his eyes hold a confident glint. “Go out with me again.”

			I hesitate, every alarm in my head screaming bad idea. But my lips have other ideas, forming the word “Okay.”

		

	
		
			
				sixteen

				Potential Burial Sites

			
			For the first time in my life, I feel like a normal teenager. Even in Allentown, where hiding my identity wasn’t as imperative as it is here in Starling, I kept to myself. I had one family member—Gran. One good friend—Jess. And one boy I occasionally hooked up with—Marco. That was the extent of my social life, and it was just how I liked it.

			Now I have an entire family unit, I’m dating the quarterback of the Crockett High Falcons, and I have friends—plural—at school. It’s times like these, when I’m walking down the hall with Everett to last period, laughing at some corny joke he told, that I manage to forget how my father killed seven women.

			Everett takes my hand like that’s totally normal, and as we pass by Sofia and her friends I hear a gasp in our wake.

			“Are you fucking kidding me,” one of them hisses. Sofia’s friend Karlee, I think.

			If Everett heard that, he doesn’t let on. “I forgot to tell you, my grandparents are going out of town in a couple weeks. They have a place by the lake, so I’m throwing a party.”

			“You have grandparents?” I ask before realizing how utterly asinine I sound.

			He must agree, because he snickers. “No, Gemini, my parents just appeared out of thin air. Sort of like a reverse Rapture.”

			I sigh. “I deserve that. Is this your grandparents from your dad’s side or mom’s?”

			“My mom’s folks. We’re not that close,” he admits. “Things became strained between them and my dad after she died. But they let me stay there whenever they go on vacation, and they don’t care if I have people over.” He tips his head at me. “Your cousins are coming. You should too.”

			My dad’s execution is in a couple of weeks. I suddenly wonder if Everett’s party is one of those Thorn-Pokes that Ty told me about in class. I want to ask him, but I don’t know how to raise the question.

			To my surprise, he broaches the subject himself. “It’s not an execution thing,” he assures me. “I know you said the whole capital punishment thing makes you squeamish. And, yeah, there’s definitely gonna be parties celebrating the execution. But mine has nothing to do with it.”

			Relief trickles through me. “That’s good to know.”

			“So you’ll come?”

			The idea of partying on the same weekend my father will be put to death makes me sick to my stomach.

			“Maybe,” I say before slipping into my calculus classroom.

			The first person I see is Chase Hedlund. He nods at Everett, who’s lingering in the doorway, clearly displeased that I won’t commit to attending his party. As much as I like him, his pushiness bugs me. I’m naturally oppositional. Push me hard enough and I’ll do the opposite just because. And he always seems to be pushing me for something. A date. A conversation. A party RSVP. My secrets.

			I wish he’d back off sometimes, but he’s so charming and sweet that I feel guilty even thinking that.

			“You don’t seem like the type to be into quarterbacks.”

			The rough-voiced remark comes from the seat behind me. Chase, of course. He sits behind me in both classes we share.

			I twist around in my chair to find a pair of mocking gray eyes staring back at me. “And my type is any of your business because…?”

			“It’s my business when you’re playing with my boy.”

			“Your boy?” I echo in amusement. “What are you, his daddy?”

			He ignores that. “Just don’t get your game, is all.”

			A frown touches my lips. “I’m not playing any game.”

			“You are.” Chase leans back in his chair, his eyes fixed on me. Boring into me. I want to look away, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how that heavy-lidded gaze affects me. “You’re not who he thinks you are.”

			I suck in a sharp breath, my mind instantly flashing to the ominous messages.

			Did Chase send them? Because right now it’s sounding a lot like he’s implying I’m hiding my identity.

			“What the hell does that mean?” I scowl at him.

			“It means when you laugh at his jokes, it never reaches your eyes. And when you stare out the window during every class, it’s not because you’re seeing something peaceful.”

			“What am I seeing then?” My throat feels clogged, tight.

			“Escape,” Chase says, shrugging.

			I want to demand what he means by that, but our teacher starts the lesson, and I spend the rest of the class feeling Chase’s gaze heating the back of my neck.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			After school, Mar and I head for the abandoned railroad tracks she keeps talking about. She has her own car, a beat-up hand-me-down sedan from her older brother who just started college, and she drives way too fast for my comfort as she peels away from Crockett High.

			“I can’t believe you’re not going to the game tonight,” she says, grinning at me as she drums her fingers on the steering wheel. A folksy rock song plays at a low volume in the background.

			“What game?”

			“The football game?” she prompts. “You know, the sport your new boyfriend plays?”

			“He is not my boyfriend,” I protest.

			That makes her laugh. “Uh-huh. Whatever you say, Ship.” This is her new nickname for me.

			“He’s not. We’ve been on, like, three dates.”

			“Five. And spent all of them making out in his truck.”

			I wish I’d never told her that. I blush even harder, trying to focus on adjusting my camera settings instead of the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. “We’re just hanging out.”

			“Hanging out. Right.”

			We reach our destination, putting an end to her teasing. She parks in a small gravel lot in front of a crumbling, dilapidated structure that I think used to be the rail station. While I grab my camera bag from the back seat, Mar grabs some of her own supplies from the trunk of her car. A few minutes later, she sets up her tripod near the rusty old tracks. Her camera clicks as she focuses on the shot.

			“I’m telling you, Ship, these tracks have some of the best angles for light. You see the way it bounces off the metal? So cool.” She steps back, adjusting the lens.

			I pop off my lens cap so I can focus my own camera. I’m excited to just be here and take some pictures. It’s been a rough few weeks.

			I squat down to snap a test shot as Mar keeps talking behind me.

			“I came out here one time to shoot and there was blood all over the tracks.”

			“Oh my God. Did someone get hit by the train?”

			“No. These tracks aren’t operational. No trains come through. I think it was some kind of animal-on-animal attack. I saw bloodstained fur nearby, maybe from a coyote or a fox. The blood wasn’t fully dry, so it kept catching the light in the eeriest ways. I must’ve taken about a hundred shots.” She turns to me with a self-deprecating look. “You think that makes me a psycho or something?”

			“Why? Because you took pictures of blood?” I shrug. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

			“My parents think it’s weird. I did a whole blood series once and when I showed it to them, instead of praising me, my mom made me an appointment with a shrink.”

			I can’t help but snicker. “Wow. That feels a bit extreme.”

			“They’re probably worried I’ll be the next Starling Slayer,” Mar says, rolling her eyes. “Apparently all artsy people are destined to serial-kill.”

			I paste on a blank expression, because I’m supposed to be new to town. “What do you mean?”

			“Has Jasmine seriously not spilled all the tea about her uncle?” she says, seeing my face. “I assumed the Shipleys talk about Thorn all the time at home.”

			“Not really. They barely bring him up.”

			Mar adjusts her camera again, still clicking away. “Well, the dude was an artist.”

			“Was he any good?” I keep my tone neutral, feigning interest without giving too much away.

			“Apparently so. He was well-known around town as being super talented. He sold custom sketches, portraits. Built these little wooden knickknacks or whatever.”

			Birdhouses. Not knickknacks.

			“People actually liked him. And they loved his work. He used that to his advantage.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask, because she expects me to ask.

			“That’s how he lured them, the women. At least that’s what he said in his confession. I think there’s a transcript of it online somewhere. You should read it. It’s really fucking fascinating. Like, a scary glimpse into the mind of a psycho.”

			I feel my throat tighten.

			“He stalked the women he was obsessed with. He knew their routines, where they liked to go, who they were friends with—everything. He’d pretend to randomly bump into them in the park or on a hiking trail. Real casual, you know? Always carrying his sketchbook.”

			I shift uneasily on my feet, glancing down the tracks as she continues.

			“They all knew him, or had heard of him at least, because he was ‘the local artist,’ right? So when he offered to sketch them, they were flattered.” Mar shakes her head, her tone laced with disbelief. “He was charming, apparently. He would talk about his wife and daughter all the time. Show pictures of his little girl to make himself seem harmless.”

			I lift my camera and pretend to zoom in on a nearby fence post.

			“Those poor women willingly went with him to his studio. Four of them, anyway.”

			“Weren’t there six in total?”

			“Yes, but only four were local. Two were from Brice. Thorn said he lured those two into his car, chloroformed them, and drove them back to his studio. That’s where it all happened. He would draw them. Hundreds of sketches, supposedly. They found sketchbooks hidden under the floorboards after he was arrested. He drew them, made them feel at ease, and then…” She shrugs. “Stabbed them to death.”

			I swallow hard. The air feels thick around me, pressing in. “But they never found the bodies.”

			“Nope. He refuses to tell anyone where they are. It’s like this asshole’s still got some kind of power over the whole thing, even from prison.”

			Leave them in peace.

			It’s becoming difficult to mask the waves of nausea rolling through me. “And this stuff is all readily available online?”

			“A lot of it, yes.” Mar returns to her tripod to peer into the camera. She shoves away strands of pink hair that fall onto her forehead. “The police never released all the details, but enough leaked. Plus, everyone in town talks, right? I mean, how could they not? The guy sketched his victims before killing them. How sick is that?”

			I force out a hollow laugh. “Sounds like a nightmare.”

			“Totally.” She squints at me. “You okay? You’re looking kind of pale.”

			“I’m fine. C’mon, let’s get our shots. It’ll be dark soon.”

			To my relief, she drops it. We stay at the tracks until the sun starts dipping low behind the tree line. Once the shadows descend, we pack up our gear and return to the car, reaching the gravel lot at the same time another vehicle pulls up.

			Instantly my stomach sinks like a stone. I recognize that yellow Jeep.

			Doesn’t this guy have a life?

			With a black backpack slung over one shoulder, Zed hops out of the Jeep. “Hey,” he says, raising a brow at the sight of us. “What are you doing out here?”

			“Just taking some photographs for class,” Mar tells him. “And let me guess, Zellman, you’re out here searching for the remains of Thorn’s victims?”

			Her mocking tone doesn’t faze him. “Indeed. I’ve been investigating potential burial sites, and this one’s on the list.”

			Burial sites. The words make my skin crawl, but Mar just snorts. “Yes, I’m sure your extensive podcasting experience will be more successful than the police’s efforts.”

			Irritation clouds his eyes. “The police haven’t found shit. They’re useless. And I don’t know what planet you’ve been living on, but the true-crime community—and yes, podcasters,” he says snidely, “have actually solved a lot of cold cases that the cops bungled.”

			His response gives me pause, because I can’t reconcile it with those menacing texts. It doesn’t seem like Zed has any interest in leaving those victims in peace. He’s actively trying to find their bodies. So why would he warn me to stop?

			Maybe he doesn’t want to share the reward…

			I heed the thought. Is that it? I suppose that makes sense. But…ugh. I don’t know. Anything. I don’t know anything, and it’s starting to chip away at my sanity.

			“In fact,” Zed continues with a smug smile, “my podcast just released the Thorn nine-one-one call.”

			I can’t help but engage, curiosity getting the better of me. “How did you get your hands on that, anyway? I read that the former sheriff was adamant about not releasing that tape.”

			“Sorry, ladies, but I don’t reveal my sources.” His smile fades as he focuses on me. “You still don’t want to team up?”

			Mar barks out a derisive laugh. “Seriously, Logan, get a fucking life. Nobody is teaming up with you.”

			“You, I understand,” he shoots back. “But her?” Zed jerks his thumb at me. “Your last name is Shipley, Ryan.”

			“So?”

			“You realize how many people around here still believe your family is hiding something? It only benefits you to find the bones. It’d shut everyone up. They’d finally stop talking about y’all like you were Thorn’s accomplices.”

			“Nobody is talking about Ryan,” Mar says irritably. “She grew up in Europe, not Starling. And she’s under no obligation to team up with a dumbass who fancies himself some kind of super-detective because he has a podcast.”

			Zed’s face reddens, and I catch a flash of anger in his eyes before Mar takes my arm.

			“Come on, Ryan. Let’s go.”
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			Later that night, I watch a movie with Jasmine in the living room while texting with Everett, who’s telling me the latest about his sister, the queen of trouble.

			“Hey, Jaz,” I tell my cousin, “apparently Everett had to go rescue Nikki from a scary biker bar across town and pull her off some thirty-year-old dude.”

			Jasmine’s face pales. “Oh my God! What!” She grabs her phone and scrolls through her notifications. “I can’t believe she went back there.”

			“Wait—tonight wasn’t her first time?”

			“She’s been a couple times before,” my cousin confesses. “She says the guys there buy her drinks.”

			“Not guys, Jaz. Men,” I correct. “She has no business being in a place like that.”

			Jasmine bites her lip, dismayed. “I told her to stop going.”

			“Clearly she didn’t listen.”

			From what I’ve seen, Nikki doesn’t listen to anyone.

			“I’m going to bed,” I say, leaving Jasmine to her frantic texting.

			As I walk down the hallway, the murmur of voices seeps through my aunt and uncle’s bedroom door.

			“…when someone…affair.” Dan’s voice is harsh, bitter.

			Affair?

			I pause midstep as alarm bells go off in my head. Then I step closer to the door.

			“No, you’re not being fair!” My aunt’s voice, sharp and cutting, rises above his.

			Maybe I misheard Dan. Maybe he said fair and not affair. Maybe those true-crime forums are poisoning my brain.

			I press my ear to the door, guilt prickling at my skin. Their voices dip lower, but I catch fragments. Dan again, firm but not loud enough for me to make out the words. Maggie, clearer this time.

			“No. You can’t say something like that and then…”

			I’ve never heard them fight before, but maybe it’s nothing. Maybe my mind is twisting this into something worse.

			Backing away slowly, I try to ignore the anxiety crawling up my spine. As I turn around, I bump into something solid. Someone.

			“Whoa!” Connor’s voice is hushed.

			He steadies me, then glances at his parents’ closed door. They’re still arguing, Maggie’s voice rising again.

			“It’s probably nothing,” I assure him. “Just one of those stupid arguments that sounds worse than it is.”

			He seems unconvinced. His eyes flick toward the door. “They never fight.”

			“Maybe they’re stressed. It’s probably something silly, like…I don’t know, money or work or whatever.”

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			Connor doesn’t say anything else, but as we head down the hallway together, I can’t help but look back at the closed door one last time, a pit in my stomach that I can’t quite shake.
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				Affair with his sister-in-law
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				Okay, so what if Thorn was having an affair with Sarah’s sister? Hear me out—in ALL her interviews, Maggie Shipley says she “barely knew” her brother-in-law. Oh, and he was “quiet, kept to himself.” That’s the most generic BS I’ve ever heard. You’re telling me this lady didn’t know her own brother-in-law? AND there was this supposed rift between Sarah and Maggie. Can’t remember where I read that, but supposedly the sisters weren’t speaking when Thorn offed his wife. Theory: What if Sarah found out about the affair and somehow that was a factor the night she was killed?

				 

				^ /LennoxC90

				A factor how?

				 

				^ /RainKing

				It’s an interesting thought, but how does it shed light on Thorn’s motive? (We still have no clue why he killed those women, other than he’s crazy.) Or are you just saying that’s the reason Sarah was leaving him the night she was killed?

				 

				^ /Whysoserious

				You’re reaching. There’s no evidence to support this.

				 

			

		

	
		
			
				Seventeen

				Eve of Execution

			
			Tonight is Everett’s party, and all I can think is This is a mistake. I can’t believe I allowed Jasmine to talk me into going, and my nerves are sky-high as Kabir—Kab, as he keeps insisting I call him—pulls onto Winding Way. The secluded residential road overlooks Sturgeon Lake and is lined on one side with sprawling brick mansions set far apart from each other. I’m sandwiched between Jasmine and Connor in the back seat of Kab’s Camry, next to Topher, who’s also from football. Layla, Kab’s girlfriend, sits in the front seat, mouthing every word to some rap song I’ve never heard of and grooving like she’s in a dance club, hands up over her head.

			When we pull up at the biggest house on the street, I try not to gawk. Everett’s grandparents are loaded.

			“Party!” Layla whoops, stepping out onto the curb, still bopping along like she’s in that club. She’s wearing a next-to-nothing outfit that shows off her ass. Most of the girls on the lawn are taking this opportunity to flaunt the goods, it seems. Even Jasmine’s wearing a too-small halter top.

			Me? Flannel and jeans, as always. I so do not fit in with this crowd.

			Why am I here?

			The party is already in full swing. Kab took forever to pick us up; from Layla’s disheveled hair, I deduced the reason. When we get to the backyard, it’s wall-to-wall Crockett students, dancing to the hip-hop music blasting from the exterior speakers. It isn’t even sixty degrees out, yet a bunch of kids have stripped to their underwear, splashing in a kidney-shaped pool. Several kegs are stacked by the patio door, and the smell of weed is thick enough to get me high with just a couple more whiffs.

			I feel like the entire school is here tonight. People are practically oozing out the windows.

			“Ryan!” someone calls.

			I don’t have to search the crowd. Everett stands a full head taller than almost everybody, and the sea of people seems to part to let him through. He’s wearing a sky-blue jersey with the number 11 on it and carrying a red Solo cup. His face is flushed, and his grin is boyish glee.

			“You came!” he says over the music.

			“I did,” I say as someone behind him screams, “Belly flop!” and launches himself into the pool. Girls squeal, soaked by the resulting splash.

			Everett grabs my arm and leads me deeper into the party. I hear Jasmine call, “Have fun!” but when I turn to find her, the crowd has already swallowed her up.

			“You want a drink?” he offers.

			I nod. I don’t usually drink much, but I feel out of my element and might need some help loosening up.

			There’s a drink table near the pool cabana. Everett tugs on my hand and we walk toward it. He pours some watery keg beer into a red cup, passing it to me.

			“I really thought you were gonna bail on me,” he says as he watches me take a small sip.

			“I almost did,” I admit.

			He laughs, leaning in a little closer. “C’mere,” he says, taking my hand again to lead me closer to the cabana. “I can barely hear you.”

			We find a more secluded spot by the pool. The moonlight casts soft shadows over his face, emphasizing his handsome features. Smiling at me, Everett brushes a stray hair back from my face, letting his fingers linger just a bit too long.

			Then a soft laugh and a muffled moan break through the quiet. We both glance around until we land on the source: Chase and a brunette, locked in an intense make-out session against the wooden cabana. He has her backed up against the wall, his hands resting on her waist, hers tangled in his blond hair.

			Everett snorts. “Oops.”

			I edge away. “We should probably leave them to it.”

			“Yeah, wouldn’t wanna interrupt the master at work.” He winks at me. “Although I gotta admit, I was hoping you’d be the one having the most fun tonight.”

			As we walk off to give Chase some privacy, I give Everett a sidelong look, unable to stop my next words.

			“I don’t think Chase likes me very much.”

			“He doesn’t like anyone,” Everett replies, chuckling.

			“He likes you,” I point out.

			“Because we’ve known each other forever.”

			“Yet you don’t travel in the same social circles.”

			“Chase doesn’t have a social circle. Stays to himself.”

			“But he’s here.”

			“He comes to these things to drink and hook up,” Everett answers with a grin. “Not to make friends.”

			“Everett!” someone shouts from the patio sliding door. “Pizza guy’s here!”

			“Coming!” he shouts back before taking my hand. “C’mon, keep me company while I deal with it.”

			We end up getting separated when the crowd presses in on us. Everett disappears ahead of me, and I’m almost at the patio when Sofia blocks my path. She’s wearing a skimpy bikini top and a short denim skirt, her dark hair tied up in a high ponytail.

			“Hi, Ryan,” she mocks.

			She’s drunk—I can smell the alcohol on her breath when she leans into me.

			“Sofia,” I say politely.

			“He’s going to get tired of you so fast.” She’s slurring her words as she flicks her unimpressed gaze over me. “So fast. You’re totally not his type. He just wants to fuck you.”

			Before I can say a word, one of the other cheerleaders grabs her by the arm and says, “Sof, it’s okay, she’s not worth it.”

			Sofia stumbles off, and now even more people are looking my way. I search for an ally, but Connor is in the water with Kab and Layla, laughing his ass off. And Jasmine is…I spot her on the other side of the pool, flirting with Bo, her brother’s teammate who she clearly has a crush on.

			Sighing, I slip inside to search for Everett.

			The interior of his grandparents’ house is gorgeous. The two-story living area features a massive stone fireplace and leads into a huge, country-style kitchen with granite counters. It’s like something out of a Southern home-decorating magazine.

			Everett’s nowhere to be seen, so I keep walking until I find a smaller living room. The den, I suppose. A few seniors are sprawled all over the brown leather sectional, watching a big-screen television. Nikki is there too, draped over the lap of a dark-haired boy. Their glassy eyes tell me they’re either drunk or high.

			I glance at the screen. It’s tuned to the news, and the ticker underneath the reporter says countdown to thorn execution.

			Really? So it’s like New Year’s Eve to these people?

			My stomach threatens to revolt, but Everett suddenly appears in the hall.

			“There you are,” he says. He pulls me to the side, against a pillar near the sweeping staircase, and kisses me. “Let’s go up to my room?”

			I don’t have time to answer, as someone lets out a sharp, wall-shaking scream.

			Everett’s eyes widen with concern. “Squirt?” He pushes off the pillar, bursting into the den. “What’s going on?”

			I follow right behind him to find Nikki sitting bolt upright on the couch, her face a mask of horror. Everyone in the room is staring at the TV in shock and confusion. Everett glances at it, then sucks in a breath. Before I can blink, he’s kneeling in front of his sister, taking her hands.

			“Hey, it’s okay, squirt,” he soothes. “Listen to me, Nikki. It’s okay.”

			I don’t understand what’s happening until I read the new caption on the screen.

			gabriel thorn hangs himself on eve of execution.

			Gabriel Thorn hung himself in prison.

			My father hung himself.

			My father is dead.

			For a moment, all I can do is stare, the words not seeping in. They hover out there, because I don’t know how to feel.

			Nikki rips her hands from her brother’s, digging the heels of them into her eye sockets. “This can’t be happening! What about justice? We were supposed to get justice!” she screeches.

			Everett’s expression doesn’t make sense to me. His eyes are bleary, maybe even a little watery.

			Why are they so upset about this? I get that everyone in this town hates my father, but nobody else in this room is shaking as hard as Nikki is…

			Slowly, understanding trickles in.

			Everett told me his mother died.

			But…he never told me how she died, and now the pieces are sliding together to form a sick puzzle. His mother didn’t just die.

			My father killed her.

		

	
		
			
				eighteen

				Vehicle of Death

			
			Instantly, the mood changes. So much for having a good time. Everett orders his football buddies to break the party up, and they spring to action, ushering everyone out. Even so, it’s like herding cats, with buzzed people lingering about, confused as to why the party’s over so soon.

			I linger too, not knowing what to do.

			My father. My father destroyed their family. Killed their mother.

			My gaze shifts to the TV, where the photos of his victims are now superimposed on the screen. Which one was she? There’s no one with the last name James. I scan the photos. Not Anabel White. Not Lydia Singh.

			One face snags my attention. A beautiful brunette. Leah Devereaux. She was Dad’s last victim. His last “official” one, anyway. Nobody ever likes to count my mother.

			Scrutinizing Leah’s photo, I begin to see the resemblance to her children. The light blue eyes. The dimples.

			“Time to go,” I hear one of Everett’s teammates snap, pushing someone down the hallway.

			The crowd starts to thin out as I stand there, frozen in the doorway of the den, watching Nikki cry and rock back and forth, having a total meltdown. Everett is hugging her, trying to console her. He doesn’t look at me. I’m forgotten.

			That is, until Nikki spots me at the door, her tear-streaked face twisting into a scowl.

			“What the hell? Stop gawking at me, you freak. Get out,” she snarls.

			“I’m sorry,” I whisper. Everett only briefly glances up, his face unreadable as he tends to his hysterical sister.

			Turning away, I rush to the back of the house. A couple of football players are directing traffic toward the street, telling people to leave. I skirt around them, roaming the backyard, hoping to find my cousins. But I don’t see them anywhere. I don’t see Kabir either.

			I stop in front of Bo, the wide receiver Jasmine was flirting with earlier. “Hi. Did you see Jasmine or Kab—”

			“They left,” he tells me. “And you need to go too.”

			Great. I’m pretty sure Everett has his hands too full to give me a ride, and it’s not like I know a lot of other people. I wander out to the front of the house, hoping some stranger will take pity on me. When we arrived, cars were parked all over the front lawn and on the road, but now the place is cleared out.

			I grab my phone and call Maggie, but it rings to voicemail. Same for Dan. I text Jasmine, then Connor, and am greeted with radio silence.

			Perfect. I’m going to have to walk home.

			A weary feeling weakens my limbs. Doesn’t matter that I wore my combat boots tonight, boots that’re made for walking. After the news that just knocked the wind out of me, I’m so exhausted, physically and emotionally, I might actually collapse onto the ground.

			Halfway down the driveway, a rough voice calls to me from the darkness.

			“Hey.”

			I whirl and find a motorcycle parked near the trees, the chrome parts glistening slightly in the moonlight.

			Then I see Chase, all in black. He emerges from the trees, his eyes shadowed and predatory, focused on me. Slow and calculating, he all but swaggers out of the darkness like he owns it.

			Great. As if I don’t feel hated enough. “Hey,” I mutter.

			He steps up onto the driveway. “What are you doing out here all alone? Thought you’d be with Everett.”

			“He and Nikki are dealing with some…stuff. So I’m heading home.”

			I turn to continue my walk, the long journey stretching out before me. The ride to Everett’s house had been about fifteen minutes. What would that be, walking? At least an hour. Maybe two.

			“You’d better not walk.”

			I turn again, only to find him directly behind me. Uncomfortably close.

			He motions, just barely, with his chin. “These roads are dark and narrow. A car comes by and doesn’t see you…”

			I stare at him, waiting for more. I thought he’d be happy if that was my fate, considering he always looks at me like he wants to kill me.

			“My ride left,” I say flatly. “So I have no choice.”

			“Sure you do.” He hooks a thumb behind him. “Hop on.”

			“No, that’s all—”

			“Get the hell on, Ryan.” His voice is not any louder, but it’s certainly more authoritative. It stops me at once.

			Then I frown. “Don’t tell me what to do. I don’t want to ride on your vehicle of death. So thank you, but no thank you.”

			I take another step away from him, and then another. Just when I think he’s going to let me go, I hear, “Vehicle of death?” He sounds amused.

			“Motorcyclists are twenty-nine times more likely to die in a motor vehicle accident,” I recite, feeling more embarrassed the more I speak. Where did I get that statistic? I don’t even know if it’s true.

			His eyebrow quirks up. “All right. But what’s life without risk?”

			“Safe?”

			“Dull,” he counters. “And you don’t want to be that. Come on.”

			I hesitate. It’s a long walk. If I accept this ride with him, I can be snuggled in my bed in twenty minutes. “Fine.” I march to the bike and glare at it. “How do I get on?”

			He strides over. “Chill for a second.” He grabs the helmet and hands it to me. “Put this on.”

			“What about you?” I protest. “You need a helmet too.”

			“I’ll be fine. Just put it on.”

			With a bit of reluctance, I take his helmet and slip it over my head. It smells of sandalwood and something manly, like motor oil. I feel ridiculous in it. Chase straddles the bike and shifts forward on the seat, then stands up to jump on the starter. It roars to life, so loud that the fillings rattle in my teeth. I try to ignore the way my heart thrums when he looks at me, his golden hair falling in his face.

			“Climb on,” he says, his voice gruff. “Behind me.”

			I realize there’s no way to avoid getting extremely close. There isn’t much space between the back of the bike and him. I don’t want to fall off the seat, so that means I’ll be gripping him for dear life.

			I lightly skim my hands on his hips and try not to let my inner thighs touch him too much. Good. Fine.

			But then he takes off so fast that I wrap my hands around him, knotting them over his chest and pressing myself entirely against his back like I’m a part of his body. I bury my face between his shoulder blades and let out a shriek.

			“You okay?” he calls as he makes a turn.

			I clench my teeth, certain I’m going to end up a spot on the pavement. Even so, he smells nice. Like soap and that woodsy aftershave. It’s probably the last nice thing I’ll ever experience in this world.

			“Hey, you know. You can let me breathe,” he drawls over the whoosh of the wind around us.

			Yeah. I’m gripping him too tight, as evidenced by the fact that my fingers are starting to hurt. Once I get more comfortable, I slowly release my clenched hands and pull my face away from his back.

			Actually, it’s not so bad. It reminds me of the first time I learned to ride a bike, that freedom, my father proudly applauding behind me as I took off away from him.

			My father.

			He hung himself tonight.

			He’s dead.

			I swallow the knot in my throat and push away the reminders. The last thing I need now is to have a breakdown of my own, in front of Chase. He already doesn’t like me. I concentrate on pulling the cool night air through my lungs and on the roller-coaster-like thrill of the ride. By the time we near my house, I’m a little sad it’s over.

			“Wait. Stop here,” I order when he’s about to pull into the long driveway.

			Chase puts his feet down and idles there. “Why?”

			I point at the engine as I slide off the seat. “Too loud. You’ll wake my aunt and uncle.”

			He cuts it. The sudden silence is almost shocking. There isn’t even the sound of crickets. “Better?”

			I nod, take off the helmet, and hand it to him. “Thanks for the ride.” I turn to leave, but my feet won’t go. And it’s probably because my father is dead and I have other things that matter more, that I find the courage to ask, “Why don’t you like me?”

			“Who said I didn’t?”

			“I just get the sense you hate me.”

			He’s quiet for a moment. Then he pulls the helmet over his head and says, “I don’t trust you. That’s all. I don’t like the way you look at Everett.”

			It never occurred to me that I look at Everett any different than I look at anyone else. “What do you mean? In what way?”

			“Like you’re going to hurt him,” he says, kick-starting the engine. It rips through the night, and then he does a quick U-turn, and the lights of his bike disappear among the trees.

			I swallow as I walk up the driveway, thinking about Chase’s words. He dislikes me because he thinks I’m going to hurt Everett?

			Joke’s on him. I’m not going to hurt Everett.

			I already have.
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			Thorn Prison Letters #3

			Source: The Case Against Gabriel Thorn, ABC documentary.

			
				
					My little sparrow,

					There’s a memory I come back to often. One of my favorites, and I think it was yours too. It was your sixth birthday. Do you remember that afternoon? The meadow? Just the two of us, sun filtering through the trees, like gold dust scattered everywhere. You were so little, but so bright, curious about everything. I think of that day as perfect, frozen in time.

					We were listening to birds sing all around us. You kept asking me, what’s that one, Daddy? And that one? And that one?

					You were relentless. Sharp as a hawk, my little birdwatcher. We saw a Carolina wren hopping near the tall grass, singing as if only for us, and you tried so hard to mimic her song, that little whistle of yours echoing through the trees. Do you remember the red cardinal that watched us? You called him Mr. Red. Like he was an old friend. And he kept his eyes on us as we walked, hopping from branch to branch, almost as if he was guiding us.

					We stayed until the sun began to drop below the trees, and even though the birds had quieted down, you wouldn’t leave until you’d had just one more song. Just one more song, Daddy. I would give anything to step back into that moment, to watch you be so little, so joyful.

					Hold on to that memory, my Gabby. It was a good day. Maybe one of our best. Just you, me, and the birds, the world nothing more than the song of the trees and our meadow.

					Love,

					Daddy

				

			

		

	
		
			
				nineteen

				Rot in Hell

			
			It hits me like a ton of bricks on Saturday morning.

			My father is dead.

			The man who brought me into this world is really, truly gone. After all these years. Killed by his own hand.

			I think I was numb to it before. But the full weight of it comes to rest on my chest this morning and doesn’t let up. All of these happy memories float to the surface. I spend almost all weekend in bed, not wanting to eat, shower, or face the world. By Saturday night, my cousins realize something’s wrong, and Sunday morning it comes to a head.

			Jasmine wanders in and says, “Oh my God, are you feeling better yet?”

			I shake my head. I told her I thought it was the flu, and she bought it. She even played nursemaid, bringing me some Tylenol and an extra pillow, and said she’d sleep on the couch last night so she wouldn’t catch anything. But now she’s clearly over her Florence Nightingale act.

			“You’re worrying me, cousin. What’s going on?”

			“I’m just tired,” I mumble tonelessly.

			She leaves. A few minutes later, while I’m lying there staring at the ceiling, someone knocks. It’s Dan, who pokes his head in and says, “Get dressed, kid. I think you need some fresh air. Let’s go for a drive.”

			As much as I hate to leave my cocoon, the look on his face tells me this is nonnegotiable. Besides, he’s probably right. I can’t hide in here forever, and fresh air does sound nice. I quickly change into sweatpants and a hoodie and meet him on the porch.

			The car ride feels impossibly long, even though it’s only been five minutes since we left the house. Dan chats about his job at the Anders Home and the new group therapy program he’s running at the juvenile detention center that his work has partnered with. It’s admirable what he’s doing, helping these young people through hard times, but I can hardly focus on a word he’s saying.

			When he finally steers the truck up the familiar drive, his motives for this outing become crystal clear.

			I can’t bring myself to look out the window; the sight of my childhood home feels like a betrayal, though to who I don’t know. I’m surprised the place isn’t crawling with true-crime fans. With celebratory townsfolk. You’d think they’d be cheering, throwing parades. The monster’s dead! But the entire area is quiet and deserted.

			“You don’t have to do this,” I mutter to my uncle.

			“Do what?” Dan plays dumb.

			“I get why you brought me out here. You specialize in messed-up kids going through shit. But you’re not going to find the magic words to make me feel better, so you don’t have to bother. I’m fine.”

			“You are?”

			“Perfectly fine.”

			“Great. Then it shouldn’t be a problem to take a walk on your old property.”

			He’s backed me into a corner. I grit my teeth and nod. “Sounds fun.”

			Dan parks on the gravel driveway outside the main house. I stare at those angry red words. ROT IN HELL. Whoever painted that graffiti got their wish, it appears.

			For a moment, I feel the past pressing down on me. The windows are dark and lifeless, the paint peeling off the porch railing. It’s as if time itself gave up on this place the moment my mother died.

			And now my father is dead too.

			The man who haunted my nightmares, the man who ruined everything—gone. And yet there’s no sense of relief, no real closure. Only emptiness. Like a hole that keeps getting bigger the more I try to ignore it.

			“Don’t be mad at me, kid,” Dan says, cutting the engine. His tone is careful, as if he knows that one wrong word might break me. “I thought it might help. You know, for closure. I’ve done this with some of the kids from the home, taking them back to places that hold bad memories and helping them work through it.”

			I nod again, not trusting my voice. I appreciate what he’s trying to do, but closure feels like a distant dream. What’s closure supposed to look like when your father was a murderer? When you’ve just found out he killed the mother of the boy you’ve been dating?

			I can’t stop thinking about Everett. About Nikki. JP. About everything their family suffered because of my father. It’s unbearable.

			We step out of the truck, and I follow him toward the clearing behind the house. We walk in silence for a while, the only sound the crunch of leaves under our boots and the occasional rustle of wind through the branches. Dan doesn’t rush me, doesn’t try to fill the silence with meaningless chatter. He simply walks beside me, his presence solid and comforting, like it always is.

			“I mean…fine,” I say, as if picking up a conversation we never started. “I might be a little sad about my dad. Because he was my dad. I know I shouldn’t be, because he was a monster. But he also did nice things for me. Only me, apparently. But you know…”

			Dan doesn’t say a word, and I realize I’ve already confessed more than I wanted to. There’s something about him. He’s gentle, and kind, and he doesn’t push. He’s got to be the best counselor the Anders Home has.

			When we encounter the first few birdhouses, I point at one that’s painted pink and covered with white stars. Or at least it used to be. The paint is so faded, you can barely tell what the hues are. But I remember. I painted it.

			“See that one? That was one of my favorites. He climbed super high to hang it. I remember being so scared he was going to fall.”

			Dan looks up at it and smiles. “You hung a lot of them?”

			“Dozens. We even drew a little map so that we could track them. Dad was so concerned the birds wouldn’t have food, so he left seeds too. Everywhere. Like a trail of breadcrumbs. So when people call him the scum of the earth for killing those women, for going to the grave without saying where they are, I always think of that. The man I knew wasn’t all bad.”

			“People rarely are.”

			I look over at him. “You’re all good.”

			“Nah.”

			“What do you mean? You’re like a saint to your family. To this town.”

			Dan is quiet for a moment, gazing at the birdhouses all around us.

			“When I was twenty, I got into an accident,” he tells me. “A DUI. I was really stupid back then. Drinking like a fish, blacking out when I had too much. I wanted to marry your aunt, but your grandmother was dead against it. She thought I was a waste.”

			That doesn’t surprise me. Gran was a tough old broad. She wouldn’t have taken kindly to her daughter cavorting around with a man who blacked out when he was drunk.

			“But your aunt was stubborn. She ran away from home and never looked back.” Dan takes a breath and releases it slowly. “That’s why she and your grandmother never talked. Why she and your mom stopped talking. Sometimes I think that if I hadn’t been such a screwup as a kid, I’d have been more welcome in the family. As it was, I took Maggie away from it. And I can’t help wondering if I hadn’t, if I’d been present, things with your mom and your father might’ve been different.”

			I stare at him. I never knew any of this. But he can’t truly believe he’s to blame for what happened to my parents. “It’s not your fault that you were isolated from Maggie’s side of the family.”

			“If Maggie and Sarah had been on speaking terms, maybe Sarah would’ve confided in her about Gabriel. Maybe we could’ve helped her.”

			“It’s not your fault,” I repeat.

			He presses his lips together but doesn’t say anything. I suspect he doesn’t believe me.

			“I have a lot of guilt too,” I confess. “My mom was trying to leave that night. And I held her up. I kept getting in her way when she was packing. Plus, he was a monster and I never noticed—”

			“You were a kid. You did nothing wrong.”

			I don’t believe him either. I’ve tried telling myself that same thing, over and over again. Somehow it never sinks in. I have a feeling that even now that he’s gone, it never will.

			When we finally stop walking, we’re deep in the woods, shaded in a smaller clearing where the sunlight barely filters through the canopy. I think Dad’s studio is near here. The small cabin where he drew his victims. Where he killed them. According to the police reports Zed posted on Free the Sparrows, only a few drops of blood were found on the wooden slatted floor. Dad’s cleanup job had been near pristine.

			I stare at the ground, at the tangled roots and patches of moss.

			“He killed Everett’s mom,” I say, my voice breaking the silence.

			Dan rests his hand on the trunk of a nearby tree. He doesn’t respond right away, but I see the tension in his shoulders.

			“Did you know her?” I ask him. “Leah Devereaux?”

			“Yes. Of course. It’s a small town.”

			“Why didn’t she go by Leah James?”

			His lips quirk. “Because she was a stubborn, independent woman who didn’t ‘need a man,’ ” he says, his tone implying he’s quoting Leah directly. “Actually, for as long as I knew her, she never even wanted to get married. I think JP sweet-talked her into it.”

			“How do you know all this?”

			He hesitates before offering a small shrug. “Leah and I were high school sweethearts.”

			My eyebrows shoot up. “You were?”

			“Dated for a couple years. I thought we’d end up together, but she dumped me when she met JP. He transferred to Crockett junior year. I was the kid who drank too much and raised hell in town. He was the perfect quarterback who took her out on real dates. Guess he was the better choice.” Dan laughs, but there’s not much humor in it.

			I’m still trying to process this new information. “I didn’t know that.”

			“No reason you would. It was a long time ago. After Leah and I broke up, I started dating Maggie. We were all friends for a while. JP, Leah, Maggie, and me. But after a few years, we drifted apart. People move on, I guess.”

			I try to imagine it, the four of them intertwined in this strange web I never knew existed. Then I think of Everett, of the connection we never even knew we had.

			I stare at my combat boots, and my thoughts swirl, confused and angry. Everett. His mother. My father.

			I turn to Dan, the words bubbling over before I can stop them. “How could you let me date him?” My voice cracks, and I don’t even try to hide the hurt. “You knew. You and Maggie knew my dad killed his mom, and you still let me get close to Everett. Why?”

			He winces. “Ryan, I didn’t—”

			“You didn’t what? Think it was important? Think I deserved to know? Or Everett?”

			Dan rubs the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know. You two seemed to really like each other. And what happened between your father and Everett’s mother, that’s got nothing to do with you, kid. You’re not responsible for it.”

			I stare at him, incredulous. “That’s, like, the most rose-colored bullshit I’ve ever heard. You truly believe this is just going to be nothing if Everett finds out? You think he’s going to be fine knowing I’m the daughter of the man who killed his mother?”

			“There’s no reason for him to ever know—”

			“But I know! I know where I come from.” I suck in a calming breath.

			Dan doesn’t back down. “You don’t have to pay for your father’s mistakes, Ryan. Those are his actions. You deserve a chance to live your own life, not one defined by his crimes.”

			I shake my head, unable to process his calm reasoning. “You and Maggie knew, yet you still let me walk right into this thing with Everett. How could you not warn me?”

			“Maggie and I talked about it and decided it would be better if you found out on your own, in your own time. We wanted to protect you. Everett’s a good kid. We didn’t want to take that away from you.”

			I laugh bitterly, the sound harsh in the stillness of the woods. “Protect me? You think this is protection? I’m just supposed to keep dating him knowing my dad murdered his mother? How?”

			“I don’t have all the answers. I wish I did. But I don’t believe in making children carry the weight of their parents’ sins. I suspect Everett might feel the same.”

			My chest tightens with disbelief. “You really think it’s that simple?”

			“It’s not simple. It’s complicated as hell. But you didn’t do this, Ryan. And you can’t keep carrying it like you did.”
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			“Are you feeling better now?” Connor asks, throwing a decorative crochet pillow at me when I emerge from my room before dinner. After my outing with Dan, I took a shower and did my hair, and now the entire house smells like Maggie’s pulled pork, and I’ve surprised myself by having an appetite.

			“Yeah,” I say, sitting on the couch beside him. Life is moving on, whether I want it to or not. So I need to move with it.

			Jasmine is in the recliner, absently channel surfing. She tosses her twin the remote and turns to look at me. “So, I heard a little rumor.”

			I’m sure she did. She and her friends are like rumor central. “What?”

			“Someone told me Chase Hedlund brought you home from the party.”

			“Where’d you hear that?”

			“I never reveal my sources. So…spill. What happened?”

			If she wants juicy details, she’ll be sorely disappointed. “I’ll tell you what happened. My cousins drove off and forgot me.”

			Connor sits up. “Wasn’t my fault! Genius over here said you were getting a ride with Everett.”

			“Well, she was supposed to!” Jasmine grabs a wadded-up paper towel near her and launches it at him. “But how did you wind up with the juvenile delinquent?”

			“Out of necessity? It’s a long walk home.”

			“I hope that’s all it is. Because remember how happy my mom was for you to go out with Everett? She wouldn’t be the same with Chase. He’s trouble.”

			As much as I wish I wasn’t interested in Chase, as much as I wish I hated him as much as he hates me, I can’t help but be curious. “Why?”

			“He’s constantly getting picked up by the sheriff for drinking or hooking up in public. He skips school so much, there’s no way he’s graduating on time.” Jasmine shrugs. “Like I said, trouble.”

			“Well, it was just a ride home,” I tell her. “I had no choice. You guys left, and Everett was busy tending to Nikki.”

			Jasmine nods, snapping her gum. “Poor Nik. She’s, like, broken right now.”

			“Have you spoken to her?”

			“Not really. I keep texting, but I get one-word responses.” Jasmine hesitates. “Honestly, she and I have kinda been drifting apart. All she wants to do lately is get high or drunk or find older guys to hook up with. She keeps bailing on cheer practice. Didn’t even show up for the game last week. Coach Keenan wanted to kick her off the squad, but I bet that won’t happen now. People already feel bad enough for Nikki and Everett.”

			“Really?” I counter. “Because I’ve never heard a single person talk about it at school.”

			“It was ten years ago,” Connor points out. “After a while, there’s nothing left to say. Like, their mom was murdered. We all know that. And Everett made it clear he wasn’t going to discuss it, so eventually people stopped asking.”

			“That’s not the only reason.” Jasmine adopts the conspiratorial tone that tells me she’s about to spill some tea. “Nikki told me that JP spoke to Principal Healey last year and told her to make sure kids weren’t bugging Nikki and Everett. It was after that loser, Trevor, started his little Thorn fan club. I think the teachers all banded together to stop people from talking to them about it.”

			“So what happened to her?” I ask. “Leah, I mean. She just went missing?”

			The unexpected grief that hit me after my father’s suicide has clouded my head so much that I haven’t even gone online yet to research Everett’s mother. Now the curiosity is eating at me.

			“Yeah. She was Uncle Psycho’s last victim, and she just disappeared one day. Picked up dry cleaning downtown and was never seen again.” Jasmine pauses as if to search her memory. “I think Leah and JP didn’t have a great relationship.”

			“Where’d you hear that?”

			“Mom said they were always fighting. And there were rumors that Leah was having an affair, so people thought she might’ve run off with another man.”

			Connor pipes up, “But after they arrested Thorn, the police cleaned out his studio—”

			“—and found all his drawings of her,” Jasmine finishes, glaring at her twin for interrupting. “Stashed away with portraits of the other women who’d disappeared. And a bunch of items that belonged to her too. That’s when they realized she was one of his victims.”

			I think of the cabin, picturing all those sketchbooks hidden beneath the floorboards. His secret little nook for his sick trophies. I can’t stomach the thought that I sat on that floor, playing with my toys and painting my birdhouses, when right beneath me were drawings of murdered women.

			Suddenly I’m not so hungry anymore.

			I go to our bedroom and grab my phone, typing in “Leah Devereaux and Gabriel Thorn.”

			One of the first images that pops up is a photograph of the sweetest little kids with dark hair and blue eyes. A boy and girl, clad in all black, standing at a funeral service.

			Everett and Nikki.

			I try to suck in a breath, but it’s bordering on impossible. My throat is clamped tight. My father is the reason they don’t have a mother.

			I click to close the image, but that does no good.

			Those two heartbroken children are all I see.

		

	
		
			
				twenty

				WTF

			
			
				
					
						Me: Hey, I hate to do this over text, but it’s easier for me to articulate my thoughts if I’m writing them. It’s been really great getting to know you, but I think we need to cool things down.

					

				

				
					
						Everett: Cool things down or end them?

					

				

				
					
						Me: The second one.

					

				

				
					
						Everett: Are you fucking serious right now?

					

				

				
					
						Me: I’m sorry. It’s just moving a bit too fast for me. I don’t want a boyfriend. I want to focus on school and photography and graduating. I had a lot of fun with you, but I don’t think we should hang out anymore.

					

				

				
					
						Everett: Where is this coming from?

					

				

				
					
						Everett: Seriously? You’re going to leave me on read?

					

				

				
					
						Everett: WTF Ryan
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				Secret Weapon

			
			Nearly a week after Everett’s party, I shuffle into the kitchen to find Jasmine and Gillian camped out at the table, huddled over coffee mugs and plates of toast. Gillian slept over last night so they could finish their American history presentation that’s due today. They kept me up half the night with their giggling and gossiping.

			I’m hoping to grab something quick before they notice me, but Gillian’s face lights up as soon as I cross the threshold.

			“There she is,” the redhead chirps. A mischievous grin stretches across her face. “The notorious dumper of Everett James.”

			I swallow my sigh. The two of them were hounding me about it last night, and evidently they didn’t get their fill.

			Jasmine pops the last piece of her toast into her mouth. “Still can’t believe you did it over text. That’s ruthless, cousin.”

			I keep my expression neutral and reach for an apple. “It’s not like we were together for ten years. It was only a few dates.”

			“Oh, come on,” she argues. “It still merited a face-to-face.”

			“Nah,” Gillian disagrees, siding with me. “People make such a huge deal over breakups. I like Ryan’s approach. Cut him loose, send a text, no drama.”

			No drama? I almost laugh. The past few days have been anything but. Every time I see Everett in class or walk by him in the hall, he looks at me with those unhappy eyes. I haven’t had a proper conversation with him since the party. Every time he’s tried, I’ve made excuses. I also blocked his number. I know he doesn’t understand that. He’s waiting for an explanation I can’t give, and now the school week’s almost over and I’ve resorted to ducking into side corridors to avoid him and pretending I don’t see him when I walk into government class.

			Jasmine frowns at me. “I still don’t get why you ended it.” Nor will she ever. It doesn’t matter how many times I recite my rehearsed explanation. My cousin can’t fathom a world in which someone rejects Everett James.

			“I don’t want a boyfriend,” I say for the hundredth time.

			“But he’s so hot,” Gillian says.

			My aunt and uncle enter the kitchen, and I’m grateful for the interruption. Dan pours Maggie’s coffee first like the gentleman he is, and she leans in to press a kiss to his cheek as she thanks him. They’ve been extra lovey-dovey this week. I guess they made up after their fight. The hushed sounds I heard echoing behind their bedroom door last night didn’t sound angry, that’s for sure.

			“Ryan,” Maggie says, “am I picking you up after school today or are you going to the shelter?”

			“I’m with you,” I tell her as I bite into my apple. “JP’s training two new volunteers today, so he’ll have plenty of help.”

			Dan rests his hip against the counter, watching me over the rim of his coffee cup. “You still enjoying it there?”

			I chew and swallow before answering. “Yeah, I love it. I wish we had a dog.”

			“Hey, you know how you could get your dog fix?” Jasmine’s eyes gleam with humor. “Go to Everett’s house. Oh wait. You dumped his ass.”

			Gillian snorts.

			Maggie and Dan don’t comment, but I see my aunt’s features soften with sympathy. I assume Dan told her about my breakdown in the woods. But she hasn’t mentioned it, thankfully.
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			At school I pay a visit to my locker before English, which also doubles as homeroom. As I’m spinning the dial, something bangs hard on the locker next to me. I look over to find Chase there. He wears faded jeans and a black T-shirt, his trademark combat boots on his feet. I hate that we have similar taste in footwear. I don’t want to have anything in common with him, not even fashion sense.

			“You work fast,” he drawls.

			His presence is so unnerving that I miss the lock combination on the first try. “What?”

			“You did it. And in less time than I thought you would.”

			Finally I yank my locker open. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Everett.” His jaw tightens. “You led him on.”

			I can’t help but gawk at him. Is that what this tantrum is about? What does it matter to Chase? This has nothing to do with him.

			I shove my ponytail off my shoulder, and it goes swinging down my back. “Maybe you should concentrate on keeping your butt out of juvie instead of worrying that Everett might get his feelings hurt. He’s a big boy. He can handle it.”

			Chase’s scowl deepens. He shoves away from the locker and stalks down the hall, away from me.

			I’m trembling as I grab my books for the next class. It doesn’t help that Chase and I share homeroom, followed by English. His gaze bores into the back of my head the entire time. I’m relieved when it’s time for second period, until I remember I share that class with Everett.

			I’m at my seat when he walks in. He looks right at me and the corner of his mouth lifts into a hesitant smile, but I quickly avert my eyes. For the next hour, I sit there, staring straight ahead, desperately willing the bell to ring and class to be over.

			The second it is, I launch myself out of my seat. I’m halfway to my locker when I hear his footsteps behind me.

			“Ryan. Ryan, wait.”

			I speed up.

			He finally catches up to me at the wall of windows near my locker. He tugs on my upper arm, forcing me to spin around.

			“I can’t do this right now,” I tell him. “I need to grab my camera before the bell.”

			He dismisses the excuse with “Mr. Hicks doesn’t care if you’re late.” When I try to take a step away, frustration fills his ice-blue eyes. “Just tell me one thing.”

			I stop and wait, now refusing to make eye contact.

			“Why?” Everett says, his tone flat. “What did I do?”

			“Nothing. I told you, I don’t want to date anyone right now. I need to focus on school.”

			“Bullshit.”

			I clamp my mouth shut. Yes, that’s a flimsy excuse, but it’s better than My father murdered your mother. I peer past his broad shoulders down the hall. We’re alone, but the sunlight filtering through the windows behind me feels like a spotlight.

			“Look, I know something happened the night of the party. I’m sorry I left you to deal with—”

			“That’s not it.” The last thing I want to do is think about the party. “I don’t care about that. We were moving really fast. Too fast for me.”

			“I don’t believe you.” His jaw clenches. “This is about my mom.”

			My heart freezes in my chest. “What do you mean?”

			“I come with too much baggage, right?” he says. “My family is linked to the Starling Slayer and we always will be. There’ll always be true-crime assholes sneaking around on our property, taking pictures of our house. Her house. Victim number six.” His sad expression cuts me to my core. “It’s a lot to handle. I don’t blame you for not wanting to take on that baggage.”

			I know all about baggage, I want to blurt out. I want to hug him. Tell him I’ve changed my mind. But my family is responsible for everything he’s suffered. I have to stand firm.

			“I promise you that’s not it. I have my own baggage, trust me.”

			“Then share it with me,” he challenges. “I get it—you’re a private person. That’s one of the things I like about you, how you keep your head down. You stay out of the drama.”

			Hysterical laughter bubbles in my throat. If he only knew.

			“But you don’t have to hide from me. You can talk to me. Talk about your life in Switzerland. Your parents. Your dad sent you to live here instead of keeping you with him, right? Talk to me about that.”

			I can’t, because it’s all a lie.

			“The moment we met, I felt like you got me. Like you could see I’m more than I appear on the surface. Well, I know you’re more than you appear to be too. So talk to me.”

			The frustration I always feel whenever he pushes me returns. I hate being pushed to talk about things. Let me open up naturally, damn it. Like my uncle. He gets that. That day in the woods, Dan chose silence rather than force, and I opened up.

			Everett doesn’t seem comfortable with silence.

			“Everett. I really do like you,” I say. “But I just need to take a step back. Not move so fast. Okay?”

			“Whatever, Ryan.”

			He stalks off, and I let him.

			The guilt is suffocating, squeezing my windpipe, but when I see him again after lunch, I don’t feel so bad anymore. I turn a corner and there he is, leaning against his locker with Sofia practically draped over him. Her hand is on his chest, fingers playing with the zipper of his football jacket.

			For a split second, I think he’s doing it to make me jealous. But then I catch his faraway expression, the way he doesn’t seem to even notice Sofia’s hand on him or her relentless, sugary laugh. He’s somewhere else, miles away from the crowded hallway and the girl clinging to him.

			Sofia, however, catches sight of me, and her triumphant smirk says everything: I win.
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			I work with Maggie for a few hours after school. It’s the usual chill afternoon at the office I’ve come to expect—doing some light updates to listings, filing a few papers, answering some phone calls. From the small receptionist area, I can see into Maggie’s office. She’s red-faced and has a crease that goes all the way across her forehead, a sign that she’s stressed. She’s been on the phone for the last twenty minutes with an elderly man whose house she listed last week. He’s now decided he wants to live there. As in, sell the house but keep living there.

			“Stanley,” Maggie is saying in a falsely bright voice. “I’m afraid that’s impossible. If we sell your house, the new owners are going to want to live in it. Without you. Yes…yes…well, of course, I understand you don’t want to move, but if that’s the case, we will take the house off the market.” Her face turns even redder. Poor woman is in danger of bursting a blood vessel. “Yes, I understand you want to sell it, but…”

			Grinning openly, I tune her out and open the general email account to check the new messages from the “contact us” form on Maggie’s website. I find nearly a dozen waiting to be answered. Usually we’re lucky to get one. I open the first:

			I’m looking into details of the Starling residence belonging to Sarah and Gabriel Thorn. Can you provide me with details…

			The next one says:

			Can you tell me who owns 1249 Rockridge Way? Searches have proven fruitless. Looking for info so I can discuss usage of the property with the owner…

			1249 Rockridge Way. My old address.

			Home of the Starling Slayer, dear old dad.

			Usage of the property. That means digging up the whole thirty acres, I’m betting.

			I’m about to move the emails to the trash folder when I realize I should double-check with my aunt. Just because I hate all these people with the fire of a thousand suns doesn’t mean I’m allowed to delete potential clients.

			I wait until she’s off the phone before calling toward her office, “Hey, Maggie, there’s a scary number of messages through the contact form asking about the Thorn house.”

			She rises from her desk chair and walks into the main office. “Great. It begins,” she says, heaving a massive sigh.

			“What begins?”

			“This happens every year on the anniversary of his arrest. I warned you when you first got here, remember? The internet people swarming the town.” She shakes her head unhappily. “It’ll be even worse this year because he just went and offed himself—” She stops, wincing when she realizes who she’s speaking to. “I’m sorry, darlin’. I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“I don’t get it. Why do these people care so much? They didn’t know the victims. Or my fa—” I glance hastily at the door. “Or Gabriel Thorn. The case has been solved. So what else is there?”

			“A million bucks, for one thing. Although to be honest, I expected the reward to do a lot more damage.”

			“Damage?”

			“Figured those internet people would be buying up all the shovels at Pete’s hardware store and digging up the entire dang forest. But it’s been fairly quiet.”

			She’s right. Even Jasmine seems to have abandoned her “mission.” It’s been days since I’ve seen her researching the case. And despite Zed’s claim that he’s investigating possible burial sites, he clearly hasn’t found anything either, otherwise it’d be all over his stupid website or featured on his podcast. Yes, I still closely monitor both. I don’t trust that guy. At all.

			I leave the office after my shift to find Mar and Ty waiting outside for me.

			“Hey, what are you guys doing here?” I ask, happy to see them.

			Mar looks up from her phone. “Oh, I was literally just texting you. We’re going for coffee. Want to come with us?”

			“Sure. I’m down.”

			Mar has her camera with her, and as we head toward the Starbucks, she stops every so often to snap a picture. Ty has his head buried in his phone, nearly tripping over his own feet several times during the walk.

			“New girlfriend?” I tease, raising a brow.

			Mar snorts. “More like new partner in crime,” she answers for Ty.

			I eye him suspiciously. “What does that mean?”

			He shrugs. “It’s no big deal. I’m getting in on the body hunt.”

			Just like that, my rising spirits plummet. “Don’t tell me you’re after the reward?”

			“Why shouldn’t I be?” he counters. “Scholarships are only going to get me so far at Vanderbilt. I need the cash.”

			“It’s such a waste of time,” Mar informs him. “The FBI and the police swarmed this town for ages, trying to find those remains. They’re long gone. No one’s ever going to find them.”

			“It’s not impossible. Those true-crime guys looking for the bodies don’t have my secret weapon.”

			She rolls her eyes. “Kab? Yeah, he’s a regular ace in the hole.”

			“Kab?” I echo, confused. “As in my cousin’s teammate Kabir?”

			“Yup,” Ty confirms. “We talked about it today after French class. My brains, his brawn. I have a computer program that I think will help, and he can do the heavy lifting. It’s perfect. We’re going to hatch out a plan later tonight.”

			I frown. I get that he needs the money, but I thought he and I were on the same page. Even when the rest of the school was going crazy about my father’s suicide this week, Ty never mentioned it, never bought into the excitement that wanted to turn it into a three-ring circus. But here he is, joining the rest of the clowns.

			Much to my chagrin, I get home later to discover that my dear cousin has also picked up the cause again.

			“Did you know about this?” Jasmine demands when I walk into the living room. She and Connor are watching TV.

			“Know what?” I drop my bag on the arm of the couch.

			“That your weird friend teamed up with Con’s dumb friend to take our money!”

			Connor raises a brow. “Our money? Jesus, Jazzy. The world does not revolve around you, you get that, right?”

			She ignores him, huffing in displeasure. “They can’t find those bodies before we do! What if they find them first?”

			“Finding them requires looking for them, which you haven’t done at all,” Connor says, rolling his eyes.

			“Because there aren’t any clues!” she growls at him. “I spent weeks reading about the case. Even the police have no idea where Uncle Psycho dumped the bodies.”

			“Exactly! If the cops couldn’t find them, what makes you think you will? Let it go already.” Connor doesn’t lose his patience often, but right now he looks beyond annoyed with his sister. Proving that point, he stands up, phone in hand. “I’m gonna go call Sam and talk to someone normal.”

			“Hey,” I joke in protest.

			“You’re excluded from that,” he says graciously.

			“Thank you.”

			Jasmine glares at his retreating back before leveling her determined gaze on me. “We’re back on the case, Ryan. Looks like it’s just you and me.”

			Stop looking or you’ll regret it.

			My mysterious texter’s warning flashes in my head. I haven’t heard from him or her in weeks, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten the threat.

			Remember…I know who you are, Gabrielle Thorn.

			Just because they haven’t exposed my real identity doesn’t mean they won’t do it, so the more I can distance myself from this body hunt, the better. Whoever sent those messages might be watching me.

			The thought sends a shiver running up my spine. But it’s true. Maybe they’re stalking me. Tracking what I do.

			“I’m not part of this,” I remind my cousin.

			She smirks at me. “You are now.”
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			GABRIEL THORN CONFESSION TRANSCRIPTS

			(continued)

			HALLIWELL: And yet you chose to hunt in your backyard again. You targeted Anabel White, another Starling resident.

			THORN: You use that word a lot, Sheriff.

			HALLIWELL: What word?

			THORN: Hunt. I didn’t hunt anybody. My sparrows weren’t prey, and they deserve to be spoken about with more respect.

			HALLIWELL: Respect? You want to lecture me about respect, you sick son of a bitch? You slaughtered six innocent women. Seven, if we count Sarah, and guess what, Gabriel—I do count Sarah. That firearm did not go off by “accident.” You pulled the trigger. You killed your wife. Intentionally.

			THORN: No. I didn’t.

			HALLIWELL: And you killed the others. The women—do you get that, Gabriel? They were women. Human beings. Not your little birds or your little playthings. You abducted them, you tortured them, you raped them—

			THORN: I didn’t torture or rape anybody—

			HALLIWELL: —and then you put a knife in their hearts and watched them die. And now you’re sitting here, smiling, telling us how much you loved them, how you cared for them.

			THORN: That is the truth.

			HALLIWELL: You don’t kill the things you love.

			THORN: Could I please get that glass of water now?

			[recording stopped 9:42 PM]

			[recording started 10:14 PM]

			HALLIWELL: Let’s talk about your last victim. Leah Devereaux. How well did you know her?

			THORN: Not well. She was close with my sister-in-law and her husband.

			HALLIWELL: The Shipleys.

			THORN: Yes. But Sarah and I didn’t socialize with many people. And as I’ve already stated, my wife and her sister were estranged.

			HALLIWELL: Then why?

			THORN: Why what?

			HALLIWELL: Why did you target Leah?

			THORN: Did you know, Sheriff, that the light doesn’t love everyone? Some subjects, no matter how beautiful, sit in the light like a shadow. Flat and unwilling to reflect any of it back. Leah? The light danced on her. It danced! It skipped down the planes of her face and rested there, like it couldn’t help itself.

			HALLIWELL: No more of your cryptic bullshit, Gabriel. Stop smiling. Look at me, damn it. Stop smiling.
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				Nothing Will Bring Her Back

			
			Jasmine follows through on her threat. She’s back on the case. With a vengeance.

			After cheerleading practice on Thursday, she cancels her plans with Nikki and Gillian and announces we’re spending the night coming up with a solid location list.

			Now we’re in our room, and she taps the screen, pulling up a map of Starling and its outskirts. “The lake or the woods,” she says, all business, “aka two massive areas that we’ll never be able to search completely. But that old lumberyard, the one outside of town? What if they’re there?”

			My heart skips a beat. I remember the lumberyard. My father used to go there all the time. He was friendly with the guy who ran the place. One of the only townspeople he could tolerate.

			“You’ve read up on the case, right?” She’s oblivious to my racing thoughts.

			“Some,” I say with a shrug.

			“So I’m sure you heard the lumberman theory.”

			“Something about the bodies being thrown into a wood chipper?”

			“Uncle Psycho said in his confession that he didn’t have an accomplice, but people still think John Ellerbee could’ve been working with him. Ellerbee owned the lumberyard.”

			“If there was any truth to that, the cops would have found a solid connection.”

			“Ellerbee was basically run out of town,” she says.

			I feel another pang of guilt. Just another person whose life was ruined by Gabriel Thorn. If Ellerbee is innocent—which I assume he is, because my father wasn’t a team player—then his reputation was destroyed because of this case. His only crime was being nice to my dad.

			“He sold the yard and eventually it closed down. It’s been abandoned for the past few years. Honestly, I think it makes more sense than the lake—Uncle Psycho would’ve had to anticipate that they would drag it, send divers there. Or the woods, because animals are always digging things up. They would’ve dug up any fresh graves. But the lumberyard…” Her eyes gleam. “It’s secluded, no one really goes there anymore, and yes, there was totally a wood chipper. If you were trying to get rid of a body, that’d be the perfect place.”

			My stomach churns. Did he really do that? Could he have?

			“There had to be something left behind, right? I don’t care how powerful that machine is. Bones don’t just disappear. And if not bones, then maybe jewelry or something. Personal belongings. Something the cops missed when they searched Ellerbee’s house.”

			I swallow hard, my throat dry. “You really think he would’ve done that?”

			Jasmine doesn’t hear the fear in my voice, or if she does, she doesn’t care. She’s too caught up in her theory.

			“Oh, for sure. Whoever did this had to be smart enough to hide the bodies where no one would look. Or where they wouldn’t think to check again. The lumberyard’s perfect.” She snaps her laptop shut. “I think we should go there. Saturday. After curfew.”

			“What?” The word comes out sharper than I intended. “That’s a terrible idea.”

			She waves me off, completely unfazed. “Oh, come on. No one’s gonna be there. It’s abandoned. We sneak in, look around, and see if we can find anything. What’s the worst that could happen?”

			I stare at her. “You seriously can’t be considering this. What if we get caught trespassing? What if—”

			I cut myself off before I can say anything about the danger that feels far more personal. What if we find something? What if we find exactly what you’re looking for?

			Jasmine’s eyes narrow. “We deserve that reward money. That psycho destroyed our family’s reputation. For a while people even thought my mom or dad had something to do with it. Some people still think it. I see it online all the time. People saying that the Shipleys were connected to those murders. Well, like it or not, you’re a Shipley too.”

			Worse. I’m a Thorn.

			“Just because you’re new here doesn’t make you less of a Shipley. They’ve ruined us. And we deserve to get something out of this.”

			The guilt slams into me like a wave, crashing and relentless. Jasmine doesn’t know the truth. I’m the one who ruined her. My father did this to her. He’s the reason those families don’t have closure. The reason we’re even having this conversation. But I can’t say that. I can’t tell her.

			Instead, I do the only thing I can think of. I shake my head, trying to sound like the voice of reason. “Jaz, I get that you want the money, but this is dangerous. We don’t know what we’re walking into.”

			She scoffs. “Dangerous? Please. It’s an old lumberyard, not a haunted house. You’re being paranoid. And if we don’t do it now, someone else is gonna beat us to it. Ty and Kab are on the case now. Kab, yeah, he’s dumb as a bag of rocks. But Ty is smart. What if he figures this out? Or these new true-crime losers who are showing up for the ten-year anniversary next week? Everyone’s desperate for that reward.”

			She’s not going to let this go. That much is obvious. And if I refuse to help her, she’ll go alone. Jasmine’s reckless. She’ll walk into the middle of a storm and never realize it’s raining.

			I can’t let her do this by herself.

			“Fine,” I relent. “I’ll go with you. But only to keep an eye on things. If anything looks off, we’re leaving. Got it?”

			Jasmine flashes a triumphant grin. “Deal.”

			I sink onto my bed, wanting to kick myself for agreeing to this. We’re walking into a nightmare, and I’m the only one who knows just how dark it really is.

			Connor wanders in. “Yo. Ryan.”

			Jasmine gives me a look that says Don’t tell him. Her twin, thanks to his association with the dastardly Kab, has now been cut out of the loop.

			“What’s up?” I ask him.

			“You heard from Everett?”

			“No, why?”

			“He bailed on practice, and he’s not answering anyone’s texts. I called him like three times.”

			Jasmine’s eyebrows fly up. “Really?” She grabs her phone. “I’ll text Nikki. Maybe she knows where he is.”

			“We have our first playoff game tomorrow,” Connor says grimly. “This isn’t like him. Coach was pissed.”

			He’s right. This isn’t like Everett. Football is his life. He works hard. Waking up early to run the trail, then school, then practice, then another run when he gets home. He wouldn’t bail on practice before an important game unless it was serious.

			Or unless some new girl in town crushed his heart to dust.

			Jasmine’s phone chimes. She checks the screen and reports back, “Nik says he’s at home.”

			Connor’s cheeks hollow as he grits his teeth. “Okay, I guess it’s good he’s not dead in a ditch somewhere. But he still screwed us big-time today. He better be at that game tomorrow.”

			It worries me enough that I find myself lacing up my boots. I grab a jacket in the mudroom and duck out before anyone can ask where I’m going. Some people might be scared of traversing the woods in the dark, and despite the inkling in the back of my mind that I might get eaten by a bear, I don’t feel much fear as I make my way toward Everett’s house.

			I walk up the long drive. The house is all lit up. I hear barking from inside and from the separate building next door. The kennels.

			“Ryan?”

			I turn away from the porch and spot Everett on the lawn, stepping out of the shadows. He’s with Bella, the senior golden. At the sight of me, the dog pads over to nudge my hand with her nose.

			“Hey, girl,” I murmur, crouching down to pet her. I scratch her soft ears as I peer up at Everett. “Hi.”

			“What are you doing here?”

			His expression is gloomy. Very un-Everett-like. At school, he’s the charming, happy-go-lucky football player, so it’s weird seeing him so stone-faced, his broad shoulders sagging, his demeanor prickly.

			“I heard you missed practice. I was worried.”

			He crosses his arms. “Since when do you care if I go to practice?”

			His rudeness stings, and for a second I’m tempted to retreat, to give some throwaway answer and leave. But he deserves more than that.

			“You have a scholarship,” I remind him. “If missing practice jeopardizes that…”

			He laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “Right. Can’t let the golden boy slip up.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I missed one practice. No one’s gonna care.”

			“Everett.” I give Bella one last pat before straightening. “You’ve worked so hard. Don’t let what I did mess that up. You’re better than that.”

			Lips flattening, he dismisses me from his gaze, turning to stride across the lawn. He whistles softly for Bella. The dog follows him eagerly, as if she’s happy to get another walk in before bedtime.

			I hurry after them. Annoyed. I get that he’s upset I ended things, but he doesn’t have to be a dick about it.

			“Everett, come on, wait.”

			The grass is browning from the fall chill, crunching beneath my boots. He glances over his shoulder as we near the edge of the lawn, passing the stone firepit.

			“Why are you really here, Ryan?”

			“I told you, I wanted to make sure you were okay. I don’t want you blowing off practice and screwing up your life because I—”

			He interrupts with a laugh. “You think it was because of you?”

			I blink.

			“That I’ve been sitting alone pining for Ryan Shipley, unable to throw a pass without bursting into tears over you?”

			I feel stupid now.

			“I skipped practice because this asshole reporter was hanging around.”

			I wrinkle my brow. “What reporter?”

			“I don’t know. A journalist from some big magazine. There’s always someone new showing up to ask questions and stick their nose into things.” He makes a derisive sound. “She’s writing a ten-year anniversary feature and wants to interview everyone connected to the case. Ambushed me after school.”

			“Oh. I didn’t realize journalists were hounding you at school.”

			“They always are. Same with all those true-crime fanatics. They used to show up at the house too until Nikki sicced the dogs on them one time.” He snorts. “Now they know not to trespass.”

			“I’m sorry.” I didn’t even think about how awful it would be for the James family.

			“Those vultures have no shame,” Everett says, shaking his head. “Looking for the bodies. Treating it like it’s some goddamn sport instead of people’s lives.”

			I nod. I don’t tell him that’s exactly how I feel.

			“They keep digging and digging, bringing everything back up again. Meanwhile I just want to forget it. My mother’s dead. Nothing will bring her back.”

			He veers off the grass toward the mouth of the trail that disappears into the trees. I follow him despite myself. I should go home and not engage in this. My father is the reason Everett deals with these nosy people on a constant basis. But I can’t help myself.

			We approach a clearing with a few trees and a wrought iron bench that faces a small well. And not a fake decorative gingerbread well like the one outside the Shipley house. This one is ancient stone, with a rusting bucket, the real thing.

			Everett slumps down onto the bench, hands on the tops of his thighs. “This was my mom and sister’s favorite place,” he reveals, nodding at the well. “They used to sit out here and do their nails. Mom’s favorite shade was this obnoxious, superbright red. She painted Nikki’s nails too, and some of the kindergarten moms complained to the teacher that their daughters kept coming home begging for manicures.”

			I laugh, picturing tiny terror Nikki showing off her little red fingernails at school.

			“The three of us came here to make wishes. We’d throw coins in, although this one time”—he chuckles under his breath—“when Nikki was four or five, Mom didn’t have any spare change, so Nikki was like I have an idea. She ran into the house and grabbed a few twenties from Dad’s wallet. She had no concept of dollar amounts, just thought we needed money to throw in. Sixty dollars, down the well, all so Nikki could wish for a new Barbie.”

			“That’s an expensive Barbie.”

			“Sometimes I come here to feel close to her.” He sighs. “To forget about the shit show that is my life.”

			I want to reach for his hand, but I’m afraid it will send the wrong message. I can be Everett’s friend, but nothing more. Not when this secret hangs between us.

			“Is it really that bad?” I ask quietly.

			He snorts. “Bad is an understatement. My mother’s dead. My father cares more about showering affection on his dogs than his kids. Nikki’s a mess. I just found out she’s sleeping with some loser from Brice to score drugs. So, yes, shit show is the accurate term.”

			“Has your sister always acted out this way, or did it start recently?”

			“Always. Or at least once she entered puberty. Dad says it’s because she doesn’t have a maternal figure.” He pauses, absently reaching down to rub Bella’s head. She sits at his feet, her eyes sleepy. “Sometimes I hear Nikki talking to her. To Mom, I mean. When she thinks no one is around. I talk to her too.”

			I think of the photograph I saw of the two of them at their mother’s funeral. Just little kids, no more than seven years old.

			A short silence falls.

			Then he breaks it. “So, what, you’re really just friend-zoning me?” He sounds a bit amazed, as if it’s unheard of that someone might actually do that.

			I hesitate before dipping my head in a nod. “Yeah.”

			“For now or forever?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You know what?” His voice takes on a determined note. “I’m going to take you at your word. You said it was moving too fast, right? That’s why you ended it?”

			Why did I have to give that excuse?

			Because the truth wasn’t an option.

			“Then, fine,” Everett finishes. “We can focus on the friendship for a while. Whatever you want. Just don’t shut me out. All right?”

			I don’t say anything at first. I don’t tell him that even slow is too fast. I can’t tell him I understand what it’s like to have a mother taken away—brutally murdered—at the age I needed her most. To cry for that type of love, to search for something to fill that hole but never find it. I can’t leave the door open, even a tiny bit, without wanting to fling it wide.

			“I have to go,” I say, rising to my feet.

			I try to edge away from him, but he gets up too. His hand reaches out, warm and solid as his fingers wrap around mine. “Night, Ryan,” he says, squeezing my hand.

			“Night,” I murmur before hurrying off.

			It isn’t until I’ve reached the end of the driveway that I become aware of my phone vibrating in my pocket.

			I fish it out to discover that my aunt has been trying to reach me. Frantically. Three missed calls. One text message that ignites a spark of fear.

			
				
					
						Maggie: You need to come home NOW.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				twenty-three

				Make Sure They Are Never Disturbed

			
			Maggie is unusually silent. She’s the queen of small talk, the one who keeps idle chatter moving, but she hasn’t said a word since she met me at the end of Everett’s driveway in Dan’s pickup.

			“Where are we going?” I ask for the fifth time, unable to ignore the nerves twisting in my stomach.

			Why won’t she tell me, damn it?

			She’s quiet the whole way into town. It’s eight in the evening, so most of the storefronts are dark. Some stay open till nine, but most close earlier than that. We find a parking space in front of the two-story building that houses her realty office. I notice a black SUV parked in the spot ahead of us. When I shift my gaze, my palms grow damp. Two men in suits are waiting outside the office.

			“What is this?” I hiss at my aunt.

			“FBI.” Her voice is tight.

			I feel sick now. “What? Why?”

			“They requested a meeting with you.” Her eyes flash. “And by requested, they meant that if I didn’t allow you to speak to them, they would pull you out of school tomorrow morning and announce your identity to the whole town.”

			Lovely. Starting off the relationship with threats. Always a good thing.

			“Maggie Shipley?” the older man with the bald head says when we approach.

			She nods.

			He flips credentials at us, and I catch sight of block letters reading FBI. “I’m Special Agent Tom Kulpa. We spoke on the phone. This is Agent Luke Foster.”

			My gaze flits to Foster, who is much younger than his black-suit-clad counterpart. He looks like he could be going to school with me at Crockett.

			Maggie’s demeanor is icy as she unlocks the door. “Let’s go inside.”

			My heart starts to pound. My aunt locks the office so nobody else can come in. Moonlight drifts into the open storefront, casting everything in eerie shadow. She leads us into her personal office, dragging in an extra chair because there are only two for visitors. She and I settle on one side, while the two men sit on the other, the desk effectively creating a barrier. I’ve never been more grateful for my aunt.

			“Gabrielle,” Foster starts, and I jolt at the sound of my real name.

			“Ryan,” I correct. “I’m Ryan now.”

			“Yes. Sorry. Ryan.” He glances at Maggie for a split second, then continues. “We’re here because after your father committed suicide in his cell, we went through the items in his possession. He didn’t have much, but he did leave a note.”

			I stiffen.

			“Addressed to you.”

			The older agent reaches into his briefcase and pulls out a manila folder, which he hands to me. I open it to find a plain envelope.

			On the front, it simply says Gabby.

			My first thought is that I want it as far away from me as possible. That’s the way I felt about the last letter he sent me, where he waxed poetic about our day in the meadow on my sixth birthday, as if he thought I’d feel nostalgic and love him again.

			I shake my head. “I don’t want it. Just throw it out.”

			Foster narrows his eyes. “No. We’d like for you to read it.”

			“Foster,” Kulpa warns in a sharp tone. When he focuses on me, his voice is more appeasing, calmer. “Ryan. You probably don’t remember me, but I worked your father’s case. I was the first agent on site when it got called in. We met briefly at your grandmother’s house in Pennsylvania. You showed me your dolls.”

			I stare blankly at him. I don’t remember this man at all. His face is alien to me.

			“I’ve been on this case for a long time, and I know a lot of people are still suffering because of it. Whatever we can do to ease their suffering…I’d like to think we’re all on the same page about it, aren’t we? Wanting to end everyone’s suffering?”

			I swallow. “Can I read this in private?”

			“We’d prefer if you open it here.”

			Why? I want to scream. Why do they need to watch me read it?

			“If you want one of us to read it out loud for you…?” Kulpa lets the question hang.

			I shake my head, then turn over the envelope, which is unsealed. The paper inside is a regular lined sheet, ripped from a notebook. I can see the handwriting pressing through the page, even before I open it. That’s one thing I remember from his other letters, something I never noticed all the years I lived with him—my father had a very heavy hand.

			I unfold it and begin to read.

			
				
					My little sparrow,

					They will call me a coward for this, but of all the people left in this world, I think only you have the capacity to understand. It’s time for me to go. On my own terms. I won’t let anyone else decide when or how I leave this world. That choice, at least, will be mine.

					I’ve trusted you with my sparrows. My pretty ones. You’ll watch over them, won’t you? Make sure they are never disturbed. Hold them in your heart as I’ve held you in mine. Keep them close. Keep them safe.

					A few last thoughts on birds, just because they remind me of our good days. Did you know the mourning dove can travel over five hundred miles in a day? Or that if you hear a whippoorwill sing, it’s said to be an omen of impending death? I don’t hear one now, but maybe soon. I feel like if death was a bird, it would be a nightjar. So quiet and elusive, almost impossible to find when you’re looking.

					Forgive me, if you can. For your mother, for what I couldn’t undo.

					I love you, Gabby. Always.

					Dad

				

			

			The words blur together, and I don’t realize why until a teardrop hits the page. I quickly try to scrub it away, because I’m sure this paper is important evidence, but Agent Kulpa gives me a reassuring look.

			“It’s already been processed and photocopied,” he says before gesturing to the letter. “Turn it over.”

			I find three scrawled lines on the back.

			
				Indigo bunting

				Magnolia warbler

				Purple finch

			

			I frown, suddenly hearing my dad’s voice in my head. Indigo bunting. Blue as the sky on a summer’s day, and just as beautiful.

			“Does that mean anything to you?” Foster presses.

			“It’s a list of his favorite birds,” I mumble. “And no, it probably doesn’t mean anything. If you’ve read the other letters he sent me from prison, then you know he’s always mentioning birds in some context. He loved them.” I shove the letter into the envelope and push it onto Maggie’s desk. “Can I go now?”

			Foster stares at me as if I’ve asked for a ride to Saturn. “No, you cannot. We’re doing you a courtesy right now by keeping this off the books, but if you don’t answer our questions, we’re going to have to bring you in.”

			“Excuse me?” Maggie says sharply. “My niece is under no obligation to speak to you. This isn’t an interrogation.”

			“Not yet,” he says, and it’s so ominous it makes my hands shake.

			The room suddenly feels freezing. I pull my sleeves all the way down and stick my hands inside them.

			“Ryan, you must realize what this looks like.” Kulpa’s tone is gentler than his partner’s. I can’t believe they’re pulling the good cop, bad cop routine on me. “Your father’s note implies that you have knowledge of his crimes.”

			My aunt gasps. “Are you people insane? Ryan had nothing to do with Gabriel’s crimes. She was a child!”

			I’m speechless. I share her sentiments entirely. Are they out of their minds?

			The agents press their lips together at Maggie’s tongue-lashing. “Come on,” Foster pushes. “You must know something, Ryan. Think back. Was there anything—a place on the property? Somewhere you vacationed?”

			“We dug up that property pretty hard, back in the day,” Kulpa says in his good cop voice. “But is there somewhere special you two used to go?”

			“Just the woods,” I answer helplessly. “That’s where we hung up the birdhouses. Either that or we’d be in the meadow.”

			“Where else?” Kulpa asks. “You went on vacations, right?”

			“I don’t think so. My mom didn’t have a lot of time off. She was always at the hospital.”

			“Exactly,” snaps Foster. “And while your mother was nursing people back to health, your father was taking their lives—”

			“Gentlemen, stop,” Maggie snaps back. “You’re upsetting her. She doesn’t know anything about it.”

			“Ryan.” Foster leans in closer to me, ignoring my aunt entirely. He has that rigid, no-nonsense look like he’s trying too hard to be tough. “You know what your father’s note tells me? It tells me you know where the remains of his victims are.”

			“You mean this note?” I hold up the envelope, and my hand shakes violently. “This note written by a psychotic killer who refers to his victims as birds? Who somehow convinced himself that he loved them and was taking care of them by killing them? You trust the words of this man?”

			Foster remains unconvinced. “That line: Make sure they are never disturbed.” He quotes from the letter. He’s memorized the damn thing. “He couldn’t have made it clearer that you know something, Ryan.”

			“I don’t know anything,” I insist, my eyes stinging with unshed tears. “I was just a kid—”

			“A kid, right,” he cuts in. “The ‘innocent child’ defense only gets you so far. You mean to tell me he wrote that note specifically to you, and you don’t have a single idea what he meant? No hint where he might have buried those women?”

			My vision blurs again as I struggle to stay calm. “I don’t know anything. My dad was…I didn’t even know about him until he was arrested.”

			Foster scoffs. “He groomed you, didn’t he? Made you his little accomplice?”

			“That’s enough,” warns Kulpa. He places a hand on Foster’s shoulder, but the younger agent shrugs it off, his gaze still burning into mine.

			“You’re protecting him,” he accuses. “Maybe he made you swear to keep his secrets, maybe he trained you to hide the evidence. You could even be facing charges for—”

			“I didn’t do anything!” My voice cracks, echoing in the office. “I didn’t know what he did, and I don’t know where those bodies are—”

			“Stop talking, Ryan,” Maggie tells me. A warning. She stands, her face thunderous. “We’re done here, gentlemen.”

			“Mrs. Shipley,” Kulpa starts, but she slices a hand through the air to silence him.

			“No. If you truly believe my niece is guilty of something, arrest her. But if you have any decency, let her be. She’s answered enough questions for tonight.”

			Foster’s jaw tightens, but Kulpa gives a resigned nod.

			“Let’s go,” Maggie says, pulling me to my feet. She grabs her purse, along with the manila envelope containing my father’s letter.

			I’m numb as she steers me out of the room. The hallway swims before me, but her touch feels solid, grounding. Outside by the car, she lets go and opens the truck door for me.

			I don’t have to look up to know she’s furious. “Don’t listen to them, darlin’. You were a child. None of this is your fault.”

			My legs feel rubbery as I sink into the passenger seat.

			“Let me lock up and we’ll go home,” she promises, and then she’s gone, ushering the FBI agents out of her office. From the truck, I can’t hear what she’s saying to them, but I can guess. The rigid set of their shoulders as they stalk toward their SUV tells me they received another Maggie Shipley rebuke.

			On the way home, my aunt stares straight ahead and says, “Maybe the letter will make more sense to you later.”

			A hot stab of pain slices into my chest. She wants me to look at it again? That means she thinks the same thing the agents do. That I’m the only one who can tell the world where my father hid his victims.

			My stomach roils at the thought of reading his suicide note again. Reading his unhinged thoughts, sifting through word by word, trying to decode it, to make sense of the ramblings of a crazy mind.

			When Maggie pulls into the driveway and kills the engine, I glance over at her. “Can you put that…” I gesture to the envelope sticking out of her purse. “Maybe put it in your office or something? I don’t want it in my room where Jasmine might see it.”

			“Of course. Let me know if or when you’d like to read it again. But don’t push yourself. Take your time.”

			By the time I’m trudging through the front door, my body feels drained. Like all my nerves have been wrung out and left to dry. I keep my head down, ducking straight into my room. Jasmine follows, crowding me, peppering me with questions about what happened with Everett. Apparently, Nikki told her I went over there.

			I keep it vague, all of it. My talk with Everett, the pretend errand Maggie and I had to run in town to prepare for Sunday’s open house. Only when I fake a headache and start getting ready for bed does Jasmine back off. Sort of.

			I’ve just burrowed under the covers when she says, “We’re still good for the lumberyard on Saturday, right?”

			My voice is muffled beneath the blanket. “Yeah, sure.” The words feel thick, sticking in my throat. Jasmine’s palpable excitement only makes it worse.

			I barely sleep. I toss and turn, my father’s face flashing through my mind, twisting into different shapes. That note…Why? Why would he do that to me?

			How could he ever think that I’d guard his precious bodies? Even if I knew where they were, I would never keep them hidden. Keep them safe.

			He was crazy.

			He must’ve been. I know they ran psychological tests on him. I know he was declared sane and therefore eligible for prison and not an institution for the criminally insane.

			But he had to be crazy. A sane man wouldn’t murder seven women. A sane man wouldn’t charge his daughter with the task of protecting their remains.

			I desperately try to purge him from my brain, to rid myself of the terrifying thoughts, but every time I shut my eyes, those thoughts creep back in, holding me captive.

		

	
		
			
				twenty-four

				Dead Parents

			
			When morning comes, I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck. I board the school bus with my cousins, pulling my hoodie tight around me, hoping no one looks my way. I’m taking my seat when I spot a guy a few seats ahead of me wearing a black jacket with my father’s mug shot printed on the back. It’s that Trevor kid. Proud member of the Gabriel Thorn fan club.

			I shrink down, trying to disappear. I’m so tired of keeping this secret. So tired of lying to everyone about everything all the time.

			I’ve gotten so good at it that I probably wouldn’t even know the truth if it stopped me on the street and said hello.

			Maybe that’s what happened to my father. The deception snowballed. One small lie led to another until he was living a double life. He held on as long as he could, but eventually those two halves blurred, until he couldn’t tell where the normal father ended and the demented killer began.

			When we finally arrive at school, I feel like I’m about to be sick. I stumble off the bus and make my way to my locker, my mind so numb I barely notice where I’m going until I slam directly into Chase Hedlund’s broad chest.

			“Just causing destruction everywhere you go, eh, Shipley?”

			I snap out of my doom spiral. “Sorry,” I mutter, brushing past him.

			To my dismay, he stays on my heels.

			I tamp down my aggravation when he follows me to my locker. “What is it now, Chase? Have I done something new to offend your BFF Everett?”

			“I don’t know. You tell me. Have you?”

			This conversation is about as frustrating as everything else about him.

			I let out a tired breath, closing my locker with a soft thud. “Look, I didn’t mean to hurt him. Truly. Things just got…complicated.”

			“Complicated? You played him. Led him on, then tossed him aside.”

			“Why do you even care?” I shoot back. “He’s your best friend, fine, but you don’t have to go around policing his love life.”

			Chase’s jaw tightens.

			“And how are you even best friends?” I push. “How did the golden boy and the delinquent get so close? Make it make sense.”

			He snorts derisively. “What, someone like Everett can’t associate with someone like me?”

			“You gotta admit, it breaks all the social rules…” When he doesn’t respond, I shrug. “Okay, cool. Don’t tell me.”

			“We’ve had each other’s backs since we were kids.” His tone is grudging, as if he’d rather pry out his own teeth than utter any of this to me. “Might look like an odd friendship to everyone else, but we understand each other.”

			“What do you even have in common?”

			“Dead parents,” Chase says roughly. “His mom died when he was seven. My dad died of cancer when I was five.”

			I have two dead parents. Can I be in the club too?

			I silence the sarcastic voice in my head.

			“We got assigned some project together in the second grade, right after his mom was killed. I don’t remember what it was, but I had to go over to his place a few times. His dad was a mess. His sister was six and kept asking when Mommy was coming home.”

			These are more words than Chase has spoken to me since I’ve known him. I stay quiet because I want him to keep talking.

			“We bonded, I guess. Even if we don’t hang out much at school, we’re still tight.”

			I swallow. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know about your dad.”

			Our gazes lock, and it’s as if those gray eyes are scouring me, digging deeper and deeper to my soul. I can’t take it, but I also can’t look away.

			“Mr. Hedlund! Ms. Shipley!” scolds a sharp female voice.

			I hear the heels that can only belong to a teacher clip-clopping furiously down the hallway. I break from my trance and stare at the woman in the severe bun. It’s not a teacher—it’s the principal. Even with the heels, Principal Healey is shorter than me, so she makes up for her lack of height with a voice that sounds as loud as gunfire and just as frightening

			“The first bell rang five minutes ago. Why aren’t you in homeroom?”

			The bell rang? Whoa. I was so engrossed with Chase Hedlund, of all people, that I didn’t even notice it.

			“I, uh…” I trail off, trying to think of a good excuse.

			“We felt like chatting instead” is Chase’s insolent reply, because of course it is.

			“One day’s detention,” Healey snaps. “Today after school. Both of you.”

			“But—” I start to protest.

			“Get to homeroom before that becomes two days’ detention,” she interrupts, and we both start walking.
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			“What do you mean, you have detention? We were supposed to go shopping!” Jasmine whines later, watching as I shove everything but my calc textbook into my locker. I figure I’ll make use of detention and actually do my homework.

			“Take it up with Principal Healey,” I say with a shrug.

			“Ugh. I hate that woman. She’s always ruining my day.”

			Jazzy’s main character syndrome flaring up again, I see.

			As I walk to detention, I send my aunt a text telling her where I am and that I’ll take the late bus home. Of course she asks what I did to deserve it, and when I explain I triggered Healey’s ire by being five minutes late for homeroom, her response makes me snort out loud.

			
				
					
						Maggie: Lordy! Janice Healey is just the worst, isn’t she?

					

				

			

			Chase is already there when I walk in, holed up in the back of the room scrolling on his phone. Six other students take up residence at their desks, either on their phones or whispering with each other. I guess I was the only sucker who thought to bring homework.

			At the front of the room sits a bored-looking male teacher I’ve never seen before who doesn’t seem at all concerned about enforcing the no-phones-in-class policy.

			Despite my better judgment, I take the seat next to Chase. He nods in greeting.

			I don’t open my calculus textbook. Instead, I study Chase, tracking the movement of his long fingers gripping the phone. I like his hands. I think they’d be nice to photograph.

			“What’s your deal, Ryan?”

			His sudden query catches me off guard. “My deal?” I echo, amused.

			“You’ve been in town for months now and nobody knows shit about you. About your life in Switzerland.”

			I offer a casual shrug. “My family knows.”

			“Okay, fine. But everyone else doesn’t.”

			“Because it’s none of their business. I’m a private person.”

			“Private. Right.”

			“Oh, lay off it, Mr. Mysterious. Nobody knows much about you either. From the way you’re always skipping class, I can only assume you’re up to some nefarious shit.”

			“Or…I have a job,” Chase says, rolling his eyes.

			I falter. “You do?”

			“I apprentice for the mechanic in town. And I don’t skip class—I have permission from the school to miss calculus sometimes so I can make it for my afternoon shifts, as long as I see the tutor twice a week and complete some extra credit.” He lets out an irritated breath. “My mom didn’t want me working my senior year, but money’s been tight, so I wanted to help out at home. She was starting to take on extra shifts and I didn’t like it. Mom already works too much. She’s a nurse.”

			I can’t hide my surprise. “Really?”

			My mom was a nurse too, I want to blurt out. I want him to see we have something in common. That I’m not this callous heartbreaker who showed up in town and hurt his best friend.

			“Yeah. She’s been busting her ass ever since my dad died, takes as many shifts as she can. She’s tough.”

			“Oh.”

			“What,” he says sarcastically. “You assumed I came from some messed-up family?”

			“What? No, I—”

			“Because I ride a motorcycle and hook up at parties? Obviously, that means my dad’s a deadbeat and my mom’s a drunk, right?”

			His words hit harder than they should, mostly because there’s truth in them. I did make assumptions.

			A wave of guilt washes over me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to judge you like that.”

			He shoots me a sideways glance, his features softening a little. “Whatever. I’m used to it.”

			I chew on my bottom lip, unsure of what else to say. I guess I take too long to decide, because he lowers his gaze to his phone and proceeds to ignore me for the rest of the hour.

			When we’re leaving detention, he surprises me by tipping his head toward me, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “You want a ride home? My vehicle of death is right outside.”

			“Tempting. But I’d rather take the late bus.”

			“Suit yourself,” Chase says, then saunters down the hall, his boots echoing long after he’s disappeared from my sight.
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			The next afternoon, I walk into the kitchen and find Maggie at the stove, stirring a pot of marinara sauce. I feel her eyes on me as I pour myself a glass of water.

			“Ryan,” she says, her tone careful. “Do I need to worry about anything?”

			I almost drop my glass in the sink. “What do you mean? Why would you worry?”

			“Jazzy. She’s been acting weird all day. Keeps babbling on about this girls’ night at Gillian’s.”

			Of course. Jasmine and her total inability to play it cool. She’s the one determined to go to the lumberyard tonight. You’d think she’d be able to be more chill about it and not raise Maggie’s suspicions.

			I force my face to stay neutral. “Why is that weird?”

			“Last time she went on and on about some event, it’s because she was covering up that she was going to meet some forty-year-old off the internet.”

			“Oh, right. Connor told me about that.” I offer a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. As far as I know, she is not meeting some gross middle-aged man tonight, considering I’m going to Gillian’s with her.”

			Maggie gives me a look that feels too perceptive for comfort. “So you’re both going?”

			I nod.

			She stares at me, her gaze softening, but her fingers drum against the counter in a way that makes it clear she isn’t convinced. “You’d tell me if she were up to anything dangerous, right?”

			Despite the guilt nearly choking me, I somehow keep my voice steady. “Of course.”

		

	
		
			
				twenty-five

				Loser Takes the Basement

			
			The dirt road to the lumberyard is bumpy and narrow, overgrown with weeds that brush against the SUV like claws as we inch forward in the dark. The headlights cut through the trees, illuminating glimpses of rusted metal and rotting wood, but the rest of the yard is swallowed up in shadows. It looks abandoned. Forsaken. Like a place that never sees light.

			“This place is so creepy,” I mutter, gripping the steering wheel tighter as we approach the open gate.

			Jasmine rolls her eyes. “People come here all the time for bonfires and stuff. It’s not that creepy.”

			To me, it is. The buildings and broken-down machinery loom in the distance. The closer we get, the quieter it becomes. No crickets, no birds, just the faint hum of the car engine. I slow down as we reach the main area, the beams of the headlights falling on empty concrete slabs and scraggly weeds pushing through cracks in the pavement.

			I park, my heart pounding. Jasmine’s out of the car in an instant, already scoping the area, bouncing with excitement.

			“Come on,” she urges, glancing back at me as I finally open my door. “Aren’t you even a little curious?”

			I shiver as the cool air wraps around me. “Curious about what, exactly? Finding pieces of people?”

			My cousin shrugs, pushing past an overturned wheelbarrow. “The police barely searched this place. They missed things. There’s no way they didn’t. And we don’t have to find, like, full-on body parts or anything. But even a scrap of fabric, something that belonged to someone—that counts as information for the reward, right? If it leads to the bodies?”

			I look around warily. Why did I ever agree to do this? This is the last way I want to spend my Saturday night. Or any night, for that matter.

			But I know my cousin well now. She would’ve found a way to do this with or without me. Someone needs to be here to make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid. Or worse, get hurt.

			“This is messed up, Jaz,” I say, keeping my voice low. “These were human beings.”

			“Exactly. Were.” She sounds unfazed, even hopeful. I watch her pick her way over the gravel and into the shadows. “They’re already dead, Ryan. It’s not like we’re hurting anyone by looking.”

			I peer past her at the hulking silhouettes of the abandoned lumber shed and rusted-out machinery. The uncomfortable ache in my stomach deepens as I scan the woods beyond.

			Before I can voice any more doubts, Jasmine nudges me, pointing toward a small bungalow off to the side.

			“That was Ellerbee’s place,” she says. “Let’s go there first.”

			“What?” I shake my head. “No. I’m not breaking into some house. Let’s look around here in the yard.”

			She waves a hand dismissively. “The house is a smaller search area. What if that’s where Uncle Psycho brought the bodies? Kept them in Ellerbee’s basement or something before Ellerbee ran them through his wood chipper. C’mon. I bet we find something.”

			I follow her toward the bungalow, which is dilapidated and sagging, its facade warped from years of rain and neglect. Turns out we don’t even need to break in. There’s no front door. Just a dark, gaping space where a door used to be, rusty hinges still dangling off the wooden frame.

			I pull out my phone and click the flashlight function. It cuts a weak, narrow beam through the stale air as we creep inside, the floorboards groaning beneath our feet. Every shadow seems to flicker, shifting in the corner of my vision.

			Jasmine laughs, unbothered. “All right. Rock-paper-scissors. Loser takes the basement.”

			I stare at her. “You’re kidding.”

			She holds out her fist. With a sigh, I reluctantly play, throwing paper. She shows scissors. I lose.

			“I hate you,” I mutter. I’m filled with dread as I glance toward the basement door. “Don’t you dare leave without me.”

			My cousin gives a mock salute, already disappearing down the hallway. I steel myself and push open the door. A gust of cool, musty air immediately hits me. After a beat of hesitation, I descend the staircase, each creak of the old steps sending chills down my spine.

			The basement is darker than I could have imagined. My phone’s flashlight barely scratches the surface, illuminating only dust particles and shadows that seem to move as I venture deeper into the cold, damp room. I sweep the light over the space and find broken furniture, ancient shelves thick with grime, and stacks of empty mason jars. The silence is unnerving, every sound amplified by my pounding heart.

			I keep moving, scanning corners, shelves, the floor. I don’t even know what I’m looking for, and to be honest, I no longer care to search. My skin prickles with the sense that I need to leave. Now.

			“Anything?” Jasmine calls from the top of the stairs.

			“No. Nothing but dust and cobwebs.”

			We meet up on the main floor, and as we head back toward the door, a noise echoes from somewhere inside the house. A soft creak followed by a snap, like a twig breaking.

			We freeze.

			I meet her wide-eyed gaze. “Someone’s here,” I hiss, barely able to get the words out.

			Jasmine’s bravado finally crumbles. She clenches her jaw and nods. “You know what? Forget this. Let’s just go.”

			Thank God.

			I shove my phone in the pocket of my hoodie and hurry out of the house after Jasmine. I can almost taste the relief, but it’s short-lived. I’m sliding into the driver’s seat when I realize my phone isn’t in my pocket anymore. I slide my hand deeper into it, frantically searching, but I come up empty.

			“Shit!” I turn to Jasmine. “I dropped my phone in the house. I have to go find it.”

			Face pale, she doesn’t budge from the passenger seat. “I am not going back in there.”

			So much for intrepid detective Jasmine Shipley.

			“Fine. Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

			I take a deep breath, then force my unsteady legs to carry me to the house alone. Inside, the shadows seem even darker, pressing around me as I retrace my steps. I don’t have a flashlight this time, but I know where we were standing the last time I had my phone. Sure enough, I crouch down and find it lying on the dusty floor.

			Before I can pick it up, there’s a new noise. A shuffle, followed by footsteps.

			Footsteps.

			Those are fucking footsteps.

			Slow, deliberate, and coming from somewhere in the house.

			Every hair on my body stands on end as I listen, my heart in my throat. Someone else is definitely here.

			I snatch my phone and spin around to find the quickest way out. That’s when I catch a glimpse of movement. A dark shape slipping past a doorway at the other end of the hall. I don’t wait to see who it is. I bolt for the front door, lungs burning, adrenaline surging.

			I race toward the SUV, cutting diagonally over a tarp-covered area because it’s faster. I’m halfway to the car when the ground beneath my feet disappears. Crumples. And then I’m falling.

		

	
		
			
				twenty-six

				She Doesn’t Know What’s Good for Her

			
			The world turns sideways as I hit the bottom of a deep trench with a bone-rattling thud. Pain shoots through my ankle. Groaning, I push myself up, my heart sinking when I realize I’m nearly six feet down from the ground. This trench must’ve been used for storage or something, because there are old broken skids and termite-rotted pallets all around me. Oh God. I came dangerously close to landing on a wooden stake.

			“Ryan!”

			I hear my cousin’s frantic voice from above, and then she appears, leaning over the edge, her face stark white against the dark sky.

			“Ryan! Oh my God, are you okay?”

			I manage a shaky nod, even though every part of me is screaming in pain. “I think I sprained my ankle.”

			Jasmine grimaces. “How do we get you out of there? Can you pile up those wooden boxes, maybe, and climb up?”

			“No. They’re all broken and falling apart. I don’t think any of them would hold my weight.” My head spins a little as I look up at her, the dirt of the pit casting eerie shadows.

			“Okay. Just hang on. I’ll find something to pull you up.”

			“Be careful, Jazzy,” I warn her. “I heard someone in the house. Like, loud footsteps. We’re not alone out here.”

			Her mouth tightens with fear, and she glances over her shoulder as if expecting someone to jump out at her.

			“Watch your back,” I say. “Be quick.”

			She hesitates before backing away from the edge. Each second she’s gone drags into an eternity. I wait there, helpless in the pit, watching shadows shift above me.

			Sinking down to my knees, I fight it as long as I can. But it invades, the panic, as it always does when I feel trapped. I’m suddenly hiding under the bed again, trembling with terror as I hear my father’s footsteps approaching. I forcibly shove the memory out of my head, but it’s just replaced with another one.

			Making birdcages on the kitchen table the summer before he was captured. I see him. My father, carefully working the iron bars into the platform, fixing the intricately carved wooden top onto it. He loved to whittle these things, making them as beautiful as any dollhouse I’d ever seen.

			“Oh, little sparrow. Why shouldn’t these pretty creatures have a place to stay?” he asked me.

			“But, Daddy,” I protested, “with the cages, they can’t come and go. They’re trapped.”

			He chuckled then. “That’s because some birds are so pretty, they have to belong to someone. Otherwise, everyone would want them. They’d be in danger.”

			It made sense in my six-year-old mind, why the most beautiful birds had owners. Once, I saw a bright green parrot flitting through the leaves, and I pointed it out to him. He tried to coax it down from the branches—come here, pretty girl—but it spread its wings and flew off. Dad said it was someone’s escaped pet, because there weren’t any wild parrots in our woods.

			“That’s too bad,” he said. “She doesn’t know what’s good for her. She doesn’t know that out here, alone, she’s only going to die.”

			Now, at the bottom of the pit, my breath comes in short gasps. The air feels toxic. I can’t breathe. I start to pant, thinking of my father, of his touch. I used to be comforted by it, but now it’s all around me, his hands around my throat, choking me…

			Every rustle, every creak of branches, is deafening. A crack of a twig echoes somewhere nearby, and my heart hammers against my ribs. I strain to see where Jasmine went, but the edge of the trench blocks my view. She’s out there alone, exposed, and all I can picture is that dark figure jumping up behind her, silent as a ghost, ready to—

			A sudden snap echoes above me.

			“Jaz?” I call out, a spike of fear cutting through me.

			Her voice comes back, slightly breathless but steady. “I found a rope in the trunk. Just hold on!”

			Her footsteps get closer until she’s standing at the edge. She tosses me the rope and I catch it, the rough fibers scraping my palms as I hold tight. Jasmine braces herself, planting her feet and tightening her grip. I’ve seen her cheerleading tumbling routines, so I know she’s strong, but I’m terrified she won’t be able to help me up.

			“You ready?” she asks.

			“Yeah. Just…don’t let go.”

			As Jasmine pulls with all her might, I use my good leg to try to climb the dirt wall, my arms aching with the effort. My palms are burning.

			She stumbles, her jacket snagging against the rough ground, and I wince when her grip falters for a split second.

			Breathing hard, I haul myself up slowly, hand over hand. I’m painfully aware of how vulnerable we both are—my cousin with her back to the woods, her full focus on pulling me out. All I can think is that any second now, someone could creep up behind her, push her, grab her…

			Finally, with a last, desperate scramble, I reach the edge, and Jasmine tugs me up. We both collapse onto the ground, gasping for breath. My ankle is throbbing, and my entire body trembles with fear and relief.

			“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” my cousin declares.

			We race back to the car, gravel flying under the tires as we speed away, leaving the lumberyard shrinking in the rearview mirror.
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			Maggie and Dan are asleep when we sneak into the house through the mudroom. I’m relieved, because now I don’t have to explain why we’re dirty and Jasmine’s jacket is torn. Or to explain the cut on my cheek where I landed in the pit and a pebble dug into it. Or the bruises on my arm. Or why we came home instead of sleeping over at Gillian’s.

			In the car, Jasmine proposed a far-fetched tale involving a game of truth or dare gone wrong, followed by a screeching fight between her and Gillian that broke up the slumber party. I doubt Maggie and Dan will buy it, but at the moment, I can’t think of anything better.

			We change into our pajamas and climb into our beds without even brushing our teeth. I think we’re both ready for this night to be over. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t fall asleep.

			Someone was at the lumberyard.

			I didn’t imagine that dark figure in Ellerbee’s house. I didn’t hallucinate those footsteps.

			The question is, did the intruder follow us there, or were they already at the lumberyard before we arrived?

			I’m finally starting to doze off when my phone vibrates beside my pillow. I roll over to check the screen. It’s past two a.m., but it appears I’m not the only one suffering from insomnia tonight.

			
				
					
						UNKNOWN: STOP LOOKING OR I’LL TELL EVERYONE WHO YOU ARE.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				twenty-seven

				Inconclusive

			
			I need to find the bodies myself.

			That’s the only thought in my mind when I awake on Sunday morning. It’s loud and persistent, repeating on a loop.

			I need to find the bodies.

			On my own.

			Before something terrible happens.

			Period.

			After last night’s terrifying events, punctuated by a new message from my mysterious texter, it’s become clear that I can’t let my cousins keep hunting for those remains. Sooner or later, Jasmine or Connor is going to get hurt. What happened at the lumberyard proves it. Which means the only way to keep them out of harm’s way is to make sure they have nothing to look for.

			I’m not interested in the reward. I don’t want a dime of that million dollars. I’d rather die than accept money from the families of my father’s victims, and if I do get something, the Shipleys can have it. What I am interested in is making sure nobody gets hurt on the hunt for it.

			The day after we met with the FBI, Maggie let me take a photo of my dad’s letter so I could have it on my phone. It’s in a hidden folder, and I pull it up now as I lie in bed, wishing I knew what the hell he was talking about. Key phrases jump out at me.

			I’ve trusted you with my sparrows.

			Make sure they are never disturbed.

			Keep them close. Keep them safe.

			Keep them close. Is that a clue? Is he saying they’re close?

			The fact that he’s asking me to ensure they’re not disturbed makes me think they might be buried. You would warn someone to make sure a grave isn’t disturbed, right? If they’re at the bottom of the lake, it would be very hard to disturb them.

			Are they buried in the lumberyard? Is that why someone followed us there? Were they scared we might find something? Is it the same person who’s been sending me those texts?

			Last night’s text coming from a new phone number confirms my suspicion that they must be using one of those apps that assigns random numbers. I responded to the message with an all-caps WHO THE HELL ARE YOU, but the texter didn’t respond. He simply sent his warning and went quiet. Or she. I still have no clue who it could possibly be.

			I rub my eyes and sit up in bed, resisting the urge to scream out loud. There are too many questions, and not nearly enough answers. In fact, no answers at all.

			All I know is that my father’s suicide note isn’t providing any insight or triggering some repressed memory that will tell me where he took his victims after he killed them.

			But his studio might.

			We spent countless hours in that little cabin. If anything is going to help me unearth a buried memory, the studio will. And right now is probably the best possible time to go there. It’s Sunday morning and everyone is still asleep, which means I’ll be able to sneak out before Maggie or Dan gets up.

			As Jasmine sleeps, I silently get dressed, then creep out of the bedroom. In the front hall, I swipe the keys to Dan’s truck and pray he won’t mind.

			The entire drive to Rockridge Way, I tap my fingers on the steering wheel, nerves gathering in my stomach.

			Indigo bunting.

			Magnolia warbler.

			Purple finch.

			Why was he so obsessive about his stupid birds? Why couldn’t he ever just say whatever the hell he wanted to say without cloaking it in riddles and nonsense?

			I haven’t stepped foot inside that cabin since I was seven years old. I wonder what I’ll find there. If it’ll feel familiar or alien. But the moment I arrive at the big house, it becomes obvious I’m not going to find out this morning.

			At least a dozen other vehicles are parked on the gravel, some angled toward the grass. Zed’s yellow Jeep isn’t among them, which is one bright spot, I suppose.

			I gape at the random people in the front yard, on the sagging porch, poking around at the side of the house. The true-crime junkies and treasure hunters have descended, and they are insatiable. I guess the lure of a million bucks would light a fire under anyone. But how is this legal? Why aren’t the authorities here, arresting them for trespassing?

			And how am I supposed to decode my father’s note with all these people around?

			Swallowing a groan, I avoid the strange looks being directed at my windshield, make a three-point turn, and drive away.

			Damn it.

			I need to find a way to get to the studio without all these prying eyes. The answers are there. I know it.

			Tonight, I decide. I’ll return tonight. It’ll be easier to sneak past all the internet people, as my aunt calls them, under the cloak of darkness. I know these woods like the back of my hand. The moment I came back here for the first time, it was like every tree, every abandoned birdhouse, was imprinted in my mind.

			When I reach the main road, I turn in the direction of downtown Starling rather than home. I’m not ready to face my aunt and uncle yet.

			It’s barely eight when I pull up in front of the diner in town, but the place is already open and bustling with breakfast patrons. I’m about to slide out of the truck when my phone buzzes.

			Instantly my spine stiffens. I’m so sick of hearing that noise, never knowing if it’s an innocent message from a friend or a new threat from my texter.

			This time it’s neither.

			
				
					
						Unknown: Hi, Ryan. It’s Agent Foster. Can we get together and talk today? Coffee?

					

				

			

			I stare at the request. What does he want to talk to me about? And how does he think we could possibly meet in Starling without arousing any suspicions?

			
				
					
						Me: Won’t it look a little suspicious if anyone sees us?

					

				

				
					
						Foster: I think it’ll look like two people having coffee.

					

				

				
					
						Me: Dude, every inch of you screams FBI agent. You wore a black suit for an “off the books” chat.

					

				

				
					
						Foster: I’ll leave the suit at the motel.

					

				

				
					
						Me: Fine. Whatever. I’m about to grab breakfast at the diner. If you want to come now, then come. But I’m not waiting for you. Once I’m done eating, I’m gone.

					

				

				
					
						Foster: On my way.

					

				

			

			I’m just entering the diner when Zed exits, bumping into me. Awesome. He must’ve parked that obnoxious yellow Jeep down the street, because if I’d seen it out front, I would’ve run in the other direction.

			I utter a quick “Sorry,” but he doesn’t let me escape.

			“Ryan, hey,” he says, blocking my path.

			The last time we interacted outside of school, Mar was cutting him down to size at the railroad tracks, but he doesn’t seem to be holding on to any hostility about it.

			“Hey,” I answer. “How’s it going, Zed?”

			“Shitty,” he whines. “I swear, this ten-year-anniversary crowd is a pain in my ass. I used to have the Thorn property all to myself. Got a couple tickets for loitering, sure, but the cops weren’t checking the place every day. Now they’re constantly patrolling to make sure people aren’t camping out there. Just keep showing up and clearing everyone out.”

			That’s good to know. Hopefully by tonight the cops will have rid me of all the stragglers.

			I find myself relaxing slightly. “Are people actually digging out there?”

			“Yup. This one group from Nevada dug up the entire northwest corner of the property. That’s a solid guess, actually. Since it’s the farthest point from the main house. He probably didn’t want his family knowing what he was up to.”

			When Zed hesitates for a beat, I frown. “What?”

			“You really have zero intel you can give me about the Shipleys? Because—”

			“Goodbye, Zed.”

			I try to bypass him, but he steps into my path again. “C’mon, don’t go. You know you can’t fault me for asking. Your family is the only remaining link to Gabriel Thorn. The wife’s dead. The daughter was adopted out and the records are sealed. I’m not saying you know anything about the case, but you gotta admit—your aunt and uncle probably do.”

			“My aunt and uncle don’t know anything.”

			“Fine, maybe not your aunt,” he concedes. “But Dan Shipley is definitely hiding something.”

			“Like what?”

			“I dunno. Something. Why else were his lie detector test results inconclusive?”

			I stiffen. “What?”

			“It’s true. Both the Shipleys took a lie detector after Thorn’s arrest. Maggie passed. Dan didn’t.”

			“Inconclusive doesn’t mean he failed. Sometimes it just means the person was too nervous to provide a baseline.” But my heart is pounding, because I had no idea about this. It looks…bad.

			“Maybe, but he’s the only one who didn’t pass. Even John Ellerbee passed the lie detector. That’s why I think the lumberman theory is bunk. The bodies were never there.”

			I almost shiver at the memory. I don’t want to think about that lumberyard ever again.

			Before I can speak, another familiar figure exits the diner. “Sorry that took so long,” she tells Zed.

			Every muscle in my body locks up. It’s Natalie Singh, the daughter of my dad’s first victim.

		

	
		
			
				twenty-eight

				Keep Your Secrets, Ryan

			
			Panic spikes as I try to edge away, but Zed glances at me, cutting off any escape.

			“Ryan, this is Natalie. Her mother was Lydia Singh.” Each word drips with self-importance, like he’s curating some big story in real time.

			The dark-haired woman offers me a stiff, tired smile. “Hi,” she says. “Nice to meet you.”

			“You too.” My throat is so tight I can barely get the words out.

			“Natalie’s been seeking answers for years about where her mother is,” Zed tells me, one eyebrow raised.

			I hate the way he’s looking at me, expectant, as if I might be able to answer that question. Ugh. This guy is so nosy and obsessive. Determined to be part of this story, whether the people who were actually affected by it like it or not.

			Not for the first time, I have to wonder if Zed is the one sending those texts, but I can’t imagine why he would want me to stop looking for clues. His entire life is searching for clues.

			“I’m so sorry,” I tell Natalie, wishing I was anywhere but here. “It must be torture, not having any answers.”

			I can’t look her in the eye. The guilt is too strong. I remember how Chase said he never feels guilty about anything, and I envy him right now, I really do.

			Natalie nods. “It’s hard, for sure. Not knowing if I’ll ever get to bury her.”

			My stomach twists, a painful knot forming. I want to flee, but all I can do is stand there, gulping down the shame burning in my chest.

			“I’m sorry you’re going through this.” I don’t know what else to say, and I pray it sounds sincere.

			“Thanks.” Natalie’s expression doesn’t change. She looks resigned. It’s a look I’ve seen on my own face in the mirror.

			“Anyway, I, uh, have to go.” I give the most awkward wave on the planet and dart into the diner.

			When the waitress leads me to a booth in the back, I practically hurl myself into it, overcome with relief.

			That was awful.

			I knew returning to Starling came with the risk of encountering my father’s victims, but it’s even worse than I anticipated. That bone-deep guilt.

			I place my breakfast order, then sip on a coffee while I wait for either my food or Agent Foster, whichever arrives first. Foster wins. The bell over the door dings a few minutes later, and he strides inside. He kept his promise, leaving his federal agent getup at home. In a baseball cap and University of Nashville sweatshirt, he makes a very convincing college boy. Even his stride is less business and more swagger as he joins me in the booth.

			“Hey,” Agent Foster says. “Thanks for agreeing to meet.”

			I lift an eyebrow. “Polite, huh? What, are we playing good cop today?”

			He chuckles. “I deserve that. Look, I know I was tough on you the other night. I apologize if I’ve made this any harder.”

			I blink, feeling more thrown off by his apology than I ever was by his questions.

			He leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Honestly, I’m still finding my footing here. This is my first real case. Four months ago, I was still training at Quantico, trying to prove I belonged there. Not an excuse for being rude. Just a reason. So, to sum up, I’m sorry, and thank you for meeting me on a Sunday to let me apologize.”

			“Okay. Thanks, I guess.” I hesitate, remembering the reason I’m up this early. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Of course.”

			“Have you guys disclosed my identity to anyone? Because I’ve received a few texts from someone claiming to know who I am.”

			He gives me a sharp look. “Show them to me.”

			“Um. Well, I only have this latest one.” I unlock my phone and push it toward him. “I deleted the other ones, but they were basically the same as this one.”

			Foster reads the message, a deep groove appearing in his forehead. “I can see why this would alarm you. My gut says it’s just a prank or a fishing expedition. You know, new girl in town, a bunch of nosy people asking questions. I suspect the number is a burner, but if you want to give me your phone, our tech guys can poke around and see if they can trace it.”

			“I’m keeping my phone,” I say stubbornly.

			“All right. Then forward me the message and we’ll investigate. In the meantime, I’d advise you to change your number.”

			“Thank you.” I watch Agent Foster carefully, searching his face for any hint of a hidden motive. “So you just came here to apologize? Or was there something else?”

			“Both. I realized I might’ve pushed you too hard. Especially considering the weight you’re carrying. I understand that this is your life, not just a case file.”

			“Are you saying you don’t think I know where the bodies are?”

			He doesn’t answer right away, which makes me uneasy. “Consciously, no.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means I don’t believe you consciously know the location. However, I think you might know more than you realize. Memories get buried deep, especially if they’re painful.”

			I glance at the chipped edge of the tabletop, still feeling unsettled. “And you’re suggesting…what? I try to bring the memories to the surface somehow?”

			I don’t tell him about my own theory that going to the studio might jog my memory, because right now, that’s all it is—a theory.

			“Actually, yes. I know it might sound strange, but I was thinking we could try a hypnosis session, if you’re open to it. Just to see if anything surfaces.”

			Disbelief has me laughing. “Hypnosis? Seriously? Is that what the FBI is into these days?”

			He’s unbothered by my mocking tone. “We work with some very skilled therapists. A couple of licensed psychiatrists too. They’ve been quite useful in other cases, helping people suffering from PTSD resurface memories as to what might have happened in their past.”

			I bite my lip, wondering if the FBI has access to my childhood medical records. Because I do have PTSD. The child psychologist I saw when I first moved in with Gran said as much, though I only saw him for a year after my mom’s murder. At the time, I was happy to stop the appointments. They were long and boring and got in the way of my Saturday morning cartoons. Besides, I didn’t feel they accomplished anything. My nightmares still came, no matter how much we talked about my father and that night and all the horrible things he did. So what was the point of therapy if it didn’t freaking work?

			“I saw a news report once that said the whole repressed memory thing is junk,” I inform Foster. “That the hypnotist was planting false suggestions in the victims’ heads, making them believe they’d seen something they really hadn’t—”

			“Well, yes. That’s always a danger. But like I said, these aren’t quacks. They’re professionals we’ve consulted with before.” He shrugs. “I think it wouldn’t hurt to try to jog your memory. Wouldn’t you like to figure out why your father was under the impression that the daughter he last saw when she was seven might know where he took his victims?”

			Gnawing on the inside of my cheek, I consider this hypnosis plan, even as a part of me recoils from the idea. Unbeknownst to him, we share a common goal. This is the precise reason I woke up early and drove to my old property. To answer that question.

			“All right.” I let out a slow breath, nodding. “I’ll do it.”

			My easy acquiescence startles him. Then he offers me a small, grateful nod, his expression unexpectedly soft. It’s the first time I’ve seen anything close to vulnerability in his face, and it’s throwing me off-balance.

			“Thank you,” Foster says. “I think you’re incredibly brave for agreeing, and I promise you that either I or Agent Kulpa will be there with you the entire time.”

			“I’m not promising answers,” I say with a pointed look. “It might not work.”

			“All we’re asking is that you try,” he assures me. “If we can arrange a last-minute session, how’s sometime this week? Perhaps Thursday after school?”

			“I’ll check with my aunt, but it should be fine.” I pause. “Anything else?” It’s a bit rude, but I don’t particularly want to have breakfast with this man. My appetite is already starting to leave me at the thought of letting a shrink take a crowbar to my brain and poke around inside.

			“Not even going to let me order a coffee, huh?” His smile is wry.

			I shrug in response, and Foster seems to get the hint, sliding out of the booth.

			“I’ll text you later with the details. And you have my number now,” he reminds me. “You can call or text me anytime, no matter how late.”

			He chooses the worst possible moment to utter those words—just as Chase Hedlund is striding past the booth.

			Shit.

			Chase tenses when he notices me. His gray eyes shift to Agent Foster, and he makes a scornful noise under his breath.

			“Later, Ryan,” Foster says as if he’s a regular old college bro.

			The moment he’s gone, Chase slides into the booth, shaking his head as he lets out an angry laugh. “Well. I guess I know why you dumped Everett. I’m almost impressed by how fast you move.”

			I try to think of a suitable excuse, but all of them are flimsy. I finally say, “He’s just a friend.”

			Chase snorts. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

			Much to my relief, the waitress returns and sets a plate of bacon and eggs in front of me. She startles when she realizes Foster is now Chase.

			“Oh. Mornin’, hon,” she greets him. “What can I do ya for?”

			I gape at him as he proceeds to order, but wait until the server hurries off before I fix him with a glare. “I’m not having breakfast with you.”

			“It sort of looks like you are.”

			Ugh. I hate this guy. “Why are you up so early, anyway?” I demand. “It’s Sunday.”

			He rolls his eyes. “I mean, I’d like to say I scheduled an early-morning date too, but I save my hookups for after dark.”

			“It’s not like that.”

			“Then what’s it like? I’m listening.” He crosses his arms, not budging from the booth.

			I want to smack that smug expression off his face. I stick my fork into my scrambled eggs and take a huge bite. Staring at him while I chew.

			“Whatever,” he says. “Keep your secrets, Ryan.”

			He has no idea.

			I eat my breakfast in stony silence, while Chase sips the coffee that the waitress brings him and mocks me over the rim of the cup. I ignore him, my mind running over my plans for later. If I’m sneaking out and returning to my old property tonight, I’ll need to take my aunt’s or uncle’s vehicle again. It’s easy to do that in the morning—there are tons of reasons I might have to go somewhere—but late at night? If one of them wakes up and finds me gone, it’ll raise their suspicions for sure.

			I bring my coffee cup to my lips, suddenly studying Chase from across the booth. “You want to go somewhere tonight?” The question pops out before I can stop it.

			Although it does gratify me to see him lose that cool, steady Chase facade for a moment. “What?”

			I give him a little shrug. “I need a ride to the Thorn property. Maybe around midnight?”

			He stares at me. “Why?”

			“Because I need to go there.”

			“Why?” he repeats.

			I grit my teeth. Maybe asking him was a mistake. Am I really going to let Chase in on this?

			“Is this about the reward money?” he says when I don’t respond.

			I jump at the excuse he feeds me. “Obviously. So, are you in?”

			No matter how much he distrusts me, it’s clear he can’t fight his curiosity. After a beat, he shrugs too and says, “Sure, what the hell. I’ll pick you up at midnight.”

		

	
		
			
				twenty-nine

				Make Wise Choices

			
			There’s one good thing about my constant nightmares.

			Jasmine has gotten so sick of them that she’s resorted to wearing earplugs to bed. Which means she doesn’t even stir when I slip out of bed and change into my jeans and hoodie. Using the flashlight from my phone once I’m far away from the house, I break into a run toward the edge of the driveway.

			Chase might not like to follow the rules, but he’s followed my rule, at least—he’s standing next to the mailbox, by his bike, like I asked him to. When the beam of the flashlight hits his eyes, he bats it away.

			“Stop that,” he grumbles.

			I grin at him. “Oh no. Poor baby’s allergic to light.”

			That gets me a snort. I feel like Chase is the kind of guy who can laugh off any joke, even one at his expense.

			“Helmet?” I prompt, and this time he’s brought a spare so we both have one.

			Ignoring the nerves fluttering in my stomach, I straddle the bike and loop my arms around Chase’s waist. When I take a breath, I inhale the scent of him, and I can’t deny it makes my head feel a little foggy. I’m grateful when we speed away and the wind cools my flushed face.

			As I suspected, the Thorn property is deserted when we get there, all those pesky sleuths scattered for the night. Chase and I round the side of the house, our path illuminated by the heavy-duty flashlight I brought along. We’ll need more than our phones for this hike.

			“We’re not going in?” He looks startled as I bypass the main house.

			“No. I want to see the studio.”

			We enter the trail, which is barely visible under the thick cover of trees. Moonlight slips through gaps in the branches, casting eerie shadows on the path ahead of us. It’s mostly silent, except for the occasional hoot of an owl or the sound of leaves and twigs cracking under our feet.

			“How do you know where you’re going?” Chase asks warily.

			Memory.

			“I mapped it out online,” I say.

			We walk quietly for a while. Much as I hate to admit it, it’s…nice. I welcome the silence, but in my experience it’s rare to find someone who can comfortably exist in it. Everett would be blabbering up a storm right now.

			“Who was that guy you were with this morning?”

			Chase’s question seems to come out of nowhere.

			I give him a sidelong look. “A friend’s brother. She was at boarding school with me, and when she found out I was moving to Tennessee, she told me to look her brother up.”

			“Really. And he drove all the way from Nashville just to have breakfast?”

			“Contrary to what you believe, Chase, there are people in this world who consider me delightful,” I say sweetly.

			I’m rewarded with a laugh.

			“Have you traveled much?” I ask curiously. “Outside of Tennessee, I mean?”

			He kicks a rock in front of us, watching it tumble down the path. “No, I’ve been wanting to get the hell out of this town forever. See the world, you know?” He makes a disgruntled sound. “But I promised my mom I’d graduate high school first. That’s the only reason I’m still here.”

			“Where would you go?”

			“Everywhere. I’ve been saving up for a cross-country trip. Gonna hit the road as soon as I can.”

			“That’s actually my dream too,” I confess.

			He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

			“Yeah. Only, I’d want to photograph nature along the way. Different landscapes. Wildlife.”

			Chase looks at me, really looks at me, for what feels like the first time. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as the type to do something like that.”

			“When I was a kid, I spent hours outside, just watching,” I say, smiling at the memory. “I would lie in the grass and listen to the wind, try to mimic birdcalls. I don’t know…it felt like this whole other world. Like a way to escape all the madness around me.”

			He’s watching me. Waiting.

			“I’ve always wanted to be a photographer, maybe even work on nature documentaries. I want to show people all those little things that go unnoticed. The way shadows change on the forest floor, the way birds look like they’re dancing when they take off together.”

			“Nature documentaries, huh? Like on TV?”

			“Or independent ones. Anything that gets people to see the world the way I do.”

			“Didn’t expect that from you, Shipley.”

			“Guess we’re both full of surprises.”

			A small grin tugs at the corners of his mouth, and for a moment the tension between us melts away.

			I sweep the flashlight over the trees. When I see the first birdhouse, I step off the main trail and hurry among the trees. “C’mon. We’re close.”

			Even closer than I realize. Ten steps later, the cabin appears in the yellow beam emitted by my flashlight. The studio sits small and stark against the trees, barely visible beneath the tangle of overgrown vines and brambles pressing in on every side. In the dark, it looks like an abandoned skeleton, its weathered wood as gray as bone. It’s cordoned off by police tape, but that’s no real deterrent. We easily slip underneath.

			Inside, the air is musty and the silence is heavy, broken only by the faint creaks as the floorboards adjust under our weight.

			“You know,” drawls Chase, “if you wanted to get me alone in the dark, you could’ve just asked me.”

			I scowl at him, then shine the light right in his eyes on purpose. “You wish.”

			He laughs. He knows he’s getting to me. That’s the last thing I want, because it means he’ll only be more of a jerk.

			It doesn’t take long for me to realize I’m not going to be making any breakthroughs here. The studio is completely bare, stripped of anything personal or familiar. It’s nothing but rough wooden planks lined with lingering shadows. In the center of the floor is a gaping hole where the boards were pried up, leaving behind splintered edges and nails jutting out like teeth. This is where the police discovered my father’s sketchbooks and a small cache of items belonging to his victims. Now it’s just an empty pit, a dark scar in the heart of the cabin.

			It feels like a tomb, gutted and abandoned, and I can’t fight the sinking disappointment in my chest. Naively, I’d expected a barrage of memories to come flooding back. Moments with my dad, some forgotten clue, some hint as to why he thought I knew what he’d done with the bodies.

			But the studio was probably cleared out a decade ago. There’s nothing here now.

			“What’s wrong?” Chase asks.

			“Nothing,” I mutter, avoiding his gaze. “Let’s go.”

			“Seriously? We hiked all the way out here for, like, three seconds? That’s it?” His voice carries a note of irritation.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would be empty.” I turn toward the door.

			This time, the walk back is completely silent. When we emerge from the path, the big house coming into view, I stop for a moment, staring at the back porch. Then I square my shoulders and walk toward it.

			“What, we’re going in here now?” demands an increasingly annoyed Chase.

			The back door is boarded shut, so I hurry around to the front of the house. I push open the storm door. It looks like the lock was broken a long time ago.

			I glance over my shoulder at Chase. “You coming?”

			He joins me on the porch without a word.

			I step inside my childhood home, hovering in the doorway for a moment because my feet cease to move. But then, as I arc the beam of the flashlight around the living room, I feel surprisingly fine. It doesn’t look like my old house, which always had a roaring fire in the fireplace this time of year. I barely recognize it with all the furniture gone or in splinters on the ground. The piles of debris everywhere. Nothing here reminds me of the place I grew up.

			That gives me the confidence to take the next step. And then the next.

			My heart beats faster when I reach my parents’ bedroom. I shine the light inside. The bed I hid under is gone. It’s just a room, filled with trash. Unrecognizable. I remember Zed saying you could still see the bloodstains. The spot where my mother bled to death. But it’s too dark for me to make out anything.

			“What exactly are we looking for?” Chase says from behind me.

			I shrug. I don’t really know. I was hoping the studio, and now the big house, would jog my memory. That I’d recall a secret compartment or something. A special nook in a closet somewhere, a loose floorboard, a forgotten spot where my dad might have left me a clue.

			But I have nothing. No recollection of any such thing. The general layout of the house is as I remember, but that’s all. I have a hard time believing I ever lived here. It’s cold, impersonal.

			“This was a stupid idea” is all I manage to say. I brush past him and head back to the living area.

			Suddenly, Chase reaches out and grabs my arm. At first, I don’t know why, but then I hear it—the sound of an approaching car.

			Headlights slash across the main room, temporarily blinding me. Chase takes my flashlight and clicks it off, bathing the room in darkness. Then he sidles closer to the window and peeks out.

			“Shit. It’s the police.”

			“What?” I rush for the door, but he holds me back.

			“Too late. He already saw our flashlight. This way. There’s got to be a back way out.” He pulls me toward the bedrooms, but I drag my feet.

			“The back door is boarded,” I remind him. “Our only way out is—”

			“Maybe there’s an open window.” He yanks me into one of the bedrooms, the spare room my parents used as their home office. Chase curses when he finds three walls, all solid. No window. We’re trapped.

			I creep to the door and peer out, swallowing a gasp when I see a man’s form, silhouetted by the police car’s headlights, filling the front door. He holds a flashlight in one hand, something else in his other.

			“He’s coming in!” I hiss. “I think he has a gun!”

			“Hello?” The officer calls tentatively, and the floor creaks under his weight. “If someone’s in here, come on out. This is a restricted area.”

			“Get back,” Chase whispers, looking around, maybe for a weapon.

			I grab his arm, digging my fingers into his skin. “Don’t do anything crazy.”

			He looks at me like I’m the crazy one, and for a moment I think he really is going to lunge at the officer. My heart jumps into my throat as I hear the cop moving toward the hallway. His footsteps get closer and closer, and I pray for him to turn around and walk away. When his shadow appears in the doorway, I hold my breath, afraid of what will happen in the next two seconds.

			Instead of lunging at the cop, Chase turns to me, pulls me flush against him, and kisses me.

			His lips meet mine before I even have time to gasp. This is no ordinary sweet kiss. It goes from zero to a hundred in the blink of an eye. Chase slides his hand down to my waist, steadying me, and he tilts his head, deepening the kiss with a confidence that thrills me.

			It’s exactly what I’d expect from a guy like him. He instantly renders me breathless, not because I can’t believe it’s happening, but because it feels so good. While his tongue teases mine, his thumb brushes the side of my neck, igniting sparks that seem to run from my skin to the very core of me. The scent of him, leather and soap, captures my senses, blurring everything else.

			My hands have somehow tangled in his shirt, clutching at him, and for a second, I forget everything. The cop, the house, even my own name.

			“Ah. Mr. Hedlund. How did I guess?”

			In the next instant, Chase breaks away from me. He sounds as calm as ever, a little surly too, as he says, “Deputy Price.”

			The flashlight shines in my face and I squeeze my eyes shut, hugging myself to keep from trembling. Why are my knees so weak?

			“Come on, come on out of there,” the deputy commands, motioning us forward.

			I step out into the living room, cheeks scorching and still trying to catch my breath. I look over at Chase and blush even harder when I notice his hand dip down to rearrange his pants, but he doesn’t seem at all embarrassed. His posture is relaxed, and he’s even smirking a little. Why is he so calm?

			We stand shoulder to shoulder as if in a police lineup while the deputy now shines the light on Chase’s face. “Switching it up, eh, Hedlund? I’ve caught you with girls a bunch of places, but this is a new one for you.”

			Chase chuckles. “It was the police tape. I can’t keep away.”

			“Well, for the last time, I’m going to ask you to try. Don’t make me bring you in again,” Deputy Price barks. When he turns to address me, his tone is kinder. “Honey. You need to make wise choices. Don’t go along with this guy. He’ll only drag you down.”

			I bristle. As if. I suppose it makes sense why he would believe it—Chase did have his tongue down my throat, after all—but I don’t like what he’s insinuating. That I’m stupid enough to be one of the legions of gullible girls who fell for Chase Hedlund.

			The deputy escorts us outside. “Where’s your vehicle? Do I need to drive you home?”

			Chase digs his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and rocks innocently from toe to heel. “No, sir. We’re good. My bike’s stashed near that tree over there.”

			“All right,” he warns, wagging a finger at us. “Don’t let me catch you here again.”

			As the deputy gets in his cruiser, we head toward Chase’s motorcycle. He doesn’t say a word as we don our helmets and climb on. I’m pretty sure he’s intending to make it the whole way home without discussing what happened between us.

			So I blurt out, “You bring girls all over town to hook up, huh?”

			I mean it as a joke, but he doesn’t laugh. He grunts.

			“Or do you just use them to get out of tight squeezes with the law too?”

			“Oh, come off it, Shipley. That kiss was probably the best thing that ever happened to you.”

			My jaw drops. How freaking egotistical is he?

			“Says the guy who just kissed the girl Everett likes,” I shoot back. “Right, Chase? Because you’re the one who’s been going on all this time about me being untrustworthy. And you kissed your best friend’s girl. What does that make you?”

			Those silver eyes flash in the darkness, his nostrils flaring. “I did that to save our asses.”

			“Right, sure you did. Don’t give me that. You liked it.”

			He shakes his head. I wait for him to say the words. To deny it. But he doesn’t. Instead, his scowl deepens.

			“Fuck,” he mutters, and then he kick-starts the bike and lets the rumble of the engine drown out my answering laughter.

		

	
		
			
				thirty

				Partner in Crime

			
			I pause outside the door to homeroom the next morning, my pulse racing because I have no idea what to expect. Whether Chase will bring up the kiss. Whether he’ll mock me about it. I’m ready for anything, but when I walk in, he doesn’t say a word to me.

			He’s already in his seat in the back, wearing a gray hoodie and jeans. Arms crossed, watching me with that unreadable look as I make my way to the row ahead of his. His gaze follows me, and when I don’t greet him with so much as a nod, I can’t tell if he’s annoyed or amused, or if he even cares.

			I sit down and fumble with my notebook. The silence between us is louder than any words. I chance a glance back at him, and he doesn’t look away. It’s like he’s daring me to break first. And I do. I turn, pretending to ignore the prickling tension in the air.

			As I wait for Mr. Morrison to get homeroom going, I absently tap my pen on my notebook, but I’m so distracted that it ends up slipping from my fingers and clattering to the floor.

			I lean down to grab it, but Chase’s hand is already there, curling around it. My fingers brush his, and I feel a jolt at the warmth of his skin.

			I snatch my hand back, my cheeks flushing. This time when our gazes collide, he’s sporting a tiny smirk.

			Homeroom has never felt this long. I almost melt into a puddle of relief when Mr. Morrison finally claps his hands and says, “Let’s get started, everyone.”

			My next class doesn’t go any better. It’s Government and Politics with Everett, and even though we’re not together, I feel so guilty about kissing Chase that I avoid him the entire time. This pleases Sofia, of course.

			By calculus, I want to hide in a closet and never come out. Chase walks in, and I swear he looks even better than he did this morning. He’s removed his hoodie and now wears a snug black T-shirt. I find myself gawking at his broad shoulders and defined arms, unable to look away. Until he catches me staring, and then I have no choice but to wrestle my gaze off him.

			The rest of the week is more of the same. Ignoring Chase. Avoiding Everett. I eat lunch in the cafeteria with Mar and Ty, despite Jasmine trying to drag me out into the quad with her and her cheerleading friends. Even if I wanted to hang out with girls I have nothing in common with, I don’t know how they can stand sitting out there. Tennessee isn’t as frigid as Allentown, but we’re nearing Thanksgiving and it’s getting colder. Jasmine loves it, though. She’s a fall person. All about the cozy flannels and pumpkin spice lattes. Personally, I think she just wants to ogle Bo as he and Everett throw the football around on the lawn. She and Bo have been texting up a storm since the night of Everett’s party.

			As the week nears its end, there’s a chill in the air, and even the lattes aren’t enough to keep everyone warm. On Thursday, Jasmine, Connor, and their friends shuffle into the cafeteria for lunch, claiming it’s too cold to eat outside. I’m at a corner table with my friends, trying to focus on what Mar is saying, but it’s hard to concentrate with the sense of impending doom hanging over my head.

			Agent Foster is picking me up after school today for my session with the psychiatrist, and my stomach has been in knots all morning.

			Hypnosis.

			God. What has my life come to?

			I know I need to do this, though. After what happened at the lumberyard, I can’t have Jasmine running around half-cocked looking for dead bodies.

			Catching sight of my cousins across the cafeteria, I expect them to find their own spot with the jock crowd, but to my surprise they amble over and join us instead.

			Connor pulls out a chair while Kab drops his backpack onto the floor and drags a chair closer to Ty.

			“Partner in crime!” he chirps, bumping fists with my friend.

			I hide a grin as Ty returns the fist bump. He and Kab are still searching for the bodies too, as far as I know. The last time I asked Ty about it, he said he was “working on a couple of theories.” I assumed that meant they had exactly what the cops have had for the past decade: nothing.

			So I’m startled when Kab says, “We still on for tomorrow?”

			“Aw, you guys have a romantic date planned?” Connor says with a grin. “Why wasn’t I invited?”

			“You were,” Kab says. “That bonfire at the lake tomorrow night. I want Cheng to come so we can scope out the scene.”

			Mar gives Ty a suspicious look. “What scene? What are you up to?”

			Kab fields the question. “Get this, bros. We figured out where the bodies are.”

			My breath hitches.

			Across from me, Jasmine lifts her head from her phone, her finger poised mid-scroll. “Bullshit.”

			“Nope, we totally did,” Kab says smugly.

			“Oh really,” Mar challenges. “Where?”

			They both shrug. “The lake,” Ty says, as if it’s perfectly obvious.

			My cousin rolls her eyes. “They’re not in the lake. The cops searched it twice and didn’t find a thing.”

			Ty waves her off. “They did it wrong.”

			“Totally wrong,” Kab pipes up.

			“Please, enlighten us.” Mar’s sarcasm is impossible to miss. “How did they search the lake two times and not find six bodies?”

			Ty takes a quick sip of his water before elaborating. “Oh, Amaryllis—”

			“Don’t call me that,” she growls.

			“—there’s a plethora of reasons why they’d miss the bodies, especially the times they searched. First search was in August, right? A few weeks after Thorn confessed. So the lake was warmer. Muckier. Water levels can fluctuate a lot in late summer, depending on rain. And visibility is terrible that time of year; there’s a ton of algae in the lakes around here.”

			“Terrible visibility,” Kab says, as if he has any clue what Ty is talking about.

			“So August was a bad choice. But then they search again the following April. The thing is, spring isn’t much better. Especially right after the thaw. Sediment gets stirred up, so visibility’s even worse.”

			“Even worse!” echoes Kab.

			“And everything shifts. Bodies could get covered over by all that mud and silt,” Ty says, his tone excited in that nerdy way I find kind of endearing. “If there’s even a little trench or thick aquatic plants, divers could miss an entire body.”

			“An entire body!” stresses Kab.

			“So you think November is the magic month?” Mar asks, skeptical.

			Ty nods. “Actually…yes. Now’s ideal because the lake water’s cold but not frozen yet. The cold water settles the sediment. Visibility’s usually better in late fall than any other season. And with the right team, if they go in with fresh eyes, they might find something.”

			“The right team?” Mar says, looking between them. “As in, you two? Because I’m confident in saying you are not the people for this job.”

			“Agreed,” Connor says.

			“Don’t you dare go diving tomorrow,” I warn, glaring at Ty.

			He waves a dismissive hand again. “We’re not diving yet. Just walking around the lake and trying to locate the most likely spots where Thorn would’ve dumped them. Once we establish that, we’ll dive. But if we’re going to get that reward, we need to search the lake now, before winter. Before everything freezes over and we miss our chance.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The moment the final bell rings, I’m ready to flee Crockett High. Agent Foster is picking me up in town because we all agreed it might draw attention if he shows up at my school. I call Maggie on my way outside, balancing the phone against my shoulder as I zip up my coat. I know she wanted to be the one to take me to the appointment, but she has showings until nine.

			“Are you all set?” Her tone is light and chirpy, but it doesn’t fully mask the concern she’s trying to hide.

			“I’m good,” I assure her. “It’ll be fine.”

			“I really wish I were going with you, darlin’. I didn’t like how that FBI boy spoke to you.”

			I hide a smile. FBI boy. Luke Foster is in his twenties, hardly a boy.

			“He apologized,” I remind her. “But don’t worry, if he’s a dick again, I can handle it.”

			“Language,” she chides.

			“If he’s a penis again?” I correct helpfully.

			My aunt’s hoot of laughter echoes in my ear. “Well, that just sounds wrong.”

			I promise to call her the moment the appointment is over, then bid her goodbye and head for the bus lane in the lot.

			I’m supposed to meet Foster outside the diner, but there’s a snag the moment I arrive downtown. Zed’s yellow Jeep is parked directly in front of the diner door. The super-detective himself is sitting in the driver’s seat, scrolling on his phone.

			Damn it.

			My phone buzzes.

			
				
					
						Foster: Be there in two minutes.

					

				

			

			I contemplate whether I could sneak into Foster’s car without Zed noticing, but those hopes are dashed when I hear, “Ryan, hey.”

			I’ve been spotted.

			Stifling a groan, I type out a response to Foster.

			
				
					
						Me: Change of plans. Can you grab me from the Starbucks?

					

				

				
					
						Foster: No problem.

					

				

			

			I give Zed a half-hearted wave, but it’s not enough to appease him. Before I can escape, he’s hopping out of the Jeep and striding toward me. He’s not wearing his glasses today, and his hair is actually styled rather than disheveled. I realize he’s kind of cute when he makes an effort.

			“Hey, Zed. I can’t talk right now,” I tell him. “I’m meeting a friend.”

			I start to walk off. He quickly falls into step with me.

			“I’ll walk you,” he says. “We can talk while we walk.”

			That irritated groan remains lodged in my throat. “I really don’t want to talk about this case anymore—”

			“It’s not about the case.”

			Wow. Who knew his brain had room for something other than my father?

			“We had a yearbook meeting today,” Zed says, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Jazzy mentioned you’re a photographer and that you’re really good.”

			I look over in surprise. “Oh.”

			“Anyway, we were thinking maybe you could take some pictures for the winter video.”

			“The winter video?”

			“Yeah, it’s like our midyear recap. We play a highlight video at the Valentine’s Day dance every year, showing, like, fun or important moments that happened first semester, though it’s usually just football nonsense. And then at prom, we show a video recap of the whole year.”

			“Okay. What kind of pictures do you need?”

			“Just some candid shots around school.”

			As we near the Starbucks, I cast a surreptitious look to the street, searching for Foster’s car. He said he’d be in a black SUV.

			“Students hanging out in the cafeteria, standing at their lockers, that kind of stuff,” Zed is saying.

			I spot the black vehicle parked near the coffee shop. I think that’s Agent Foster in the front seat. Now I just need to get rid of Zed.

			“Sure,” I say. “I can do that.”

			“Sweet. You can upload any photos to the yearbook account—”

			“Can we discuss the details another time? I really have to go.” I edge toward the curb.

			He wrinkles his forehead. “Where’s your friend?”

			I vaguely gesture down Main Street. “I’m meeting her at the end of the block.”

			“Okay.” Zed frowns for a moment, then shrugs. “I’ll get out of your hair, then. See you later.”

			Only when he turns back in the direction of the diner and is several yards away do I hurry toward the SUV.

			“Sorry,” I say as I slide into the passenger seat. “This guy from school wouldn’t stop talking.”

			A glint of humor fills Agent Foster’s eyes. “I recognize the kid. He posts videos about the case online. Seems obsessed with it.”

			“Yup. Has a podcast too. Obsessed would be putting it mildly.”

			Foster waits for me to buckle my seat belt before pulling away from the curb. “These kids are something else,” he remarks. “Thinking they’re smarter than the hundreds of people who have been living and breathing this case for years.”

			“The new theory is that the bodies are in the lake, and the cops just didn’t search it properly.”

			Foster snorts under his breath. “Those were some of the most intensive water searches the bureau ever conducted. There’s nothing in that lake. And while I do appreciate the sustained interest in the case, as any publicity is good for us and can bring new leads, the arrogance is astounding sometimes. Teenagers, untrained civilians, believing they can find things we didn’t.”

			“And you really believe they can’t?”

			“Trust me, all these questions your school friends are asking, you think they haven’t been asked a thousand times before? That we haven’t followed the same leads? Interviewed the same persons of interest? The case is colder than Alaska. The only way it’s getting solved is with new evidence. And if we can’t find that evidence, a bunch of teens in town sure as hell won’t.”

			“Yet you’re turning to a teen for assistance…” I gesture wryly at myself.

			“No, we’re turning to Thorn’s daughter. Of all the people in this town, you’re the only person who might be able to offer that new evidence,” Foster says as he pulls onto the interstate on-ramp. “You know more than you think, Ryan.”

			It isn’t long before we arrive in Nashville, where I take in the sights of downtown with a sense of déjà vu. The scrapbook Gran made me has a couple of photos of my mother and me on a trip to Nashville, standing in front of the redbrick exterior of a music joint with a faded sign. I peer out the window of Foster’s SUV, wondering if I’ll see it now, until I remember this is Nashville and there are hundreds of music joints lining the streets.

			Foster has his window cracked, and the scent of frying fish and sweet barbecue wafts into the car. I inhale deeply, because the smell is so familiar. The Southern air always feels a little thicker, slower, as it rolls over you.

			A few minutes later, he parks in front of a three-story medical building and cuts the engine. With a wry smile, he says, “Ready to get hypnotized?”

			I exhale in a rush. “No time like the present.”

		

	
		
			
				thirty-one

				I Don’t Want to Be Here

			
			I walk into the psychiatrist’s office with a churning stomach and a heartbeat that’s vibrating in my throat. The walls are painted a soothing shade of blue, and soft music is playing from a small speaker in the corner, but I don’t feel soothed. I only feel dread.

			“I’ve worked with Dr. Wilmer before,” Foster assures me when he sees my face. “She knows what she’s doing, I promise. She’ll talk you through the process.”

			Dr. Wilmer is a petite woman in her forties. Her gentle eyes observe me carefully as we exchange introductions. I assumed Agent Foster would be in the room for this, so I’m startled when he makes himself comfortable on the love seat in the waiting area. My heart beats even faster as I follow Dr. Wilmer into her office, watching her close the door behind us.

			“I understand why you’re here, Ryan,” she says. “That you’re desperate for answers. But while hypnosis is a powerful tool, it’s not about forcing memories. It’s more about letting yourself experience them in a safe, guided way.”

			I nod, trying to steady my breathing.

			“Are you ready to start?”

			“Already?” I say in surprise. I assumed she’d ask me a bunch of questions first, break the ice or something.

			“Yes. Don’t worry. We’ll take it slow.” She gestures to a recliner. “Have a seat.”

			I sink down, running my hands over the textured upholstery.

			“Good. Now, close your eyes, Ryan. Let’s start with some relaxation.”

			I follow Dr. Wilmer’s orders, focusing on the sound of her voice as she guides me through a visualization.

			“Picture yourself on a quiet path,” she says. “There are trees surrounding you, and the sun is filtering through the branches. Feel the warmth, the peace.”

			I do as instructed, trying to give myself over the imagery, allowing myself to drift away from the tension in my chest. Her voice soon becomes a soft rhythm, each word pulling me a little deeper. I don’t know how much time passes, but it feels like it’s moving slower now. Like I’m experiencing it in a dream.

			“Now, I want you to imagine a door. It’s a door that holds the memories you’re searching for. Behind it, there may be things you’re afraid to see, but remember—you’re safe here. You’re in control.”

			I feel my hands clenching and force myself to uncurl my fingers. I keep breathing, imagining that door in front of me. It’s old and heavy, like it’s been locked for years.

			“When you’re ready, Ryan, open the door. Tell me what you see.”

			I exhale a shaky breath, and in my mind, I reach for the door handle. It’s cool to the touch, resistant at first. It doesn’t want to give in. But then, with a push, it creaks open.

			Behind it, flashes of my father’s face appear, flickering like a film reel, fast and disjointed. My pulse quickens, but Dr. Wilmer’s voice holds me steady.

			“What do you see?”

			“There’s…I see a forest. We’re walking through it.”

			“Who’s we, Ryan?”

			“My dad. Me and my dad. We’re walking.” My fingers dig into the arms of the recliner.

			“You’re doing great, Ryan,” she murmurs. “Take it slow. Let yourself see whatever comes.”

			I try. I try hard to see. But there’s nothing. Just the trees and the leaves and the sunshine. “There’s nothing here,” I say in frustration. “It’s just the forest. The trail.”

			“That’s all right. Keep breathing with me. Deep inhale, one, two…long exhale, three, four…”

			I breathe with her. Inhale. Exhale. One and two and three and four and—

			“We have to be fast, sweet pea. Before your daddy gets home from town.”

			A gasp escapes.

			“What is it, Ryan? What do you see?”

			“My…mom.” Emotion fills my throat, making it hard to breathe.

			I see her. Mom. Her cinnamon hair in a ponytail. Her eyes sparkling.

			“She’s happy. We’re going to surprise him,” I mumble.

			“Surprise who?”

			“My dad. We’re going to his studio in the woods because Mom is looking for the portrait. She’s going to frame it for his birthday,” I say absently. “It’s going to be my present to him.”

			“What portrait, Ryan?”

			“Of me.”

			In my mind’s eye, Mom and I walk into the studio, giggling to each other like coconspirators. She’s so…alive. Her skin is glowing. Sunshine streams in from the windows, casting warm stripes on the wooden plank floor.

			“Your daddy is going to love this.”

			“Do you promise?”

			“I promise.”

			I hear papers rustling as she flips through the sketches on Daddy’s big drafting table. I wander through the cabin, smiling at all the birdhouses in various stages of construction. We’re supposed to paint this one on the weekend. Daddy said so.

			“Here we go!” Triumphant, Mom holds up the thick paper. My own face stares back at me. “Look how pretty you are.”

			“Are you still in the studio, Ryan?” Dr. Wilmer now.

			“Uh-huh. But we’re about to leave and—no, she’s stopping.”

			“Careful, sweet pea. That board is loose.”

			My throat is impossibly tight. I can’t breathe.

			“Ryan?”

			“She found the sketches.” I moan in despair. “Of his victims. She just found the drawings he hid under the floor.”

			Dr. Wilmer’s tone becomes firm, but not aggressive. “What is your mom doing now?”

			“She’s looking at them.”

			I see her hands trembling. Her lips parting in shock.

			“What’s wrong, Momma?”

			She takes a ragged breath. “Nothing’s wrong, Gabby. C’mon. Let’s go back to the big house.”

			“She slipped something into her pocket.” I bite my lip so hard it stings. “We’re leaving now. We’re back in the woods. We’re…walking. Home, I think.”

			“Let’s refocus on your breathing, Ryan. I can see you holding your breath.”

			I am?

			Oh. Maybe that’s why my lungs are burning.

			Dr. Wilmer softens her voice. “Deep inhale, one, two…long exhale, three, four…”

			I breathe.

			One and two and three and four—

			“We’ll be there tonight. I just booked the flights. Please, Mom, stop. I’ll explain when Gabby and I get there. What? For Pete’s sake, no. No. Gabriel won’t be joining us.”

			“I wanna talk to Granny!”

			Mom covers the phone. “Gabby,” she chides. “I told you to go and pick a few toys to bring with you on our trip.”

			“It’s the night he shot her,” I blurt out. “No. I don’t want to be here.”

			“It’s all right, Ryan. You’re safe. You’re here with me. Just breathe.”

			Flashes of that night play through my mind. The frantic packing. My confusion. The fear.

			“What is this? Why do you have this?”

			“She’s screaming at him,” I whisper.

			“Your mother?”

			“She’s screaming. And shaking. She’s waving something in his face.”

			“Where are you, Ryan? Try to look around.”

			My heartbeat is out of control. I try to focus on the scene, but it’s blurry. I see…the suitcase. The items strewn on the floor. She dropped them when he interrupted her.

			“This is Leah’s! She was wearing it the night of the Starling Christmas parade. And those drawings of Anabel White!”

			A desperate, animalistic wail reverberates through my head.

			“Why was there blood on those sketchbooks? What have you done, Gabriel! What have you fucking done!”

			“I don’t want to be here,” I whimper.

			Panic shoots through me, making it impossible to remain in a relaxed state. Sensing that, Dr. Wilmer guides me back, her voice bringing me out of the visualization, grounding me in the room.

			When I open my eyes, the sensation is almost surreal, as if I’ve just crossed back over from another world.

			“How do you feel?” she asks.

			“I don’t know. I was hoping…” I trail off, swallowing my disappointment. “I wanted a location.”

			“I know. But as I told you, this process is not about forcing anything. If and when a memory surfaces, it will come naturally. If you find yourself having strange or lucid dreams over the next few days, don’t be alarmed. Sometimes that happens with this process. A memory might also hit you out of nowhere—that’s also normal.”

			I tune her out, too upset to focus. I’ve never been much of an optimist, but I truly believed this would work. That I would close my eyes and somehow have a memory of my father telling me where the bodies are.

			I should’ve known better, though. Nothing in my life ever just…works.

		

	
		
			
				thirty-two

				Floating

			
			I’m not in a party mood. I probably wouldn’t have been in a party mood on a good day, but the night after a hypnosis session in which I remembered how my mother discovered my father was a sadistic murderer? No thank you. But saying no to my cousin is an exercise in futility, which is why I allow Jasmine to bully me into it.

			The lakeside is swarming with people by the time we arrive. A bonfire casts flickering light across the sand. Music thumps from someone’s truck while a handful of kids dance in front of it, swaying and laughing, the headlights serving as their own personal spotlight. A couple of kegs are stationed near the trees, red cups being passed between hands like currency.

			As we approach the party, I stare out at the lake. It’s endless and black, the surface still and gleaming under the moonlight.

			Jasmine tosses her curls over her shoulder, waving at some girls by the water. Nikki is among them, wearing denim shorts and a bikini top despite the fact that it’s barely fifty degrees out.

			“Let’s go say hi to Gillian and Nikki.” Jasmine tugs on my hand.

			“You go. I want to grab a drink.”

			After she flounces off, I search the faces in the crowd, and my heart skips a beat when I glimpse Chase on the other side of the bonfire. He leans against a tree, watching me in that unnerving way of his, as if his silver eyes are seeing right through every layer I try to hide behind.

			The air seems to crackle, a charge growing between us across the sandy expanse.

			Finally, he straightens and walks over, his slow, deliberate pace only adding to the tension twisting in my stomach.

			When he reaches me, that small, infuriating smirk pulls at his lips. “Hey.”

			“Hi,” I say, trying for casual, but my pulse is already sprinting. I cock a brow. “Are you going to try to kiss me again?”

			Amusement sparks in his eyes. “If you ask me nicely.”

			A laugh escapes before I can stop it. “Please. You think you’re that irresistible?”

			“Maybe.” He takes a step closer. “Why? You thinking about it?”

			“Hardly,” I lie, holding his gaze, not willing to be the first to look away.

			His voice drops lower. “Is that so?”

			“Definitely.” I try to ignore the heat spreading up my neck. “It meant nothing.”

			He chuckles, like he doesn’t believe a word of it. “Funny, ’cause you didn’t exactly stop me.”

			“I didn’t get a chance to.”

			“Oh?” He lets the silence stretch, like he’s daring me to call him out. “Then stop me next time, if you really want to.”

			The space between us feels almost electric, like it’s pulling tight, and he leans a fraction closer, his gaze flicking to my lips and back up. My breath catches, pulse hammering loud enough that I swear he hears it.

			“Hey! You’re here!” a voice says behind me, and before I know it, Everett’s pulling me into a hug. His breath smells like beer as his lips graze my cheek in a kiss. “You look hot.”

			“Everett,” I warn, and he responds with an innocent look.

			“Friends can’t tell each other they look hot?” he teases. “Just take the compliment, friend.”

			“Fine. Thank you,” I say, looking down. I decided to forgo my usual hoodie for a cropped flowery top, pairing it with tight jeans and a long cardigan. It’s not fancy, but I guess it’s different.

			Everett nods at Chase, who nods back. “Mind if I steal this girl?”

			Chase snorts. “You don’t need my permission.”

			Something about his cavalier tone makes my lips tighten. Asshole.

			“C’mon, Gemini,” Everett urges. “Dance with me.”

			He doesn’t wait for an answer, just guides me away from the fire, leaving Chase in our wake.

			I glance back, catching Chase’s expression hardening as he watches us move toward the crowd. Then his mouth curves into a wry smile and he looks away as if he doesn’t care at all.

			“I’m a terrible dancer,” I tell Everett.

			“It’s a slow song. Just stand there and sway.” He flashes that dimpled smile that makes it hard to say no to him.

			A moment later he’s holding me close as we sway to the beat, his hand warm on my waist, fingers lightly tracing circles through my shirt.

			“I feel like I haven’t spoken to you in ages,” he complains.

			He hasn’t. I’ve been making sure of it.

			“I’ve been busy. How was your game tonight? Did you win?”

			“We wouldn’t be in this good of a mood if we’d lost,” Everett says, gesturing to the rowdy group of football players by the fire. Then he spins me around before pulling me even closer, his lips brushing my ear. “I miss kissing you.”

			He’s drunk. I can smell it on his breath and hear it in his voice.

			Still, I don’t pull away, and we dance for a while. It’s nice. He tells me about the new rescue JP brought home, an energetic poodle who pees when she’s excited. I know the one he’s talking about because I walked her this week during my shift at the shelter. When I saw the look on JP’s face as he heard her crying in her crate, I knew that dog was going to find her way to the James house. He’s such a sucker for puppy-dog eyes.

			I catch movement from the corner of my eye and find Sofia stalking past us. When my gaze meets hers, she pins me with a venomous glare.

			“Your ex isn’t happy,” I say, nodding in Sofia’s direction.

			Everett follows my gaze and shrugs. “I don’t care.”

			After we’re finished dancing, he goes to get himself another beer, and I search the party for my cousins, making sure I have visuals on both and that they haven’t decided to take Ty’s lead and scuba dive their way through Sturgeon Lake. Fortunately, Jasmine is with Bo and Gillian, and Connor is throwing a football with a teammate. Good.

			Near the kegs, I see Chase sitting alone on an old wooden picnic table. He’s smoking a cigarette, which I always thought was gross. Until now.

			He’s still watching me.

			Not for long, though. The next time I look, Sofia is standing in the way with her back to me, wearing a wispy white sundress that’s way too summery considering it’s almost Thanksgiving. Of course, she looks great in it, and all the guys around her can’t take their eyes off her long, bronzed legs. I bristle when I realize she’s talking to Chase, laughing a little too loud at something he said, touching his arm just enough to make her intentions clear.

			Something hot and unwelcome prickles at me as I watch Chase flick away his cigarette and grin at Sofia. A second later, she climbs onto his lap. Giggling. She leans into him, and rather than push her away, he lets her nuzzle his neck.

			He’s not looking at me anymore.

			When Everett returns, he follows my line of sight and chuckles. I search his face for a hint of jealousy about Chase flirting with his ex, but there is none. I guess he’s truly over Sofia. That means there shouldn’t be a problem.

			So then why is my blood boiling?

			Everett takes my hand and leads me to a group of football players and cheerleaders. They’re all standing in a circle, talking about random stuff that I don’t understand. “He looked like a big penis,” one player says, and the entire group laughs. I must’ve missed this story, so my mind begins to wander. As do my eyes. Right to…

			Yep, they’re still there. She’s still in his lap. I gnash my teeth as I watch Sofia lean in and whisper something in Chase’s ear. Is she nibbling on it?

			Stop staring.

			I heed the voice in my head and shift my gaze to the water, which looks like black ink under the night sky. Mar would love this view. I wish she wasn’t so antisocial when it came to stuff like parties, though in Mar’s defense, it’s not like she’s trying to make some kind of social statement. She genuinely doesn’t enjoy crowds and prefers to hang out in small groups.

			I’m not much different, to be honest. I’d rather be at Mar’s house right now, watching some pretentious art film, than a party at the lake, but I feel an odd responsibility to Jasmine now. She’s become like a little sister to me. An impulsive, melodramatic sister who thinks searching for dead bodies is a lark.

			I tune out the pounding music and loud laughter and focus on the water. There’s something so calming about it. So still and—

			Then I see it.

			A pale shape, just beyond the reach of the moonlight.

			At first, I think it’s a trick of the light, but then it moves. The shape moves. It’s floating.

			My pulse quickens as I make out the faint curve of what I think is a shoulder. And there’s something drifting…Arms? Hair?

			Oh my God.

			Horror grips my throat.

			It’s a body.

		

	
		
			
				thirty-three

				The Right Place

			
			Without thinking twice, I break away from the group and splash into the shallow water, ignoring the way it soaks through my shoes. I’m driven by panic, not reason, as I wade into the lake without hesitation.

			“Ryan!” I hear someone shout.

			Cold water swirls around my ankles, my knees, my thighs, but still I slosh forward. “Something’s out here!” I shout back to whoever is listening. “I think it’s a body!”

			There’s a commotion behind me. Footsteps. Shouts.

			“Ryan!” It’s Jasmine.

			Water slaps at my waist. I push forward, half-wading, half-swimming toward the floating figure.

			I reach it just as a hand grabs my shoulder, yanking me backward. It’s Everett, his eyes wild with concern.

			“What are you doing!” he yells at me.

			“There’s a body! Look, it’s right—”

			It’s a log.

			All the air rushes out of my lungs.

			The “body” is nothing but a large, twisted piece of driftwood tangled with pale weeds. The light brown and yellow strands stretch toward me, floating in the water like long strands of hair.

			“I thought…” I trail off. The adrenaline fades, replaced by the sting of embarrassment.

			Everett guides me back to the shore. Voices ring out as we stumble onto the sand, both of us soaking wet. My cousin lunges at me.

			“Oh my God! Are you okay?” she exclaims.

			“I’m fine,” I mumble. “I’m sorry. I thought I saw a body in the water.”

			Hoots of laughter echo all around us. Kabir ambles toward me, slinging an arm around my shoulder.

			“Jesus, Ryan, how much have you had to drink?”

			“I…” I can’t seem to catch my breath or rid myself of the panic still hissing through my veins.

			I grab for the pendant at my neck, an instinctive gesture, a comfort clutch. But my necklace isn’t there. It hasn’t been there for months. All I find is the wet collar of my shirt.

			With a defeated breath, I shove wet hair off my forehead and turn to Everett. “I’m so sorry. You’re all wet now.”

			“It’s fine.” He studies me. “You sure you’re okay?”

			No.

			“Yes. I just feel foolish for freaking out like that.”

			“And you say I’m the melodramatic one,” Jasmine huffs, grinning at me.

			I try to grin back, but my facial muscles refuse to cooperate.

			“I’ve got my gym clothes in my car,” Gillian’s older sister, Kristy, tells me. “You can go change into them if you want. They’re clean.”

			“Thanks,” I murmur.

			“Car’s unlocked,” she adds. “Gym bag’s in the trunk.”

			“I’ll come with you,” Jasmine offers.

			I shake my head at her. “No, it’s fine. I wouldn’t mind some privacy so nobody can see me dying of embarrassment.”

			Kab snickers, but Connor reaches over and squeezes my shoulder. “Honest mistake, cuz. That log really did look menacing.”

			A few more titters ring out.

			I extricate myself from the group and climb up the slope. Jasmine and I caught a ride with Kristy and Gillian to the party, so I know where to find their car. But that’s not where I’m headed. I wait until I’m out of eyeshot before hurrying down the sand. I don’t even care that my cardigan is waterlogged and my shoes make squishing sounds with each step I take.

			Long grass slaps my legs, and something sharp scrapes my arm, but I don’t stop. I run faster down the beach, wishing I could dive back into the water and let the weeds pull me down.

			I look around the tall grass to make sure I’m totally alone.

			And only then do I let the tears fall.

			Maybe I overreacted back there, but at the same time, did I? This is Starling, after all. My father’s hunting ground. Would anyone truly be surprised if a body had floated by? Maybe Ty’s theory about the lake is an accurate one. Maybe the mud and silt do shift and settle depending on the time of year, dislodging any remains that might be trapped down there.

			I wipe away the tears, but my eyelids continue to burn. So many people’s lives have been ruined by my father. It feels like his cancer has infected everyone in this town. It’s my cancer. I have his blood, and if everyone at this party knew who I was, they’d run me out of town.

			I hear footsteps, and somehow I’m not surprised to see Chase appear through the grass. In the moonlight, his features look sharper, as if they’ve been carved from stone.

			“Are you okay?” he asks gruffly.

			I don’t answer for a long time, because anything I say will only be another lie.

			“No,” I finally whisper.

			When I shiver in my wet clothes, he peels his hoodie off and hands it to me. “Here. Put this on.”

			I do. It smells like campfire smoke and the scent of his shampoo.

			“Let me take you home.”

			Home. Like I have one of those.

			“No.”

			He sighs. “Vehicle of death?”

			I shake my head. “No. I don’t care about that. I just don’t want to see my family right now.”

			He’s quiet for a moment, gazing out at the dark lake. Then he says, “All right. But you still can’t stay here. It’s freezing out.”

			He’s right. I can already feel the chill seeping into my bones. I follow him back to the party, toward the deserted section of grass where his motorcycle sits. I don’t think anyone notices me get on it. They’re all too busy enjoying themselves.

			I don’t remember the drive. It doesn’t scare or thrill me like last time. I’m completely numb, I guess. The next thing I know, we’re pulling up to a small bungalow with a red front door and a tidy yard.

			He says, “Come on. You can get cleaned up here.”

			We go in and he flips on the lights to reveal a spacious hall opening onto a cozy living room. The house is silent as he locks the door behind us.

			“Where’s your mom?” I ask.

			“She works nights,” he says, leading me toward another hallway in the back of the house. He stops at the linen closet to pull out a few towels. “Bathroom’s on your left if you want to take a shower and warm up. And if you want to give me your clothes, I’ll throw ’em in the dryer.”

			I don’t know if he wants me to strip in front of him, so there’s an awkward little dance as I finally move around him and enter the bathroom. I take a shower and let the hot water fall over me, the events of the past few days finally taking their toll on me. I keep seeing my mother’s face. I keep hearing her screaming at my father about what she found.

			“Why was there blood on those sketchbooks? What have you done, Gabriel! What have you fucking done!”

			“Why didn’t you go to the police first?” I growl out loud, the sound muffled by the rushing water.

			Why, damn it? Why did she go home first? Why did she book tickets to Allentown rather than go to the sheriff? Why didn’t she tell Gran over the phone what she found in my father’s studio?

			The only reason that makes sense to me is that she didn’t truly believe it. At least not yet. Maybe some tiny, hope-filled part of her was desperately trying to convince herself there was a good explanation for everything. Maybe she was afraid to turn him in without knowing for sure.

			I wrap an oversized towel around myself and step barefoot into the hall. “Chase?”

			“Over here.”

			I follow his voice to the small laundry room. He’s standing by the stacked washer and dryer, wearing track pants and no shirt.

			Trying not to stare at his chest, I toss my clothes in the dryer. He closes the door and sets it to run, then looks over at me. I pull the towel tighter around my body.

			“I can get you a T-shirt, if you want,” he offers.

			“I’m good,” I say, because I know the heady smell of his soap and aftershave is probably imprinted on all his shirts.

			We walk into the living room, where he lowers himself onto the couch. “Your clothes will be done soon. I can take you home whenever you want.”

			“Thanks.”

			He moves over, making room for me to sit. The couch is a soft, well-broken-in thing; it practically swallows me. I hold my towel in place, and a strange silence ensues.

			So much has happened in such a short time. Only months ago, I was about to start my final year at Liberty High in Allentown, Gran was still alive, and I rarely obsessed about my last name being Thorn.

			Now, Gran is dead. I live in Starling and attend a different school. And the name Thorn keeps slapping me in the face everywhere I turn. I’ll never be able to escape it.

			The thought triggers another round of tears. Only a couple at first, but then more and more. I know Chase is watching me, but I can’t seem to stop. I bury my face in my hands and stifle a sob.

			Chase doesn’t say a word, but he does something unexpected. He pulls me into his arms.

			And it feels so nice. Like I’m not so alone.

			Everett was always asking if everything was okay. He had to fill every silence. But Chase doesn’t speak. He simply holds me and lets me cry.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t even know why I’m crying. It’s not because I thought I saw a body in the lake tonight. I just…”

			I trail off, and he lets me.

			“I want to leave this town too,” I whisper to him. “When we graduate.”

			He doesn’t respond, but when I meet his gaze, I see something there. Complete understanding. So I keep talking.

			“I hate it here. I love my family, and the people I’ve met, but I feel like their lives were better without me. I feel like everything I touch turns bad. I don’t want to be a burden to anyone anymore.” I swipe at my tears. “And I know you don’t believe me, but I do care about Everett. Just not in the way he wants me to. And it’s because I care about him that I know I can’t be with him.”

			Chase leans in, so close that I can feel his breath on my skin. “And where do you want to be, Ryan?”

			I don’t know the answer to that. All I know is that it’s been a long time since I’ve met a guy who makes my heart race like this.

			So I do the absolute wrong thing.

			I lick my lips.

			He notices. Of course he does. We’re mere inches apart.

			He studies me as if determining which part of me he wants to devour first. It’s the same look he gave Sofia earlier tonight. Maybe he’s slept with hundreds of girls, and I’m simply another one on the list. But when he reaches out and brushes a lock of wet hair from my shoulder, his gaze searching mine, I don’t care.

			“Chase…”

			“Hmm?”

			That simple noise, barely a breath, sparks electricity between us. I feel the calluses on his fingertips scrape my bare shoulder. My heart pounds with anticipation. I lick my lips again, and once again he zeroes in on the gesture. His silver eyes blaze with need.

			This is really happening.

			And I want it to.

			He moves even closer, his lips approaching mine, and then he hovers there, giving me a second to say no.

			“Just kiss me,” I murmur.

			Chase’s mouth finds mine. His lips are warm and unhurried, giving me space to pull back if I want to. But I don’t. I slip my tongue into his mouth and enjoy the sound he makes.

			I already established that he kisses nothing like Everett. He’s hungrier. More insistent. And that’s a good thing. A very good thing. I can’t get enough. I kiss him harder, deeper, wanting him in my veins. My heart’s racing at the feel of his bare chest beneath my palms, his hands tangling in my hair.

			When he breaks the kiss, we’re both breathless. We stare at each other, the attraction so magnetic I swear I see sparks of electricity between us.

			We don’t have to say a word. We’re in perfect sync on this.

			Dipping his head lower, he presses a kiss against my neck. He nuzzles his way up my throat and bites gently on my earlobe, then slips his hand inside my towel at the same time he kisses me again.

			I didn’t know the answer to his question before.

			Now I do.

			I want to be here.

			For the first time since I came to Tennessee, I feel like I’m in the right place.

		

	
		
			
				thirty-four

				Even If It’s Messy

			
			I wake to the first rays of sun, filtering through the blinds.

			Morning, I think, rolling over and ready to fall back to sleep. Before I do, I feel a dip on the side of the mattress, someone sitting there. Jasmine, I think.

			She leans over me. “Hey. My mom will be home soon.”

			But the voice is not Jasmine’s.

			It’s Chase.

			That’s strange. What is Chase Hedlund doing in my room? I must be dreaming.

			I crack an eye open to see a dark blue wall that looks nothing like Jasmine’s white bedroom. Chase is on the edge of the bed, his bare back to me, pulling on his jeans. My pile of dried clothes is next to him.

			It’s morning. And I’m in Chase’s bed.

			It’s morning and I’m in Chase’s bed!

			I spring up and realize I’m not wearing anything. Oh my God. Lunging forward, I grab my clothes, using them to shield myself from him. We must’ve fallen asleep sometime after we moved to his bedroom. At the time, between kisses, I remember thinking I’d never sleep, because I didn’t think I’d ever get my fill of him.

			He glances back at me, and I shriek as I pull on my underwear. His lips curve in amusement and I scramble under the covers and try to get dressed there. When I get most of my clothes on and pull off the covers, my flowered crop top is on backward. Damn.

			He watches me try to twist it around while still wearing it, enjoying the show. I scowl at him as I finger-comb the rat’s nest on my head. I must look like a nightmare.

			“Why did you let me fall asleep? I’m going to be in so much trouble!”

			“Hmm,” he says. Of course he doesn’t care. Trouble is his favorite thing.

			I grab my phone. I find about fifty messages, from Connor, Jasmine, Everett, Maggie, Dan, and even Everett’s dad. All of them asking different versions of the same question—where are you?

			The only saving grace is that Mar isn’t on that list, which means I can use her as my alibi if she allows it. I’m already typing the request as I race to the entryway, looking for my shoes.

			
				
					
						Me: SOS. I stayed out all night by accident and need an alibi. Can I say I was at your place?

					

				

			

			Despite the early hour, she actually responds, triggering a wave of relief.

			
				
					
						Mar: No prob. But I expect all the deets later. And I mean ALL THE DEETS. Or I’ll rat you out.

					

				

				
					
						Me: Deal.

					

				

			

			I shove the phone in my pocket, groaning. “This is so bad.”

			Chase moves in front of the door, blocking my way. His voice is rough as he asks, “Do you regret what happened last night?”

			After a long beat, I shake my head. “No.”

			One corner of his mouth quirks up. “Me neither.”

			Pressing my lips together, I force myself not to let a big, stupid smile surface. “I still have to go.”

			I put my hands on his chest, trying to nudge him out of the way, but he wraps his hands around my waist and pulls me toward him. I try to stand firm, but one look at him and I give in, smiling as he kisses me.

			Everything outside these doors is messed up. I wish I could stay here forever. But I have to face the music sooner or later, because the real world always invades. Chase and I might not regret what we did, but that doesn’t negate the fact that we both betrayed Everett.

			With that thought in my head, I manage to tear myself away. He drives me home, letting me off at the end of the driveway. As I sprint toward the Shipley house, reality sets in.

			Inside, I find Maggie on the phone, and my uncle pacing. “Yes,” my aunt says, gnawing on a thumbnail. “Ryan. Yes. Auburn hair. That’s what I said.”

			She suddenly notices me, and her eyes go wide.

			“Officer, she just walked through the door. Thank you.” Maggie ends the call and runs over to me, yanking me into a hug. “Ryan! We were so worried about you!”

			“I’m sorry,” I say as Dan joins in on the hug. “I went to Mar’s house to watch a movie and we ended up falling asleep. I woke up to find my phone totally dead. I’m so sorry.”

			Dan sighs. “Connor said that’s where you’d be. But the twins didn’t have her number.”

			“I’m so glad you’re safe,” Maggie says, smoothing my hair and looking me over. “Don’t ever give me a heart attack like that again.” Before I can respond, she turns toward the hall and shouts for my cousins. “Con! Jazzy! Ryan’s home!”

			My cousins emerge from the hall. Although it’s barely seven in the morning, they’re both wide-awake. Jasmine stumbles toward me.

			“Where were you?” she snaps. “Do you even realize how worried we were?”

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to worry everyone. I was at Mar’s house, and we fell asleep.”

			Jasmine studies my face. “Someone said they saw you leaving with Chase.”

			My heart stops. “Oh. Yeah. I did. But he just gave me a ride to Mar’s.”

			It comes out so easily. Too easily. Another lie. Tangling the web ever further.

			One day, I’m going to be so trapped in all these threads, and I’ll have no one to blame but myself.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			I keep my head down for the next week, concentrating on school because I have several assignments due before Thanksgiving. For the third night in a row, I go over to Mar’s house to hang out and do homework together.

			“Is that him again?” Mar teases when my phone vibrates for the third time.

			I crane my neck to peer at the screen.

			
				
					
						Chase: I’m starting to think you’re avoiding me.

					

				

			

			“Yeah. It’s him,” I confirm, and I can’t stop a smile as I grab the phone to text him back.

			
				
					
						Me: I’m not avoiding you. I just need to finish this Government paper for tomorrow. I swear.

					

				

			

			“Never thought I’d see the day that someone turns Chase Hedlund into a lovesick fool,” Mar remarks.

			“He’s not lovesick. He just wants to get laid again.”

			That earns me a loud snort of laughter. “Have you looked at the guy, Ship? He can get laid with the snap of his fingers. He doesn’t need to triple-text you for that.”

			I shrug, but I can’t deny that it makes me feel a bit…gooey at the thought that Chase might also be feeling…gooey.

			We’re still texting when I’m climbing into bed later. I feel stupid and giddy as I curl on my side with my phone in hand.

			
				
					
						Chase: I still think you should come over.

					

				

				
					
						Me: I still think it’s midnight and I’m cozy in my bed.

					

				

				
					
						Chase: Want me to sneak in through your window?

					

				

				
					
						Me: Sure! We can fool around with Jasmine sleeping five feet away.

					

				

				
					
						Chase: Way to kill the mood.

					

				

				
					
						Chase: Off topic, saw this today and it reminded me of you.

					

				

			

			A video link pops up. I click it and proceed to spend the next two minutes watching the most incredible time-lapse photo series showing a year in the life of the most adorable African elephant on the planet.

			
				
					
						Me: omg I can’t. All the cuteness is going to make my heart explode.

					

				

				
					
						Chase: Cutest thing I’ve ever fucking seen.

					

				

			

			I wonder if anyone would believe me if I told them Chase Hedlund was sending me cute elephant videos at midnight. Probably not.

			The following day, I turn in my assignment, which frees me up to enjoy the long weekend without any schoolwork hanging over my head.

			Thanksgiving is a quiet affair. Quiet in size, that is, as it’s just the five of us. The day itself is loud and fun, and the emotions hit me harder than I expect. I haven’t experienced a real Thanksgiving, with turkey and pumpkin pie and charades after dinner. Gran was a no-muss, no-fuss kind of woman. For Thanksgiving, the two of us would volunteer at the local soup kitchen. Which was rewarding, certainly, but spending the holidays surrounded by family is a whole different type of reward.

			On Friday night, I agree to work at the animal rescue, because it’s impossible to say no to JP and his army of puppies. As I’m getting off the bus near the shelter, I get a text from Agent Foster confirming my next session with Dr. Wilmer on Tuesday. Apprehension circles my chest, but as much as I never want to attend another hypnosis session in my life, I have no choice. I respond with a quick assent and tuck my phone away.

			JP walks out of the back room when I enter the shelter. “Hey! I’m glad you’re here. I’m trying to clip Leona’s nails and she’s throwing a hissy fit. I need the backup.”

			Grinning, I unzip my hoodie and drape it over the desk chair. “Lead the way.”

			We spend the next hour clipping nails, much to the displeasure of nearly every dog in the kennels. Eventually, the task falls solely on me, while JP inventories the cupboards to see which grooming supplies he needs to reorder.

			The shelter is quiet except for the occasional canine whimper. I’ve been clipping Rambo’s nails for the past five minutes, which is turning out to be more of a struggle than I anticipated because Rambo is a scrappy terrier with a stubborn streak, squirming every time I try to get his paw to stay still.

			“Rambo,” I warn, “you’re going to make this a lot harder if you keep acting like a bratty toddler.”

			He squirms again, but finally he settles, watching me with wide, slightly wary eyes. I clip the first nail, and his ears perk as if he’s surprised it didn’t hurt.

			“There, see? Easy, right?” I smile at him, and his little tail starts to wag as he realizes I’m not the enemy. “Just a few more, and then you’re done.”

			JP, who’s organizing items on the counter, glances over with a thoughtful expression. When I finish the last nail, he clears his throat. “You know,” he says, “you remind me a lot of Leah.”

			I straighten, caught off guard. He hardly ever talks about his late wife. “Really?”

			“She had that same patience you have, but with this core of iron. She always acted like she didn’t have time for nonsense, but deep down…” JP shakes his head, smiling faintly. “Deep down she was a softie, even though she tried to hide it. You’d think she didn’t do the whole emotion thing. Lord, she was guarded, but when she finally let you in, it was something else. Like she opened a door no one else could see.”

			I stare down at the nail clippers, not sure what to say. I’ve only heard bits and pieces about Leah. She doesn’t feel entirely real to me.

			All I know for sure is that my father killed her.

			“How did you deal with her murder?” I ask quietly. “How do you deal with it now, not knowing where her body is?”

			JP sighs. “It kills me to think about it, I won’t lie. But…I had to let it go. I had two kids who’d lost their mom. Dwelling on the loss would’ve only eaten me alive. Would’ve taken me away from Everett and Nikki when they needed me most.”

			I nod slowly. “I get that.”

			“Sometimes you have to choose who you’re going to live for. Leah wouldn’t want me lost in bitterness. She’d want me to be here for them, not chasing ghosts.”

			An ache squeezes my chest. It’s impossible not to see JP in a new light, to understand the kind of strength he must’ve needed to simply keep going after his wife was gone.

			I hesitate before voicing another question. “Are you mad that I broke up with Everett?”

			JP gives me a curious glance. “Mad?” he repeats. A smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. “Ryan, my son’s love life is his concern, not mine.”

			“Really?”

			“Really. Whatever happens between you two, that’s for you and him to decide.”

			I’m not sure what I expected him to say, but there’s a strange relief in knowing he doesn’t hate me for ending things with his son.

			“You’re both young,” JP continues. “There’s a lot of living to do, a lot of figuring out who you are and what you want. Listen, Ev’s a good kid, but he’s not perfect. Neither are you. Neither am I. Nobody is. That’s part of what you work through, no matter who you’re with. It’s only fair to both of you if you’re honest, even if it’s messy.”

			I let out a breath, my shoulders relaxing a little. “Thanks, JP.” As we’re taking Rambo back to his kennel, another thought crosses my mind, one I’ve been batting away since the party. “What do you think of Chase?”

			There’s a beat, and then JP chuckles, giving me a knowing look. “Chase, huh?”

			I feel heat creep up my neck. “What?”

			“You want me to warn you away from him?”

			“I don’t know what I want to hear,” I admit. “Just the truth, I guess.”

			JP thinks for a moment. “Chase is a good kid. He’s got his guard up a lot, but he’s loyal. Honest too. And he’ll watch out for the people he cares about.”

			“He will?”

			“Always. That’s the thing with people like him. When they let someone in, it means something.” JP offers another smile. Soft, almost fatherly. “I think he’s worth getting to know.”

			I try to keep my face neutral, but my relief must show because he winks at me.

			“Just don’t break his heart, okay? I don’t need two sulking boys around here.”

		

	
		
			
				thirty-five

				Happy Holidays, Gabrielle

			
			I spend most of December laboring over my final photography project. I’m not looking forward to the end of the semester. I wish I could take photography in the new year too, but at least I’ll have a mixed media art class that sounds fun.

			On Christmas Eve morning, I drive to Starling to exchange gifts with Mar, which we’re doing today because she’ll be on vacation with family for the entire holiday break.

			Sitting across from each other in a booth at the diner, Mar and I burst out laughing when we realize we got each other the exact same gift: a framed photograph.

			“Great minds think alike, I guess,” she says with a snort.

			I admire the photo she framed for me. I remember her taking it in the fall when the leaves were blazing red.

			“I love it,” I tell her.

			“Same,” she says, holding up mine.

			It’s one of my favorites. Sunrise in the Smoky Mountains, serving as the backdrop to three indigo buntings taking flight.

			“You’re a hard chick to get to know, Ship, you know that?”

			My smile fades a bit, but her words aren’t accusing. They’re gentle, more of an observation. Still, the truth in them makes me uneasy.

			“Yeah, well, so are you,” I say, grinning to lighten things up. “It’s a miracle we’re friends.”

			She reaches across the booth, squeezing my hand. “I’m glad I met you, Ryan. No matter what you’ve got hiding under the surface.”

			We say goodbye outside the diner, and I drive home. The kitchen is warm when I enter, the air filled with the scents of rosemary and sage, and the sounds of up-tempo holiday carols wafting out of a Bluetooth speaker.

			I sidle up to Maggie, who’s at the counter rolling out dough for the pie crust and humming to herself. The Shipleys have their dinner on Christmas Eve rather than tomorrow, which is Dan’s family’s tradition.

			“Smells good,” I tell her. “Do you need any help?”

			“No, darlin’. I’ve got it covered.”

			A bittersweet feeling washes over me as I watch Maggie prep dinner. This is my first Christmas without Gran, and I feel her absence like a gaping hole in my chest. I miss her. I wish I could hear her voice again.

			Unlike Thanksgiving, tonight’s dinner is a more introspective affair. Even Jasmine, usually so loud and full of drama, chews in silence, her mind a million miles away. She’s been hanging out with Connor’s teammate Bo this week. They’ve been on and off all semester—frankly, I think he’s stringing her along—and it seems they’re on again.

			Setting down his fork, Dan clears his throat and raises his glass. “I’d like to propose a holiday toast. To Ryan.”

			My head jerks up at the sound of my name. “Me?”

			“Yes, you.” He smiles, lifting his glass a little higher. “I’m so grateful you’re here with us. I mean that. You’re part of this family, and I want you to know that, always.”

			I nod, fighting the lump in my throat as everyone voices their agreement. Connor nudges my shoulder with a small grin, while Jasmine beams at me, but my heart still feels heavy.

			After dinner, we pile into the living room for another Shipley tradition. They have a Santa hat full of paper slips bearing titles of Christmas movies, and every year they pull out two to watch at random. This year, I have the honor of pulling movies from the hat. We end up with Elf, which everyone is on board with, and Die Hard, which leads to an intense debate between Dan and Maggie about whether it actually qualifies as a Christmas movie.

			“It takes place on Christmas Eve, Daniel! At a company Christmas Eve party! What else does it need to do to prove itself to you?” Maggie shouts, while the twins and I howl with laughter. I didn’t realize how passionate the Shipleys were about this issue.

			Being part of a family is…pretty damn nice. Yet despite the holiday cheer and the good-natured bickering and the alcoholic eggnog that Maggie lets us drink, the ache in my chest won’t ease.

			Once everyone goes to bed, I pull out my suitcase from under my bed and fumble on the bottom until I find the scrapbook. Then I slip out of the bedroom and curl up on the living room couch, my fingers tracing over the photos. There’s one of Mom smiling in that shy, secret way of hers. One of her laughing, the sound almost echoing in my head. I flip the page, and there she is again, holding me as a baby, gazing down with such pride.

			A dam breaks inside me, tears streaming down my cheeks. The ache deepens, a cold, gnawing grief that I can’t shake. She should be here, sitting beside me, laughing and holding my hand like she used to. But she’s gone, and I can’t bring her back.

			I press my hand to the worn page, my fingers tracing her face. “I miss you,” I whisper.

			The tears fall harder, blurring the photos until they’re nothing but blobs and shapes and I can no longer see my mother’s smile.
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			The next morning, after presents are opened and the obligatory family pictures taken, I pull on my coat, grab my camera bag, and sling it over my shoulder. Dan gives me a curious look, a mug of coffee cradled in his hands.

			“Heading out to take pictures? On Christmas?”

			“Yep.” I tug my scarf on and hope my voice sounds casual. “Do you mind if I take the truck? I might be gone all day, though.”

			“No problem. I’m not going anywhere. Keys are in the front hall. Have fun, kid.”

			I head out the door, trying not to feel too guilty about the half-truth. As soon as I’m out of view of the house, I text Chase.

			
				
					
						Me: I’m on my way.

					

				

			

			When I get to his house, he’s on the porch, smoking a cigarette. “Didn’t think you’d actually come,” he drawls as I climb the steps.

			I shrug, stepping past him into the warmth of his front hall. “I couldn’t let you spend Christmas alone. The thought of you crying made me really sad.”

			Snickering, he crushes the cigarette butt in the ashtray on the railing. “Today’s just any other day for me. There hasn’t been a holiday in years when my mom wasn’t working a double. I’m used to being alone.”

			I follow him into the living room and we sit next to each other on the couch. I snort out a laugh when I notice him pop a mint into his mouth.

			“Someone’s presumptuous,” I mock.

			Chase grins. “We both know you came here to make out.”

			“Keep dreaming, Hedlund.”

			He gestures to my camera bag. “Were you shooting today?”

			“No, but I might later. Do you want to see the shots I took last weekend?”

			When he nods, I pull the camera out and shift closer to him. “These are all from the trails near Mar’s house.”

			Chase peeks at the screen. “Not bad, Nature Girl.”

			“ ‘Not bad’? That’s what you have to say? This is art, Hedlund.”

			He laughs, a low sound that makes my heart skip. “Not everyone’s a fan of pretty trees and lakes. Some people like a bit of action.”

			At that, he plucks the camera out of my hands.

			“Hey!” I object. “Give that back!”

			I reach for it, but he’s on his feet, flashing a smug grin. “Nah.” He tilts the camera, squinting down at the buttons as if he actually knows what he’s doing. “I think the photographer needs to be on the other side for once.”

			“Absolutely not,” I declare, lunging for it. “I’m a disaster in pictures. That’s why I take them.”

			“You’re gorgeous and you know it.” He backs up toward the couch. “C’mon, one little smile.”

			I reach for the camera again. He takes another step back, snapping a photo of my frustrated expression.

			“Chase!” I groan, trying to cover my face, but he keeps clicking, taking rapid-fire shots as I dodge, laughing despite myself. “I hate you!”

			“No you don’t.”

			I rush forward and tackle him onto the couch, my hand finally brushing the camera—

			And that’s when he flips me over and starts tickling me.

			“Ah! No! Chase! Oh my God, stop!” I shriek, thrashing on the cushions as he grins down at me, absolutely relentless.

			“Stop what?” he teases, fingers dancing along my sides.

			“Please! Please! You win!” I gasp, batting his hands away, laughter bursting out of me. I’ve lost all control.

			He chuckles, finally letting up, and I catch my breath, my face flushed.

			“You are the worst person in the world, you know that?” I manage between breaths, shoving his shoulder.

			“Or am I a genius?” he counters.

			He tips the camera toward me so I can see the last photo he took. The unguarded look on my face. The pure, genuine smile. It’s the best picture anyone’s ever taken of me.

			Shrugging, he hands the camera back to me, and before he can blink, I turn it around and snap a close-up of his surprised face, all wide eyes and raised eyebrows.

			“Saved for eternity,” I declare with a victorious grin. “Consider it payback.”

			“As long as you don’t delete the one I took.” Those deep gray eyes fix on me, earnest.

			I swallow. “Okay.”

			Energy crackles between us. Something heavy, charged, and impossible to ignore.

			“Ryan…” His tone is rougher now, almost questioning.

			“What?”

			“You know what.”

			He kisses me, his hands moving to my waist. Sparks dance through me when the kiss deepens. His tongue brushes mine, a slow, careful slide that sends a thrill down my spine. I loop my arms around his neck, feeling the heat build between us.

			His fingers trace the edge of my shirt, then slip underneath to tease my bare skin. When I shiver, he grins and tugs my shirt up and over my head. A flush rises in my cheeks as he looks at me, appreciative, his breath coming out a bit fast. Then he strips off his own shirt, and my palms instantly find his bare chest.

			The rest of our clothes fall away. Chase takes his time, kissing my neck, my breasts, lower still. By the time he climbs back up, I’m spent and breathless, and he’s looking mighty pleased with himself. He leaves me only to get protection, and when he returns, I push him onto his back, leaning down to kiss him as my hips move over him. He grips my waist, and I moan against his lips, my hair falling like a curtain over our faces, and for the first time in a long time, something in my life feels completely, undeniably right.

			Afterward, we curl up together on the couch, his arm draped around my shoulders. I rest my head against his chest, feeling the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my cheek.

			“Do you ever feel like you don’t really fit in?” The question slips out before I can stop it.

			Chase laughs, but it’s not harsh. More like he’s amused by the idea. “All the time. I’m not exactly the type of guy people invite to birthday parties or whatever.”

			“Yeah, same. I’ve never been that girl, you know? The one who’s popular or part of a clique. I like being on my own.”

			“Everett’s the one who forced me out of that,” Chase admits, almost grudgingly, and guilt pierces my heart at the reminder of who we’re betraying. “He’s always dragging me to crap I don’t wanna do. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably be even more of a loner.” He pauses. “Most times I’d rather stay invisible.”

			I know exactly what he means. “Me too. I like being in the background. Not having people constantly watching, judging. I’d rather have one-on-one moments like this than be in the middle of a big group.”

			“Yeah,” he agrees. “Just two people, no pressure. It’s better.”

			We both go quiet for a moment. I think about my scrapbook, all those old photographs of my mother. There’ll never be any new pictures to add to it. The thought makes my chest clench.

			“I’ve been thinking about my mom a lot lately,” I confess.

			Chase seems startled by the abrupt topic change. “Okay.”

			I swallow. “Wondering if I could have done something to save her.”

			“Wasn’t it a car accident?”

			I nod, feeling bad about the lie. “I still wish I could’ve been there. And I don’t know how to let it go—the grief. I’ve been carrying it around for so long.”

			“I thought she died this summer.”

			I freeze, chiding myself for the slip-up. “No, she did. I’m just saying it feels like I’ve carried this grief forever.”

			Chase runs his fingers over my hip. “Look, if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that grief can eat you alive. If you don’t find a way to let it go, it won’t let you move forward.”

			“But if I let it go…doesn’t that mean I’m forgetting her?”

			“No. It means you’re letting yourself live. Your mom wouldn’t want you tied down like this. She’d want you to be free.”

			I look up at him, grateful for his assurances, but just as I start to feel lighter, my phone buzzes on the coffee table. After how badly I scared my aunt and uncle the night at the lake, I waste no time checking the notification in case it’s them.

			It’s not.

			
				
					
						UNKNOWN: Happy holidays, Gabrielle.

					

				

			

			My stomach drops. It’s been ages since I’ve heard from my mysterious texter. I thought they were gone. Finished with me. Moved on to torment someone else.

			No such luck, it seems.

			I stare at the message, my fingers shaking slightly. I hate this. This faceless threat that’s been haunting me since I got to Starling, claiming to know my secrets.

			“Everything okay?” Chase’s voice cuts through my anxiety.

			I quickly lock the screen and sit up, forcing myself to smile. “It’s my aunt. I should probably get home.”

			The lie feels heavy on my tongue. Chase’s gaze lingers on me, his brows drawn. But he nods, letting me have my excuse. “All right.”

			I wait until I’m sliding into the driver’s seat of Dan’s truck before pulling out my phone again and typing furiously.

			
				
					
						Me: Who is this? Just tell me what you want from me.

					

				

			

			My message sits there, delivered but unanswered.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-six

				A History of Murder

			
			I do my best to keep my head down when the new semester starts. I hang out with Mar and Ty. I continue to keep Everett at arm’s length. I work for my aunt and for JP, growing my savings so that I can leave this town the moment I graduate.

			And I see Chase. A lot. Always at his place when his mom is at work, and always on the down-low.

			Other than Mar, nobody else knows about it, and nobody even seems to suspect. I keep waiting for someone—Jasmine, Maggie, anyone—to confront me about it, but the good thing about being a loner with a camera and the habit of disappearing for hours on end is that nobody bats an eye when you disappear for hours on end.

			
				
					
						Chase: Come over after school?

					

				

			

			I hide my smile as his message pops up halfway through last period. I hold my phone in my lap, waiting until Mr. Keegan turns toward the chalkboard before I type a response.

			
				
					
						Me: Can’t. I’m working at the shelter. But I can come by after if you want?

					

				

				
					
						Chase: I want. Clothing optional btw

					

				

			

			“Ryan, phone,” rebukes Mr. Keegan, and I look up to find him looming over my desk, palm outstretched.

			Stifling a sigh, I place the phone in his hand, and he confiscates it for the rest of class.
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			Later that night, I tug my shirt down, trying to smooth the wrinkles as I get dressed in Chase’s bedroom. He leans against the doorframe in a T-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants, arms crossed, smirking in that lazy way I’ve come to love.

			“Some chick asked me to the Valentine’s Dance this morning,” he says.

			I roll my eyes. “Is this a weird attempt to make me jealous?” Though I can’t deny it worked. I definitely experienced a tiny stab of jealousy just now.

			“No,” he answers. “But it just reminded me that it’s tomorrow. Are you going?”

			“Nope. Not my thing. Too much glitter and papier-mâché hearts. Did you accept the invitation?”

			“Nah. I don’t do dances either.” He winks. “Bad boy and all that.”

			I laugh. “Exactly. Dancing’s probably too mainstream for you.”

			“Hey, I can move when I want to.”

			“Yeah? I’ll believe it when I see it.”

			Chase walks me to the front door, where we linger for a beat. I hate leaving. I’ve gotten used to him. Talking to him. Being with him.

			“C’mere,” he says gruffly.

			I let him trail his hand down my arm, his fingers slipping through mine like they belong there. Like I don’t have a dozen secrets I should be worried about.

			The jingle of keys snaps me back to reality.

			I let go of his hand like it’s on fire as a woman with long blond hair walks through the front door. Her green hospital scrubs are wrinkled, her face bright with surprise when she notices me.

			“Well, well,” she says with a knowing smile, setting her purse down. “What do we have here? My son has a girl over? A real girl?”

			Chase shrugs it off like nothing can rattle him. “Don’t scare her off, Mom.”

			She snorts softly before turning to me. “I’m Georgia, Chase’s mom.”

			I awkwardly introduce myself. “I’m Ryan. I, uh, go to school with Chase.”

			“It’s nice to meet you, Ryan.” Georgia’s eyes twinkle, and I know she knows exactly why I came over.

			“Um, same.” I edge toward freedom. “Anyway, I’ve gotta go. See you tomorrow, Chase.”

			Cheeks flaming, I practically run out of the house. A glance over my shoulder shows Chase watching me, amused. His text appears when I’m sliding into the truck.

			
				
					
						Chase: Coward.

					

				

				
					
						Me: I was NOT prepared to meet your mother today, Hedlund.

					

				

				
					
						Chase: Grow some balls, Shipley.

					

				

			

			I send a middle finger emoji in response, then drive home, where I go to my room and do homework.

			A loud thump against the wall jolts me, and then I hear Connor’s voice, low but angry. I can’t make out the words, but he sounds tense. A minute later, another muffled shout, and then…silence.

			I turn back to my assignment, hoping whatever storm is brewing has passed, when Connor suddenly throws my door open and marches in, his face flushed with frustration.

			“You and me, Valentine’s Day dance,” he announces, hands on his hips like it’s already a done deal.

			I blink. “Uh…no, I’m not going to that.”

			“Come on, Ry. Please.”

			“No. I hate dances. Besides, I thought you were going with Sam.”

			Connor sits on the edge of Jasmine’s bed and rubs his hands over his stubble-covered jaw. “He’s working. By choice.” Irritation flashes in his eyes. “He took an extra shift without even asking me.”

			“Aw, I’m sorry. That sucks.”

			“So you’ll go?”

			“Nope.”

			“Please?” he presses. “Do me this one solid, okay? Everyone else will be there with someone, and I’m not about to sit in the corner like a loser.”

			“So slow-dancing with your cousin is what’s going to boost your status?” I crack.

			“Come on, it’ll be fun.”

			“No, it won’t. I’ll just be awkward.”

			“You won’t be awkward,” he promises. “C’mon, think of it as a favor for your favorite cousin.”

			I huff, caving when I notice he’s wearing that stubborn “I’m not leaving until you say yes” look on his face.

			“Ugh. Fine.”

			He breaks out in a wide smile. “That’s the spirit. Trust me, it’ll be sick.” Halfway to the door, he stops, glancing at me over his shoulder. “Oh, by the way. There’s a dress code for the girls. Pink or red only.”

			My jaw drops. I snatch the nearest projectile—a Sharpie—and throw it at the doorway, but Connor’s already racing away.
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			“I hate you, Connor,” I growl the following night, standing in front of the mirror wearing a bright pink minidress I borrowed from my cousin.

			I wish I could be like Jasmine. She’s putting the finishing touches on her makeup, pouting in the mirror, so excited she’s actually glowing. She and Bo are in the on-again phase of the cycle.

			“How do I look?” She turns toward me in a pink empire-waist dress, practicing her Instagram angles on me.

			“Perfect,” I say.

			Despite it being a random dance and not the prom, Maggie and Dan wait for us in the front hall, where my aunt starts snapping pictures as if we’re walking the red carpet at a movie premiere. By the time we leave the house, I’m already exhausted.

			Bo picks Jasmine up in a shiny black truck that Connor tells me he got from an LSU football scout who’s trying to lure him. Jasmine is beaming as he opens the door for her. It’s nice to see her so happy, even if I do suspect they’ll be off-again before the dance comes to an end.

			Since the twins turned seventeen last month, Connor insists on driving tonight. We take Maggie’s SUV and head for Crockett High.

			The night is brisk as we walk toward the building, my strappy heels clicking on the concrete. I’ve already tugged on the hem of Jasmine’s dress at least a dozen times. I feel like everyone in town can see underneath it. I’m taller than my cousin, so her dress is way too short on me.

			Connor and I stop at the table outside the gym doors to hand our tickets to the two chaperones sitting there. When we enter the dance, I’m assaulted by clashing shades of red and pink. So much red and pink. Oh God.

			“Why is this happening to me?” I moan as Connor links arms and urges me forward.

			“Just enjoy it,” he chides.

			It’s like Valentine’s Day threw up in here. Twinkling string lights crisscross the ceiling, with hearts of all sizes hanging from the rafters. The decoration committee really went all out, layering the walls in paper roses and garlands that sway with every bass beat. A live band, made up of a few seniors I recognize from school, play on the low-rise stage, belting out a pop cover. They’re actually pretty good.

			Everywhere I look, girls are decked out in reds and pinks. The boys got off scot-free, able to wear their black and gray and blue suits like a bunch of assholes.

			“Want some punch?” Connor offers.

			“Only if you spike it with tranquilizers.”

			“You’re such a whiny baby,” he says, before striding toward the refreshment tables.

			I study the crowd. Mr. Hicks and Mrs. Burle are chaperoning, the latter surprising me since she’s about a hundred years old and I assumed went to sleep before seven every night. When another familiar face catches my eye, I freeze.

			Natalie Singh.

			Why is she here? She’s not a student or a teacher.

			The question is answered when the geography teacher, Ms. Steinfeld, joins her. The two young women exchange words, laughing about something, and I deduce they’re friends. Maybe Ms. Steinfeld invited Natalie to keep her company while chaperoning.

			Jasmine suddenly pops up beside me, all smiles and glitter. “Oh my God, cousin,” she hisses in my ear. “How good does Bo look right now?”

			I glance in the direction of her date and can’t deny the tall, dimpled football player looks great in a suit.

			She leans in again. “If we’re still together by prom, I’m giving him my V-card.”

			I try to suppress my laughter, but it spills over. “Whatever makes you happy, Jazzy.”

			“He’s so sweet. Not to mention he’s hot, has a future, and actually opens doors for people.”

			“All pluses,” I confirm.

			“Where’s Con?” she asks.

			“Getting some punch. Although I sort of hope he’s decided to bail on me, because then I can leave.”

			She shakes her head. “For a photographer, you sure hate events.”

			Connor returns with two cups of punch, catching the last bit of our conversation. “Maybe next year they’ll give you a photo booth gig, make you official.” He waggles his brows as if to entice me.

			“I won’t be here next year,” I remind him. “I’m graduating.”

			“Oh right. Shit. And then you’ll go to college.” He dons a glum look. “I don’t want you to go. We like you. Right, Jazzy?”

			“Uh-huh. But not as much as we like Bo,” she chirps, before darting back to her date.

			I accept the plastic cup Connor hands me and take a quick sip. In my peripheral vision, I glimpse a flash of movement, and my heart squeezes when I see Everett approaching. He outdoes Bo in the suit department, his jacket stretching across his big shoulders, the trousers hugging his long legs.

			“Hey,” he says when he reaches us. “Con, let me talk to Ryan alone for a sec.”

			I want to object, but my cousin must think we’re on the football field, because he instantly obeys his quarterback’s orders, nodding and walking away.

			“You look gorgeous,” Everett tells me.

			“Thanks.”

			He stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Can we talk?”

			“Everett—”

			“Listen, I’ve been doing the whole friendship thing like you asked,” he cuts in, letting out a frustrated breath. “But even as friends you barely talk to me. And it feels like you didn’t give me a chance. One day we’re fine, the next you’re acting like you can’t stand being around me.”

			“It’s not that,” I say, shifting uncomfortably. “Things just…changed.”

			He slants his head, looking at me as if trying to solve a puzzle. “Did they change, or did I miss something?”

			I feel curious eyes boring into me. Everett draws attention no matter where he is. One of those stares belongs to Sofia, and the daggers she’s glaring at me have me stifling a sigh.

			“Let’s not do this here,” I finally say. “It’s not the time.”

			“It’s never the time with you.”

			I open my mouth to respond, but I can’t find the right words. It isn’t Everett’s fault that there’s this whole side of me he’ll never understand. He deserves an answer. But the truth? That’s something I can never give him.

			I watch him stalk off, feeling the familiar pang of guilt that only compounds when another face snags my attention.

			Nikki, standing near the punch table with a few other cheerleaders. She thinks she’s being discreet as she angles her body and pours something into her cup from a silver flask, but she’s not exactly a covert operative. When she catches my eye, the edges of her lips curl into a smug, unbothered grin. Her hazy eyes tell me she’s already buzzed, and the dance has barely gotten started.

			I shake my head and look away. My heart skips a beat when I notice Chase entering the gym. He’s wearing jeans, a blue button-down shirt, and black combat boots, not exactly dance attire, but somehow he pulls it off.

			He scans the room until his gaze finally lands on me. For a second, it feels like we’re the only two people here.

			Before I can react, he sidles up to me, standing close enough that our hands brush. The contact is so slight, so minuscule, but it sends an electric current through me. Another burst of guilt follows right on its heels.

			“What are you doing here?” I ask him. “You don’t do dances, remember?”

			“You can’t randomly text me you’re going to the dance and not expect me to show up.”

			“Why?”

			His lips twitch as if he’s fighting a grin. “I was dying to see you in a pink dress.”

			“I hate you.”

			He gives me a long once-over. “I like it.”

			I feign nonchalance. “It’s just a dress.”

			“No,” he says, his gaze locking with mine. “It’s you.”

			A blush creeps into my cheeks. I clear my throat, fighting to keep my voice steady. “We shouldn’t be talking. Everett’s here.”

			“Yeah, and we’re not doing anything wrong. Just talking.”

			“You really believe that? You don’t feel at all bad doing this to him?”

			“I don’t. You two aren’t together.” Chase runs a hand through his hair. “I don’t engage in drama, and Ev wouldn’t want me to coddle him. He’s a big boy and he’ll move on. But I get it if you don’t want to be seen talking to me.”

			“Chase…”

			His hand grazes mine again, and he smiles when my breath hitches. “Relax. I won’t cause trouble. You don’t think I know how to keep things subtle?”

			“Subtle?” I repeat with a skeptical laugh, doing my best to ignore the way he makes my pulse race.

			“Okay, maybe ‘subtle’ isn’t my style, but I can make an exception for you.”

			The smile tugging at my lips fades fast. “We can’t keep doing this,” I say, more to myself than to him.

			“Maybe,” he agrees. “But I’m here anyway.”

			Suddenly the gym lights flicker. I frown, seeking out my cousins in the crowd. Connor is at a table with a few of his teammates. Jasmine and Bo are on the dance floor, wrapped up in one another, but they pull apart when the music stops. The lead singer of the band announces they’re taking a break but that we shouldn’t worry because we’re all in for a treat.

			Yeah, right. There are very few treats to be had in Starling, Tennessee.

			Jasmine catches my eye and darts over. “Come on, it’s time for the yearbook video!”

			Right. The midyear recap. I uploaded more than a hundred candid photos for it, and I am a bit curious to see which ones the committee chose to use.

			As the large screen on the stage flickers to life, Jasmine pushes me closer so we’ll have a better view.

			“I narrated it this year,” she brags. “You’re gonna love it. I’m amazing.”

			I smile faintly, trying to focus on her enthusiasm. The gym feels unnaturally quiet, the only sound the soft whir of the projector. I notice Sofia and Zed standing in the wings. She says something to him, then descends the steps in her high heels and goes to join her fellow cheerleaders in the crowd. Excitement dances in her eyes.

			The opening sequence flashes across the screen, showcasing shots of the football team, pep rallies, and dance rehearsals. It’s all normal high school stuff.

			Until it’s not.

			Out of nowhere, the yearbook video freezes. The screen flickers, then goes completely black for a second before flickering back on.

			“Zed!” an outraged Sofia screeches from the crowd.

			A photograph of Main Street, Starling, fills the screen, but it has a jagged, unsettling look to it. Words begin to crawl up the screen in bold block letters. They spell out:

			cold secrets: a town’s dark history

			My breath catches in my throat.

			“What the hell?” Jasmine mutters under her breath.

			My heart stutters with fear when a familiar logo appears underneath the title.

			It’s a sparrow.

			No. Goddamn him.

			Sure enough, when the new narrator’s voice slices through the silence, it belongs to Logan Zellman.

			“Starling, Tennessee,” Zed narrates, slow and deliberate. “A town with a dark history. A history of murder. Missing women. A killer who went to the grave without disclosing their locations.”

			“That little asshole!” Sofia cries out, already pushing her way through the crowd. “Zed! Turn that off!”

			“But there’s one secret, one puzzle, that can finally be solved. And tonight, thanks to Free the Sparrows, it will be.”

		

	
		
			
				thirty-seven

				Let Me Tell You About Gabrielle

			
			My blood runs cold.

			What is Zed doing?

			What does he know?

			“What’s going on?” Connor looks around as if trying to gauge whether this is some kind of prank.

			I have a feeling this is much, much worse than a prank.

			Zed’s self-assured voice continues to echo from the speakers, his tone almost gleeful. “We all know the story of Gabriel Thorn. We all know his crimes. We all know the names of his victims. We know he kept to himself, kept his sister-in-law’s family, the Shipleys, at a distance.”

			At the sound of her surname, Jasmine starts shaking with anger. “Oh my God! This psycho and his fucking obsession! He’s ruining the entire yearbook presentation!”

			My stomach burns, nausea rising in my throat with Zed’s every word. People around us are tensing, their attention glued to the screen. I suck in a deep, calming breath, the way Dr. Wilmer taught me.

			“But his family, the Thorns, his wife and his daughter—he claims to have cared about them,” Zed drones on, pausing between words as if to create dramatic tension.

			I thought he was broadcasting live, but when I see Zed intercepting a livid Sofia at the side of the stage, I realize it’s been prerecorded.

			“What do we know about his family? Well, we know his wife is dead. Her life taken by the very man who claimed to love her. But his daughter…”

			The breath I just took freezes in my lungs. It feels like ice is sludging through my veins now.

			“So let’s talk about the biggest secret this town has yet to uncover. Her name is Gabrielle Thorn.”

			The walls start to close in on me. The gym is dark, too dark for anyone to see the panic that must be written all over my face, but I’m suddenly hyperaware of everything around me. The flickering light of the projector. The whispers. The low hum of the air-conditioning. Everything is too loud, too sharp.

			There’s a flurry of motion at the edge of the stage. While Sofia continues to yell at Zed, Mr. Hicks and Ms. Steinfeld climb the short steps, their silhouettes moving across the screen, which until two seconds ago was frozen on the photo of Starling.

			Now the picture changes.

			An image of a baby in a pink onesie, bundled in a white blanket.

			The baby is me.

			I swallow my gasp of shock. How did he get this picture? I’m pretty sure it was in my grandmother’s boxes, the ones that Maggie put in storage.

			“Let me tell you about Gabrielle. Her father murdered six women. Seven, including her own mother. But the question is—who is she really? Is she simply another victim, or has she been hiding something darker? The truth is closer than you think…”

			The baby photo fades to a toddler. A little girl with wispy dark red hair, wearing a yellow dress, clinging to her father’s leg.

			My body is on fire. Every muscle is tight, every nerve shot through with adrenaline. I don’t know if I’m going to throw up or faint. My cousins are oblivious to my inner distress. Jasmine is no longer cursing Zed for ruining the yearbook. She and Connor are staring at the screen, completely unaware that everything in me is crumbling.

			The slideshow continues. One image after another, year by year, flashing in front of everyone. My childhood, splayed out for all to see. The gym is dead silent. Everyone’s attention is riveted to the screen. Even Sofia and the teachers have lost some of their urgency as they reprimand a smug-faced Zed.

			“She was born Gabrielle Thorn,” he narrates in a grave voice, and the next photo dissolves into one of a birth certificate.

			Mine.

			The long view of it flips into a close-up. The name Gabrielle Thorn.

			“And then,” Zed says, “when she was seven years old…” Another dramatic pause. “She ceased to exist.”

			The next photo is me at the age of seven. The screen freezes again, and I stare at my second-grade self. I’m missing my two front teeth.

			My eyes flit desperately to the side, looking for an escape, but every exit feels miles away. The gym doors, the windows, the people—none of it matters. I can’t focus on anything except Zed’s voice.

			“But people don’t just disappear, do they? No, they reinvent themselves.”

			Seven-year-old Gabrielle fades into another photograph. A candid shot of an auburn-haired girl in jeans and combat boots.

			Me.

			I swallow, trying to force down the panic, but it keeps thickening and growing and twisting like vines around my throat, threatening to choke me. I snap my gaze toward the doors. I need to leave. I need to disappear.

			But the moment I start to move, Jasmine grabs my hand, yanking me back.

			“Ryan?” she says, staring at me, then the screen. “What’s going on?”

			The slideshow has one more image. One last nail in the proverbial coffin. The photo once again dissolves into a document. The name-change paperwork my grandmother filed for me.

			It zooms in on my old name. Gabrielle Thorn.

			Then it zooms in on the new one.

			Ryan Mayfair.

			The world begins to spin, everything blurry except for my name on the screen. And then the lights abruptly turn on, the projector going blank. Gasps and whispers explode throughout the gym. Faces turn toward me as people start piecing it together.

			My secret isn’t a secret anymore.

			I can’t breathe. I feel sweat prickling at the back of my neck. My heart pounds so loudly it’s now drowning out everything else.

			Before I can flee, the man of the hour steps onto the stage, holding a microphone and sporting a broad smile.

			“Hey, Ryan,” Zed calls, grinning when he picks me out of the crowd. “Or do you prefer Gabrielle?”

			I stumble back, words failing me. All I can see is the stunned faces of my cousins, my classmates. Everett. The people I tried so hard to keep in the dark. In the instant before the full weight hits them and the shock registers on their faces, I feel everything inside me breaking apart.

			There is no coming back from this.

			Their expressions change. Morphing into horror, disgust, anger. I glance from Connor to Jasmine, wishing I could be anywhere else. A torture chamber would be preferable to this. I’m not sure I’ll leave this gym alive.

			Jasmine’s features twist in betrayal. “You lied to us! All this time, you were…you’re…Uncle Psycho is your father?”

			Connor isn’t as quick to accuse, but his suspicious eyes aren’t comforting. “Is that true, Ryan?”

			“Of course it’s true,” Zed barks into the microphone. “I know y’all look down on me, think I’m some kind of hack, but Free the Sparrows doesn’t do half-ass investigations. Ryan Mayfair is Ryan Shipley. There is no father in Europe. She was living with Annette Mayfair in Allentown, Pennsylvania, until Annette passed away. Annette,” he says arrogantly, “who also happens to be the mother of Maggie Shipley and Sarah Thorn.”

			I tune out Zed’s grating voice and implore my cousins with my eyes. “I’m so sorry.” My voice is small, breaking under the weight of their disbelief. “Your parents made me promise not to tell you. They thought that if you knew—”

			Before I can finish, someone slaps me. Hard.

			I stagger backward from the pain, expecting to find that Jasmine was the culprit.

			But it’s Nikki.

			Everett’s sister lunges at me, utterly enraged. “Your father killed my mother and you didn’t think we deserved to know? You fucking bitch!”

			As my cheek stings from her blow, I start to back away, but I suddenly notice Everett standing there. His face is pale with shock.

			“You goddamn lying bitch!” Nikki shrieks.

			She hurls herself at me again, and before I can react, she’s grabbed a fistful of my hair. I cry out, grappling with her, trying to get her off me. Hands try to pry us apart, but I can’t make anything out through the haze of pain and confusion.

			“Nikki, enough!” someone yells, but she’s beyond listening. She’s pushing and shoving, her red fingernails digging into my arm.

			I feel my own anger boiling up, mingling with the humiliation and fear. In a burst of desperation, I shove her hard, breaking her grip on me, and she stumbles before regaining her footing.

			The gym is a mess of shouts, everyone’s attention fixated on us. Whispers and accusations blend into a deafening hum. Kids are filming everything, their phones aimed at me, at Nikki. The chaperones rush over, trying to break up the fight, their voices barely audible over the din.

			I feel eyes on me from every direction, judging, accusing. I suddenly spot Natalie Singh several feet away, staring at me. I glance toward the stage where Zed stands, posture proud, stance wide, like a king watching over his peasants. He loves this. The production. The drama and the big reveal. He’s probably been planning it for weeks.

			Blinking back the tears, I run from the dance floor, desperate to escape.

			“Ryan,” I hear someone say. Chase.

			I ignore him, pushing through the crowd. Relief pours into me when I finally glimpse the exit sign. I race out the doors and stumble into the fluorescent-lit hallway. I’m still battling tears when Chase appears beside me, wrapping one strong arm around my shoulders, and I let him, because I have no strength left to fight.

			“Come on,” he murmurs in my ear. “I’ll take you home.”

			I rip myself away from him. “No.”

			My skin burns from the sheer humiliation of what just happened, and I’m dangerously close to a panic attack. Chase senses it, because he steps closer, reaching out to stroke my cheek.

			His voice is low as he says, “You’re okay, Shipley. It’s okay.”

			But I’m not.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” an incredulous voice says from behind us.

			We turn toward the gym doors, where Everett stands, jaw clenched tight. He takes in the sight of Chase’s hand dropping from my face in what was clearly an intimate moment.

			“I am such a fucking idiot,” he spits out, looking between us. “I get it now, Ryan.” He starts to laugh. Bitter and defeated. “How long has this been going on?”

			“I…” I stammer, then glance at Chase, unsure what to say.

			“How long have you guys been lying to me?” demands Everett.

			“Ev, it wasn’t like that—” Chase starts.

			Everett cuts him off. “Fuck you, Chase. Both of you.”

			Finding my voice, I step toward him, trying to explain. “Everett, please, just listen—”

			“Save it, Gabrielle. I don’t want to hear another word from either one of you.”

			My heart sinks as I watch him storm off. For several heartbreaking seconds, silence hangs over the hallway. I swallow the lump of agony in my throat and turn to Chase.

			“I think I’ll take that ride home, after all.”

		

	
		
			
				thirty-eight

				In His Shadow

			
			The Shipley house is a war zone. Or rather, a cold war zone. It’s been days since the dance, but it feels like the fallout is still unfolding. Jasmine refuses to share a room with me, so she sleeps in the living room now. She barely looks at me, let alone speaks to me, and the rare times she opens her mouth, it’s to tell her parents she wants me out of the house. To add insult to Jasmine’s injury, Nikki isn’t allowed over at the house because she attacked me at the dance, and I’m pretty sure Nikki isn’t even talking to Jasmine right now, which only intensifies my cousin’s anger toward me.

			“Why does she have to stay here? Send her away! I don’t want her around us!” she snapped last night in the middle of dinner, then ran off before anyone could get a word in.

			Dan has tried to smooth things over, but his attempts at mediating only fuel the fire. “Jaz, please, we’re all family here,” he said this morning at breakfast, his voice strained with exhaustion. Connor sat silent at the breakfast counter, but at her father’s plea, Jasmine stomped out of the kitchen without a word.

			Maggie just seems overwhelmed. She keeps looking at me with pained, pitying eyes, as if she wants to make things better for me but doesn’t know how. It’s rare to see Maggie lacking her self-assurance.

			Everywhere I turn, there’s judgment. At school, people avoid me like I’m contagious. Even the teachers are treating me with an awkward, uncomfortable politeness, like they don’t know what to say. It doesn’t help that I’m officially Crockett High’s favorite topic, every whispered conversation dying the second I walk by.

			To make matters worse, news of my identity has spread beyond Starling. Zed, the asshole who decided to blow up my life, hasn’t been at school this week. He’s been making the rounds on all the true-crime shows, bragging about how he’s the one who found Gabrielle Thorn when no one else could, and as much as it infuriates me to think it, he deserves credit for his investigative skills.

			“The dude had FBI written all over him,” Zed was boasting in an interview last night. A network television interview. The guy’s milking his fifteen minutes of fame for all he’s worth. “And I was, like, why would some random girl be having covert meetups with the FBI? That’s when that first puzzle piece slid into place, and I started digging into Ryan.”

			Turns out, I didn’t convince Zed at all that day when I told him I was meeting my “friend.” He saw me drive away with Agent Foster, put two and two together, and proceeded to unravel the elaborate cover story Maggie and Dan had created for me. Eventually that led him all the way to Allentown, where he connected Maggie to Gran and then Gran to me.

			I don’t know how he did it, but he even tracked down the social worker who handled my case after my parents died. My juvenile records were sealed, but somehow Logan Zellman was able to find someone to unseal them. As always, he refuses to reveal his sources, but admitted during his latest interview that sometimes it takes some cash to get people to talk.

			Once he had my grandmother’s name, it was easy for him to track down Gran’s storage unit. He paid someone off there too, for access to our unit. Maggie has already unleashed hell on the owner of the storage facility for allowing private documents to get stolen from right under his nose.

			With my identity public knowledge, reporters have been contacting the Shipleys with interview requests and demands for quotes. Podcasters from all over the country keep showing up at school trying to ambush me. My email address was somehow made public, and now my inbox is jammed with emails from the press, the true-crime community, and general members of the public who feel the need to tell me I’m going to rot in hell for what my father did.

			Fun times.

			The only people even speaking to me at school are Mar and Ty, and even then, it’s different with them now. Sometimes I’ll catch Mar eyeing me warily, as if she’s suddenly remembered that my father murdered innocent women. Neither she nor Ty have broached the subject, though. Truthfully I think they’re afraid to ask.

			Chase texts all the time, but most of his messages sit unanswered on my phone. He didn’t push me to talk when he drove me home from the dance. Didn’t demand answers. I appreciate him so much for that. I keep telling myself I’ll explain it all to him eventually, but the truth is, I’m afraid he’ll judge me too. Chase’s default mode might be nonjudgmental, but this…the revelation that my father is a serial killer…it’s too much for anyone to overlook.

			I can’t stand the thought of him seeing me differently.

			Everett, of course, is radio silent. I haven’t heard a peep from him since that night. We don’t share any classes this semester, and I haven’t even passed him in the halls. He’s clearly going out of his way to avoid me, and I heard whispers that he and Chase aren’t speaking to each other either, which stings more than I want to admit.

			I blew up everyone’s lives with my mere existence.

			The weekend after the dance, the doorbell rings. I’m sprawled on the couch, because I no longer work at the animal shelter. Like a coward, I quit my job—over text. The thought of facing JP, knowing that my identity is now public knowledge, makes me physically ill.

			From the hallway, I hear my uncle speaking. “The answer is no, kid. Get off our property or I’m calling the sheriff.”

			“C’mon, Mr. Shipley. You know I’m right. She’s got a story the world needs to hear.”

			I stiffen at the sound of Zed’s snotty voice.

			The nerve of him. Hasn’t he done enough damage to my life?

			My anger burns hotter as I listen to Dan try to get rid of Zed. But the relentless jerk stands his ground. He raises his voice, shouting into the house.

			“Gabrielle! I know you’re in there! Come out and talk to me! You owe it to the world to tell your story!”

			A fury I didn’t know I was capable of boils up inside me. Before I know it, I’m flying onto the porch, facing off with him.

			“How dare you? You ruined my life in front of the entire school, and now you’re delusional enough to think I’d sit down for an interview with you?”

			His self-satisfied expression barely wavers. No remorse whatsoever for what he’s done. For the way he’s publicly shamed me.

			“Look,” he relents, “maybe I went overboard with the whole school reveal, but big productions? That’s my style, Ryan. It’s what keeps people interested.”

			“You humiliated me.”

			Zed lifts his hands in a half-hearted attempt to placate me. “I didn’t mean to humiliate you. It’s not personal. It’s just…what people expect. They want the story.”

			I scoff. “People? You mean your followers, your podcast listeners? You turned my life into clickbait, Zed. You’re an asshole for that.”

			“And you’re the daughter of a notorious killer. That’s big news. People want to hear from you—your perspective.”

			“Your perspective, you mean. You’ve already decided who I am. And whatever you think I am, whatever story you’ve twisted together about me, it’s all wrong.”

			“I’m only trying to find answers.”

			“Are you serious?” I take a step forward, my hands clenched into fists. “You exposed me for views. This isn’t about answers. If you cared about the truth, you’d be out there looking for the remains of the women my father killed, for ways to help their families—people like Natalie Singh, Benjamin White—not ambushing me on my front porch.”

			For once, Zed seems genuinely taken aback. He stares down at his scuffed Converse sneakers, then sighs. “I may have pushed too far, yeah. But I can’t change that now. And it’s not like the world’s gonna forget about you, Ryan. Better to own the story before someone else spins it.”

			“Thanks, but I don’t need life advice from you.”

			I’m about to turn on my heel when something occurs to me. I cross my arms, eyeing him in suspicion.

			“You did an interview last night where you said you figured out my identity after you saw me with the FBI. Is that actually when you figured it out?”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			“Not before?” I push. “You didn’t know around the time of my father’s suicide? You weren’t the one sending me all those messages?”

			“What messages?”

			“The ones saying you knew who I was, that you’d expose me if I didn’t stop looking for the bodies.”

			His expression is blank. “I legit don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You sure about that?”

			Zed furrows his brow. “Why would I want to scare you off? I need you to keep looking for the bodies. You find them, I get my scoop. That isn’t the kind of story you sabotage.”

			It annoys me that I believe him. He’s right. If the remains are found, it only benefits Free the Sparrows.

			“Ryan,” he starts, and for the first time since he got here, he conveys genuine remorse. “I’m sorry for the shit I pulled at the dance. I got carried away.”

			“Carried away? You destroyed my life, Zed.” I shake my head in disgust. “Now get the hell off our property.”

			At that, I march into the house and slam the door behind me.
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			Just when I think things can’t get worse, the following morning the doorbell chimes again. This time, I’m the only one home. I debate ignoring it, but something pushes me forward, and I open the door to find Natalie Singh on the porch.

			“Hi,” I blurt out, caught completely off guard.

			“Hi,” she says. “I think we should talk.”

			I manage to nod. “Um, yeah, okay. Would you like to come in?”

			She nods back.

			I step aside to let her in, then lead her into the living room, where she sits on one end of the couch. I sit on the other, nerves roiling in my stomach. The silence stretches on, and the longer Natalie stays quiet, the more anxious I feel.

			“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” she finally asks. She’s neither accusatory nor gentle. Just…neutral. I didn’t expect that.

			I swallow, my throat too dry to speak. “My aunt didn’t want me to. She thought it would cause too much of an uproar. And…if I’m being honest, I’m glad she suggested we keep my identity a secret. I didn’t want to be judged for something I didn’t do. I just wanted to live a normal life.”

			“Normal?” A trace of something—anger, maybe?—flickers across her face. “Your father is…was…a monster. He killed my mother. He killed your mother. How can your life ever be normal?”

			I wring my hands in my lap. “I know. It was selfish. But I didn’t want people to see me as nothing more than his daughter. You’re doing that now, viewing me in relation to him. But I’m not him.”

			Her expression softens. “I know you’re not him. But…you understand what it’s like to live in his shadow, don’t you?”

			I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

			“So do I. Every single day since my mother went missing, I’ve lived in the shadow of what your father did. My mother’s gone, and all I have are these missing pieces. It’s like I’m chasing a ghost.”

			I bite my lip, the guilt and shame bubbling up inside me. “I’m so sorry. I wish I could make it up to you.”

			“I don’t need you to make it up to me. But you have answers that none of us will ever have, and I think you owe it to us to share them.”

			Panic surges through me. “But I don’t. I promise you, Natalie, I don’t know what he did with their bodies.”

			“That’s not what I heard.”

			Every muscle in my body tenses. “What?”

			“My father and I spoke to one of the FBI agents on the case. Agent Kulpa. He told us about Gabriel Thorn’s suicide note. About how he asked his daughter to watch over the remains.”

			“I have no idea why he wrote that in his letter,” I say weakly. “I don’t know anything.”

			“But maybe you do,” she insists. “Maybe you saw something, or heard something, but weren’t able to put the pieces together. Maybe you can piece it together now.”

			“I’ve been trying,” I admit. “The FBI convinced me to try hypnosis to see if anything surfaces. I’ve had two sessions so far. It’s not working.”

			Her voice becomes wry. “As someone who’s undergone extensive therapy since my mom died, I can assure you that it takes a lot more than two sessions to accomplish anything.”

			“What if the hypnosis never works, no matter how many sessions?”

			“At least keep trying.” Natalie shakes her head in frustration. “I’m not saying you owe me anything, or any of the other families. But the answers are out there. Don’t you at least owe it to yourself to find them?”

			Her words stay with me for the rest of the day. She’s right. Two sessions aren’t enough.

			I have to keep trying. For as long as it takes. Because maybe if I can help the families find closure, I’ll finally stop feeling like I’m constantly running from the past.

			Maybe I can start forgiving myself too.

		

	
		
			
				thirty-nine

				It’s Not That Simple

			
			Maggie agrees to pick me up from school the next day to drive me to Nashville for my appointment, which we were able to procure because Dr. Wilmer had a last-minute cancellation. After the final bell rings, I dive out of my seat and practically sprint toward my locker.

			“Ryan.” Chase’s voice cuts through the noise in the hall. He reaches my locker and gives me a rueful look. “Are you ever going to talk to me? Like in full sentences and not just one- or two-word texts?”

			I hesitate, not meeting his gaze. “I don’t know.”

			That makes him chuckle. “At least you’re honest.”

			“Everyone hates me, Chase.”

			We both hear how tired I sound. How defeated.

			“I don’t hate you,” he says softly. He steps closer, his hand brushing mine.

			“No?” I’m still too afraid to look at him.

			“No.”

			The hall has cleared out, leaving just the two of us at the locker bank. He’s closer now, leaning in, his hand cupping my cheek, and before I can react, he presses his lips to mine.

			For a second, I let myself melt into him, let myself feel safe, feel wanted. But then reality crashes in, and I break the kiss.

			“Don’t.” I shake my head, backing away. “I don’t deserve this.”

			He frowns. “What are you talking about?”

			“You know what I mean.” I bite my lip when it starts to quiver. “My father was a murderer. I’m…I’m stained. I’ll never be anything but his daughter to everyone. That’s all they’ll ever see.”

			“Bullshit. That’s not what I see when I look at you.”

			“But it’s what I see,” I snap. “All the time. I don’t know how to make it go away. And I don’t deserve…I don’t deserve to feel good. To have you.”

			His jaw tightens. “No. You don’t get to decide that for me.” He reaches out, but I pull away again.

			“It’s not that simple.”

			“Yes, it is. I don’t give a shit what your father did. That doesn’t make you him. You’re strong, you’ve been through hell—and you’re still here. So don’t tell me what you don’t deserve, because you deserve so much fucking more than you think.”

			I want so badly to believe him, but the shame holds me back. “Maybe one day I’ll believe that. But not right now.”

			I slam my locker door and turn away, leaving him standing alone in the hall. Forcing myself not to look back as I hurry out of the school toward Maggie’s waiting SUV.

			Dr. Wilmer was able to fit me in today only if we could make it there by five, and I swear my aunt breaks nearly every speed limit in her mission to deliver me to therapy on time.

			“I’ll be waiting for you right here,” Maggie promises after Dr. Wilmer greets us in the outer office.

			I nod gratefully. “Thanks.”

			A minute later, I’m lowering myself into the armchair in Dr. Wilmer’s office, surrounded by those serenity-blue walls and the soft strains of meditation music.

			As usual, Dr. Wilmer gets right to business. She settles in her recliner and watches me with that calm expression. “Let’s breathe,” she prompts. “Nice deep breaths, okay? Inhale through your nose…one…two…exhale through your mouth…three…four…”

			We breathe together for several minutes, her voice a soothing drone that draws me into a state of relaxation.

			“I want us to try to go deeper today, Ryan. Is that all right with you?”

			“Mm-hmm,” I murmur, focusing on keeping my breathing steady.

			“Good. I want you to picture a staircase. A staircase with exactly ten steps. We’re going to go down those steps. And with each step, the world around you is getting quieter and quieter. Let’s descend the steps, Ryan. Ten…nine…inhale through your nose…eight…seven…exhale through your mouth.”

			I listen to her voice, picturing myself taking those steps, one at a time. My heartbeat seems to slow.

			“…three…two…one.”

			Stillness. It’s all around me. Everything is still and silent.

			“Now I want you to close your eyes, let everything go black.”

			I do what she says. Seeing nothing behind my eyelids.

			“Breathe in…breathe out…And now…look. Where are you?”

			“Daddy’s studio.”

			Sunlight pricks my closed eyelids. It’s streaming in through the windows of the cabin. I glance down at my hands. They’re tiny. Stained with paint. Blue and red splotches.

			“I’m painting a birdhouse,” I tell her.

			“Are you alone or is your father with you?”

			I scrunch up my face, trying to concentrate on the scene.

			“Relax your features,” Dr. Wilmer says in that tranquil tone. “Don’t push it. Just breathe. Focus on your birdhouse.”

			I watch myself painting the wooden slats. Those little hands.

			“Oh hush, you’re just saying that.” A female voice. Laughter.

			“I never just say things. The light adores you, Leah.” My father’s voice.

			I suck in a sharp breath.

			“You’re safe, Ryan. What do you see?”

			“They’re talking. My dad. He’s talking to Leah Devereaux.” It’s hard to speak through the shock. “She’s at the studio with him. With us.”

			“Who is Leah Devereaux, Ryan?”

			“She’s…He…He killed her,” I choke out. “She’s one of the women he killed. Why is she here?”

			“Can I see?” My voice now.

			“Of course you can, little sparrow.”

			I pad across the floorboards in my tiny bright red sneakers and peek over my father’s shoulders at the sketchpad in his lap. I see the delicate curve of a woman’s cheek. Dark hair tumbling over one shoulder.

			I look up and beam at the real-life woman. “Soooo pretty!” I tell her.

			“She’s sitting on a stool. Posing for him.” My voice sounds far, far away. “He’s sketching her.”

			“Gabby,” he says. “You should probably start heading back to the big house now. Your momma will be home soon from the hospital, and she’ll need your help with dinner.”

			“But I’m not done painting my birdhouse.”

			“It’ll still be here tomorrow. Run along now, little sparrow. And don’t forget, you can’t tell Mom that Leah stopped by. It’s going to be a surprise. So until we can share the surprise…” He makes a zipping motion with his finger across his mouth.

			“It’s a secret!” I zip my own lips.

			“He’s making me leave. He wants to be alone with her.”

			My stomach begins to churn. The memory has cracked open, and now the dark is starting to spill through. I can feel it engulfing me, swallowing me whole.

			“Oh my God, was that the day he killed her?”

			“Ryan—”

			“Was I there the day she died?” Panic gurgles in my throat. “Oh my God! She was there and I left! I left her there to die! I left her to die! I—”

			“Ryan!”

			Firm hands grip my cheeks, and I blink my eyelids open to find Dr. Wilmer kneeling in front of me, her eyes swimming with concern.

			“You’re okay,” she assures me, her voice firm. “You’re safe. You’re safe.”

			She repeats the words several more times, but they don’t seem to penetrate. I can’t shake the horror of what I just saw.

			I saw Everett’s mother in my father’s studio. I laughed with her. I complimented her.

			And then I left her there to be murdered.
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			When we get home that evening, I’m emotionally drained and physically exhausted. Maggie tried talking to me on drive back from the city, but my vocal cords refused to work. Now I trudge into the bedroom I used to share with Jasmine, wanting nothing more than to hide under the covers and never come out again.

			No sooner does the thought arise than Connor knocks on the door.

			“Hey,” my cousin says, poking his head inside. “Can we talk?”

			“Sure.”

			He flops down onto his sister’s bed, leaning against the headboard and stretching his long legs out in front of him. Then he glances over at my bed, where I’m fidgeting with one of the throw pillows.

			“Where did y’all go tonight? Dad wouldn’t tell us anything.”

			“I had an appointment in the city.” An awkward laugh slips out. “Getting hypnotized.”

			Connor stares at me. “Um. Really?”

			“Yeah.” I sigh. “Not that it achieved anything other than scaring the shit out of me.”

			I almost tell him about Leah. About that day in the studio. About the fate I condemned her to when I walked out of that cabin. When I skipped home and didn’t tell my mother that he was drawing Leah because I liked having a secret with my daddy.

			But I banish the confession before it can surface.

			My cousin looks like he wants to ask more questions, but instead, he falls silent. So do I. The dread inside me is a living, breathing thing. Connor is one of the few people who has given me the slightest indication that he might forgive me for what I’ve done, but now that I’m about to test that theory, I’m terrified I might be wrong.

			“Connor, about everything that happened…” I hesitate. “I didn’t want to deceive you. But when Gran died and I found out I had to move down here, your parents thought it was best if we kept it quiet. So I—”

			“Hey,” he interrupts, giving me a gentle smile. “I get it. I know why it had to happen. I’m gay. For a long time I thought it would be best if I just kept it to myself. So I know all about people’s perceptions, Ry. You don’t have to tell me about that.”

			I nod. He has a point. “Yeah, but being gay doesn’t usually hurt other people—”

			“And neither did you. Your father was all those things. Not you. Remember? As far as I’m concerned, you’re innocent. My parents were just trying to protect us, and you.”

			I let his words wash over me, wishing the rest of the town would believe them. Hell, I’d settle for just Jasmine.

			“Thanks, Con,” I say, bringing my knees up to my chest. “But by protecting us, I feel like we hurt so many people. There’s no fixing this situation now. It’s like the shadow of my father’s sins stretches all over Tennessee. I’ll never be rid of them until I’m out of here.”

			He frowns. “You’re not thinking of leaving, are you?”

			“After graduation, yeah. I don’t belong here. I never should’ve come back. I wouldn’t have, but I had nowhere else to go.”

			Connor watches me for a moment, his face sad. “Jazzy will come around. I promise. Everett might too. Someday.”

			My throat feels tight, making it hard to swallow. “Maybe.”

			“They will,” he says, but he sounds more confident than I feel.

			Our talk succeeds in lifting part of the weight off my chest, but it doesn’t stop me from tossing and turning in bed later that night, every thought and worry tangling up like a knot in my mind. My session with Dr. Wilmer ripped me apart, but it also left me feeling like I’m right on the edge of something.

			When I finally drift off, the dream starts as gently as a breeze.

			I’m in the woods, young again. My dad is beside me, holding my hand like he always does when we walk the trails together. There’s a map in my hands, hand-drawn on sky-blue computer paper, creased and crinkled, covered in little bird symbols Daddy drew himself. Each mark represents one of our birdhouses. It’s my favorite thing to do, going from one to the next, checking on the feeders, refilling seeds, peeking up at the trees to see if anything had nested.

			“Where to next?” Daddy asks, his eyes twinkling.

			I peer at the map, a path of birdhouses winding through the woods like a breadcrumb trail. I trace the route with my finger. “Magnolia warbler!”

			His fingers tighten around mine, warm and strong, guiding me down the well-worn path toward the—

			My eyes fly open.

			I sit bolt upright in bed and look around, my heart pounding out of my chest. I’m in Jasmine’s room, pale sunlight streaming through the blinds. The alarm clock on my cousin’s nightstand tells me it’s five-thirty in the morning.

			I lie there, staring at the ceiling, breathing hard. I can still see the map in my mind, every little birdhouse, every twist and turn through the trees.

			My father was right this entire time.

			I know where the bodies are.

		

	
		
			
				forty

				His Pretty Sparrows

			
			Scrambling to my knees on the bed, I reach underneath to pull out my suitcase, clawing inside it until I find my mother’s scrapbook. I turn the pages until I find one photograph. It’s of me and the first birdhouse my dad and I built together. I’m holding it with a giant grin on my face, so proud of my handiwork.

			On the opposite page is the map.

			I stare at the large piece of blue paper, at my seven-year-old scrawl that I used to mark wherever my father would hang a new birdhouse, along with his handwriting. He marked which birds had taken up residence in which house. There are dozens and dozens of names on the map, but only three stick out to me.

			Indigo bunting.

			Magnolia warbler.

			Purple finch.

			The same ones he mentioned in his suicide note. As I expected, they’re listed in a small grouping at an area located in the very back of the property. I’m pretty sure I remember those houses. The zebra-striped one, the purple with black polka dots, the one with a giant sun painted on the roof…

			I grab a pencil from my bag. With the scrapbook in my lap, I draw a line between the first two birdhouses—indigo bunting and magnolia warbler. Another line from magnolia warbler to purple finch. I complete the triangle by connecting purple finch to indigo bunting.

			And there, directly in the center of a triangle, is one birdhouse.

			Red cardinal.

			Hello, Mr. Red.

			I jump out of bed and quickly get dressed, then creep out of the bedroom with the map in my pocket and my phone in hand. Maggie and Dan are heavy sleepers, so I don’t worry about waking them, and it’s too early for their alarm. They won’t be up for another thirty minutes or so, which gives me just enough time to sneak out.

			But I’ve forgotten something. Jasmine is sleeping in the living room. And without my nightmares to wake her up, she’s not wearing her earplugs, which means she stirs the moment I walk past the couch.

			“Ryan?” she mumbles.

			Shit.

			“Go back to sleep,” I tell her. “I’m getting some air.”

			The couch cushions squeak as she rolls over. Relief flickers through me. She bought it.

			I lace my boots in the mudroom and head outside through the back door, pulling up Chase’s number on my phone.

			He sounds drowsy when he answers. “Ryan?”

			“Hey. I know it’s disgustingly early and I’m so sorry to wake you, but can you come pick me up? I need your help.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’ll explain when you get here. Please just come?”

			He pauses. Then “All right. I’ll be there in ten.”

			“Can you call Everett and ask him to come too? Tell him it’s really important. Beg him if you need to.”

			Another beat of silence.

			“Yeah, cool. Sure,” Chase finally answers. “I can do that.”

			“Thanks. I’ll meet you at the end of my driveway.”

			I end the call and go to the detached garage, which Dan always leaves open. Inside I locate a couple of shovels. As I’m looking around, trying to decide what else I need, a figure steps into the garage. Connor appears in a pair of sweatpants and an old Titans jersey, his boots unlaced.

			“What the hell are you doing out here?” he demands.

			I notice movement and turn to find Jasmine standing there too. I guess she didn’t buy my fresh air excuse.

			“Nothing,” I lie. “You should go back to bed.”

			Jasmine snorts. She’s wearing plaid pants and a camisole with a hoodie over it, sneakers on her feet. “I don’t think so. You’re bringing shovels out at the crack of dawn. Suspicious much?”

			“Just forget you saw me.” I try to move past them.

			“Nope,” Connor says, grabbing my wrist. “Jazzy told me what happened the night y’all went to the lumberyard. You’re not going anywhere without me.”

			“And me,” she says, albeit reluctantly.

			I look between them. The fortitude in their eyes tells me they’re not budging.

			“Fine,” I grumble, giving Connor a shovel. “Let’s go.”

			We walk up the driveway and stop at the mailbox. My cousins eye me, waiting for an explanation. But I don’t provide one. It isn’t long before I hear the faint rumble of an engine, and then Chase arrives on his bike. A moment later, Everett’s truck pulls up.

			Jasmine swings her gaze to me. “What’s going on?”

			Everett hops out of the truck and walks over to us, eyes narrowing with suspicion when he notices the shovels. “What is this?” he asks.

			I take a breath, glancing around the small group. “This could be nothing, and I swear, I’m not trying to get anyone’s hopes up—especially you, Everett.” I exhale in a rush. “But I think I know where the bodies are.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			A half hour later, we’re standing in the woods at the back of my old property, examining the triangle of space created by the three birdhouses. After I told them about my father’s suicide note and showed them the birdhouse map, everyone agreed this was a promising guess. The red cardinal house hangs directly above our heads, but I have no idea if that means we need to dig right where we stand. Still, it’s the best place to start.

			Since there are only two shovels and five of us, the boys do most of the digging, trading off whenever one of them gets too tired. When the dirt at our feet yields nothing, we extend the dig area, and in a short period we’ve dug holes all over the place and have nothing to show for it.

			When it’s Everett’s turn to rest, he collapses beside me. “I think this is a lost cause.”

			I gnaw on my lip. “I’m sorry. I dragged everyone out here for nothing.”

			“No,” he says, leaning back against the soft earth. “I wanted to come. I wanted to talk to you. And to tell you that Chase and I, we’re solid. There’s nothing anyone can do to make me throw away that friendship.”

			Relief trickles through me. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. And for what it’s worth, I never meant to lie to you. About who I am. My aunt and uncle thought it was best to keep it a secret.” I swallow. “And I didn’t know who you were. Not until the night my father committed suicide, and I saw how Nikki reacted. When I learned the truth, I knew I had to put the brakes on.”

			He’s about to say something, when Chase holds out the shovel and calls, “Trade, man. I’m beat.”

			Everett gets up and grins at him. “You gotta quit smoking. Your endurance will thank you.”

			Grinning back, Chase reaches into his pocket, taps a cigarette out of a pack of Marlboros, and sticks it between his lips. “I’ve got endurance where it matters.”

			He sits beside me and lights his cigarette. I watch him blow out a cloud of smoke.

			“Thanks for coming when I called,” I murmur.

			“Always,” he murmurs back, and something warm and gooey spreads through my chest.

			A few minutes later, Connor throws the shovel down and stretches his arms over his head. “Forget this. This is a waste of time.”

			Everyone nods, myself included. This digging expedition was a big bust, and I feel like a total idiot.

			“Sorry, guys.” I stand up with a sigh. “I really thought we’d find something here.”

			“All good,” drawls Chase. “I didn’t have anything better to do.” He stands too and tosses his cigarette on the ground.

			“Chase!” Jasmine shrieks. “You trying to start a forest fire? Stamp that out!”

			She points a stern finger at the cigarette butt. It’s starting to smolder. Rolling his eyes, Chase brings his boot down on it.

			And there’s a resulting metallic clank.

			We all stare at the ground, then at each other.

			“What the fuck?” Jasmine demands.

			My heartbeat takes off as I watch Chase kick the ground again.

			Clank.

			“Hey. Give me that shovel,” he says, motioning to Everett.

			Everett hands it over, and the two guys start to clear the dirt and dried leaves away until, finally, a black metal panel is revealed. It’s about two feet square, with a latch on one side and a handle.

			My breath hitches. “Is that a hatch?”

			Chase flips the latch and pulls on the handle, and it opens with a metallic groan, revealing a dark cavern underneath.

			“Holy shit,” Connor breathes.

			My feelings exactly. I shine my phone flashlight inside to find a solid-walled passage, with a ladder leading down at least fifteen feet.

			“What is that?” Everett says over my shoulder. “Some kind of fallout shelter?”

			“I don’t care,” Jasmine says, inching away. “I’m not going down there.”

			“Well, I am.” Chase pushes the hatch all the way open and starts to descend without a backward look.

			After a beat of trepidation, I follow him, with Connor behind me. I’m not sure if Everett and Jasmine follow. I’m too focused on what’s ahead of us. When I reach the last rung, Chase extends a hand and helps me to the ground, then arcs his phone light down the corridor. It’s so narrow that he needs to turn sideways to fit through, but it seems to go on beyond the beam of the flashlight.

			I’m right at Chase’s back as he walks on. The passageway is constructed of rough-hewn stone and earth, and soon we come across papers nailed to the walls.

			Drawings.

			Of women.

			I’ve seen my father’s artwork before, and I recognize it now.

			These are Gabriel Thorn’s.

			“Oh God,” I whisper, freezing. “Oh my God. This is it. This is his place.”

			My feet refuse to move. Chase must sense it, because he reaches behind him, his hand seeking out mine. He entwines our fingers and squeezes.

			“It’s okay,” he says gruffly, waiting for me to give him a signal that I’m ready to go on.

			After several deep breaths, I nod. “I’m good. Let’s keep walking.”

			He moves slowly, and I follow, dust and cobwebs clouding my vision. Before long, Chase stops. I peek over his shoulder and see a solid metal door.

			A loud creak reverberates through the cramped corridor as he opens the door, and then a burst of humid, foul-smelling air hits me like a wall.

			“Fuck,” Chase mutters, shining the flashlight inside.

			I feel his body tense before he turns to me.

			“Ryan,” he grinds out, gripping my arm. “I think you should go back.”

			He’s protecting me from something. And as much as I want to let him, there’s a pull, a morbid curiosity mixed with dread, that has me shaking my head. “No. I want to see.”

			Behind me, Connor says, “What is it, dude?”

			Chase remains focused on me. “Are you sure?”

			I gulp, already knowing that whatever’s beyond that door, it’s something I’ll never be able to forget. That frightens me, but I tell myself it’s better than not knowing, better than all these years I’ve spent wondering.

			“Let’s go,” I say firmly.

			We step inside the room, and I have to cover my mouth to keep from inhaling the stench—it’s old and moldy and thick. The first things I see are the giant birdcages. Larger versions of the ones I saw him making all those years ago.

			In each one, there is a skeleton.

			All of them are nothing but bones. Some are wearing jewelry. Their hair is long and scraggly, their eye sockets gaping. The fingers of some are still wrapped around the bars.

			They were trapped down here, my father’s sick collection. His pretty sparrows.

			As I bear witness to the grotesque display, I suddenly remember what he said to me when I was seven, watching him construct one of his mini cages.

			“Oh, little sparrow. Why shouldn’t these pretty creatures have a place to stay?”

			“But, Daddy, with the cages, they can’t come and go. They’re trapped.”

			“That’s because some birds are so pretty, they have to belong to someone. Otherwise, everyone would want them. They’d be in danger.”

			My father thought these women were too pretty, too precious, so they had to belong to someone.

			Him.

			In his twisted mind, he thought he was protecting them.

			Instead, he killed them.

			I stare in revulsion, taking in all the cages suspended from the ceiling by hooks. One, two, three…Oh my God, there are so many. They languished here. Maybe he fed them, took care of them, his own little sparrows. But eventually…

			“Jesus,” Connor moans. “Jesus, holy shit.”

			I bring a hand to my mouth as I walk from one cage to another. I don’t know how to feel. A tiny part of me always held out hope that maybe it was some big misunderstanding, maybe he was innocent, protecting someone else. But this glaring proof snuffs out all hope.

			My father truly was a monster.

			We all jerk in alarm when a gasp sounds from the door.

			“What the fuck,” Jasmine cries out, her wild gaze darting around the small, musty space.

			A stricken Everett stands beside her. He’s rooted in place, not budging from the doorway, while Jasmine stumbles toward us.

			“Look,” Chase says roughly. “The cages all have plaques on the bottom.”

			He’s right. There’s a name engraved on a plaque at the base of each cage. Connor dusts one off with his fingertip, reading the name out loud.

			“Sparrow Lydia.”

			Lydia Singh. My father’s first victim.

			One by one, Connor reads the names of these pour souls, these women who died at the hands of my father.

			Sparrow Violet. Sparrow Joanna. Sparrow—

			God, I’m going to be sick.

			I wrench my gaze off the cages, unable to stomach it any longer.

			My father did this. He preserved them, trapped them here in his underground aviary. There’s no shred of humanity in what he did. None. It’s a gallery of death, a horrific shrine to his obsession.

			I study the walls instead, all the photographs and drawings he posted around the bunker, perhaps to make it pretty for his little sparrows. Pictures of birds, pictures of the women themselves. In his mind, they were one and the same. All, beautiful. All, he wanted to keep for himself.

			I notice a small wood table pressed up against the wall and walk toward it. It’s covered in dust and piled with more drawings, stacks of them, along with a leather-bound journal. Even though I know I shouldn’t, I can’t stop myself. I pick it up, my hands trembling as I flip through the pages.

			
				Lydia is melancholy today. She doesn’t understand yet. Why she can’t fly. I’ve explained it to her, that she’s being caged for her own good. Because I love her. Because I want her to be safe.

			

			My skin is crawling. He saw them as birds to trap, to hold, to own. He believed he was preserving them. He thought he was doing something noble. My vision blurs as I realize he never saw them as people at all.

			I can’t read another word. I drop the journal, stepping back as if it’s something vile.

			“We can’t touch anything else,” I tell the group, my voice cracking. “We need to leave and call the police. Now.”

			“There are only five.”

			Chase’s grim observation jolts my gaze back to the birdcages.

			“Shit,” Connor says. “Yeah. You’re right. One is missing.”

			I was so focused on the nightmare in front of me that I hadn’t counted, but now that I’m paying attention, I know it immediately. I’ve lived the past decade knowing the names of the victims, beating them through my head so that I could recite them in my sleep.

			With my pulse thudding in my ears, I look over at Everett. “Your mother isn’t here.”

		

	
		
			
				Forty-one

				A Bird That Forgot She Had Wings

			
			Our discovery spreads through the country like wildfire. Major networks dispatch their top reporters to Starling to cover the case. To tell the world all about the birdcage dungeon in the middle of the Tennessee woods.

			I can’t go anywhere without feeling the weight of curious eyes on me or hearing whispers that stop abruptly when I enter the classroom. Despite my protests, the FBI held a press conference in which Agents Foster and Kulpa credited me with the breakthrough. Foster wasn’t above taking some credit of his own, since the hypnosis was his idea and my last session is what triggered the dream—no, what unlocked the memory that helped me connect the birdhouse map to the bodies.

			Everett and Nikki haven’t been to school since the news broke that their mother wasn’t found in the dungeon, and with every passing day, theories spiral further out of control. The forums, the news, the podcasts. It’s all a constant, nerve-shredding din of speculation. Some users on Free the Sparrows insist my dad must’ve had a partner; others think Leah Devereaux left town, faked her own death.

			My least favorite theory is that Leah and my father had been having an affair. It makes my stomach twist every time I hear it. My father was a murderer. A monster. I’ve accepted that dark truth. But an affair…For some reason, that doesn’t feel right to me. No matter what he was, I truly don’t believe he would’ve betrayed my mother that way. He worshipped her.

			Then again, if you’d asked me before the age of seven, I wouldn’t have thought him capable of murder either.

			The worst part is, Everett’s mother is still missing. My father confessed to killing her. He provided details, things the police said only the killer would know. Granted, he lied about so many things—maybe he lied about this too. But…why?

			I’m drowning in questions without answers when Agent Foster asks if we can talk.

			We meet at my aunt’s office, since it’s more convenient than driving all the way to the Nashville FBI field office. When we’re seated at Maggie’s desk, Foster reaches into a black leather messenger bag and pulls out a brown leather-bound journal.

			“I thought you might want to take a look at this,” he says.

			My heart jumps. It’s the same journal I found in my father’s dungeon.

			Foster slides it across the desk, his expression stern. “Be careful with it. It needs to go back into evidence.”

			“I understand. Thank you.”

			I can’t believe he’s giving me access to such critical evidence. I touch the worn leather cover, my hands trembling slightly. I’ve spent so many nights, so many years, wondering who my father truly was. And now that truth lies right here, in his own handwriting.

			I open the journal, bracing myself for what might be inside. The entries are a mixture of neat, controlled print and a looser, wilder scrawl that hints at something darker lurking beneath. I skim through pages detailing the birdhouses he built, the endless lists of species he spotted. The only pages that matter are the ones that mention his pretty sparrows.

			His victims.

			My chest aches as I read how he stalked them, from his first victim, Lydia Singh, to his last one, Anabel White, who we now know was his last one.

			And then…Leah. No body, so not his victim, yet mentioned prominently in his diary.

			
				She came by today to check on her portrait. She’s excited to give it to her kids. She loves those kids. But not enough, I think. She watched me paint, and I could feel her there, just a few feet behind me. Silent. No words exchanged, not at first. It was like she was a ghost—hovering but never staying, slipping in and out of spaces like she wasn’t meant to linger anywhere too long. And then she spoke. “Sometimes,” she said, “I feel like I’m meant to be somewhere else. I’m trapped here, you know?” I knew what she meant. And I saw then what she was. A bird that forgot she had wings.

			

			He was drawing her because she’d asked him to. Commissioned a portrait for her kids. That must have been the surprise from my memory, I realize. The one he wanted me to keep secret.

			Why did she want a portrait, though? Had Leah wanted to give Everett and Nikki a thoughtful personal gift…or something to remember her by?

			It’s several pages before he mentions Leah again. His handwriting becomes more erratic, trailing down the page.

			
				She doesn’t deserve a cage. I understand that, better than most. She needs freedom, not these walls and chains. I’ve watched her struggle in the trap of her own making—a family, a life she felt tied to. And there was an affair, she confessed it to me one night. I never judged her, of course. I could only think of my wife, my Sarah, how I would’ve been shattered if she ever drifted from me. But I couldn’t blame Leah. I never judge birds who crave a taste of life outside their cages.

			

			My heart races as I read the strange, almost poetic passages. Each line feels like peeling back another layer of who he was—a man who could see Leah’s innate spirit and respect it, even as he went on to become the monster he was.

			I gulp, reading further.

			
				Today she sat for hours, silent as death as always. When she finally looked at me, she asked, “If you could, would you leave everything behind?” I said no, I couldn’t. Not with a family. I can’t even imagine losing But she shook her head, said she could leave, if only she had the courage. Said she might disappear someday, just vanish without a trace.

			

			I look up at Foster, who’s watching me with an unreadable expression.

			“Leah told him she might leave,” I say, stunned.

			“If we can trust your father’s words, then yes, it sounds like she confided in him about wanting to disappear, maybe to escape her life.”

			I glance down at the journal, flipping through more entries. Most are small fragments, thoughts barely strung together, glimpses of his mind, his darkness, and his fascination with those who wanted more than the life they had. Then I come across one final note that sends a chill through me.

			
				They said Leah’s gone missing. I knew it was coming; I could feel her slipping away. When they told me, I thought, Maybe she’s found her wings at last.

			

			I shut the journal. “If my father didn’t kill her, why would he say he did? Why would he confess?”

			Foster shrugs. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? Although if you’ve read his confession, he never named names. After the initial investigators found his drawings, they pressed him, asked him to account for each victim. He just said, ‘I killed them all.’ He was vague, almost dismissive. Perhaps he wanted them to stop asking. About Leah, anyway. To stop digging into her disappearance.”

			I lean back in my chair, letting his words sink in. All my father had to do was say the words, and they stopped looking for Leah. It’s as if he’d given everyone closure. Or maybe, I realize, permission to stop searching.

			“What if he knew she was planning to leave?” I venture. “Maybe he knew that she was done with everything here, with JP, with her family, and so he let them all think she was dead.”

			Foster’s gaze turns thoughtful. “That’s possible. From his journal entries, it’s clear he liked her. Maybe he saw something in her, saw himself even. If she truly wanted to disappear, he might have been able to give her that. Make it real so no one would ever come looking.”

			The pieces of the puzzle float around in my head, each one forming a warped reflection of the person I thought I knew. My father, the man who loved birds, who told me they were meant to be free. He saw something in Everett’s mother, something wild and untamable. Maybe he felt for her, recognized that she wasn’t made for a life in a small town, bound to roles and responsibilities that didn’t fit.

			If Everett’s mother truly wanted to escape, then my father had given her that escape.

			A twisted gift, in his own way.
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			When I get home, I find Jasmine making her bed in our room. I carefully walk toward my own bed, dropping my purse on the mattress.

			“Hey,” I say, tentative.

			She finishes slipping the pillow into its case, then turns toward me and says, “Hi.” Her expression conveys sheepishness.

			I gesture toward her bed, trying to play it casual. “You moving back in?”

			She nods.

			Then she moans. Loudly.

			“Oh my God, cousin. I’m such a bitch,” she blurts out. “I am a total bitch.”

			Her outburst catches me off guard. “Jaz—”

			“No,” she interrupts, overwrought with remorse as she flings herself over to me and takes both my hands in hers. “Stop. I need you to look into my eyes and see what a bitch I know I am.”

			Despite myself, I grin.

			“I’m sorry for freezing you out. I’m so sorry. I don’t think you’re a psycho, or any of the horrible things I said to you at the dance. I’ve been wanting to apologize for days, but I didn’t know how. I’ve been so embarrassed about the way I reacted.”

			“It’s okay, Jaz. I get it.”

			“It’s just…it’s my family too, you know? I felt hurt at being left out of the family secret. And I got angry. It blinded me to the fact that you’re a victim in all of this too.”

			“We shouldn’t have kept it from you,” I tell her.

			“No. My parents were right to do it. They wanted to protect us. I spoke to Mom about it last night.” Jasmine sighs. “She was worried the bullying would start up again. It was so bad when Con and I were kids. So I understand why she hid it. I’m sorry for everything, Ryan.”

			“It’s okay,” I say again.

			“And just so you know, I’ve loved having you around. You’re like the sister I never had.” She gives me a hopeful look. “Can we start fresh?”

			“Of course we can.” And then I do something very unlike me. I throw my arms around my cousin and hug her tight.

			“So,” Jasmine says when we pull apart. “Switzerland, huh?” Then she gasps. “Ryan! Was Marco even real?”

			I press my lips together to stop a grin. “Marco is real,” I promise. “He just lives in Allentown and not a fancy boarding school in Zurich.”

			She gives a dramatic huff. “Oh, thank God. I would’ve never forgiven you if you’d made up a fake boyfriend. Shipleys aren’t that desperate,” she declares, and we both howl with laughter.

			With things smoothed over between me and Jasmine, my spirits lift a little higher. Maggie brings fried chicken home, and we have a nice family meal, talking about things other than the Thorn case. Connor and Jasmine tell funny stories about their driving tests. We talk about my plans after graduation, or lack thereof because I still have no clue what I’m doing. We talk about how Dan helped get another runaway kid off the streets and back home with his family, about the house Maggie was finally able to sell after years of looking for a buyer. After that, we sit around the table and play Yahtzee. All in all, it’s a fun, stress-free family gathering. I forgot what those could be like.

			I’m enjoying myself so much that I stick around to play another game with my aunt and uncle, even after my cousins beg off.

			Dan wins the last game by managing to roll three Yahtzees in a row, which I’m pretty sure is a statistical anomaly.

			As we’re putting away the game and wiping down the table, I finally find the courage to bring up what’s been nagging at me ever since reading my father’s journal. I know I’m risking ruining the joyous evening we’ve had, but I can’t stop the question from exiting my mouth.

			“What do you guys think happened to Everett’s mom?”

			Maggie’s hand stills on the dish towel she’s holding. My uncle shifts uncomfortably in his chair.

			“Honestly?” my aunt finally says. “I think she left him.”

			“JP, you mean?”

			“Everyone in town knew JP and Leah were…struggling,” she says slowly, choosing her words with care. “They got married right out of high school. A lot of folks thought they were perfect together, but by the end, it was more of a small-town fairy tale that was losing its magic.”

			“You really believe she ran off?” I ask, glancing between them. “That she left everything behind? You think that too, Uncle Dan?”

			His gaze drifts toward the window for a moment. He’s been quiet since I brought it up, but now he speaks, his voice gravelly. “Yeah. I do.”

			“There were certainly rumors about her leaving,” Maggie says. “People speculated. Some said she had a boyfriend she met in the city. I think she could’ve just…wanted out. She wasn’t happy with JP. We all saw it.”

			Dan rises from his chair, his body language still conveying tension. “I think I’ll head to bed early,” he says, not looking at either of us. “Long day tomorrow.”

			As he disappears toward the hall, I turn to Maggie. “Do you think Leah is still out there somewhere? Alive?”

			“I don’t know, darlin’. I really don’t know.”

		

	
		
			
				forty-two

				Cursed

			
			Chase texts me after everyone is asleep, a random question that has me smiling at my phone.

			
				
					
						Chase: Want to go for a ride?

					

				

			

			I should say no, I know that. Nothing has changed since the last time we spoke. I still don’t know if I deserve someone like him. And yet I can’t stop my fingers from typing that three-letter response.

			
				
					
						Me: Yes.

					

				

			

			Although I’m more than willing to sneak out, I’ve learned my lesson when it comes to making the Shipleys worry, so I gently nudge my cousin awake to let her know I’m going out to meet Chase.

			“Mmm’kay,” Jasmine mumbles, half asleep. “Just keep your phone on you.” She yawns, more alert now. “And since we’re talking again, I expect all the details about how Chase happened.”

			I stifle a sigh. It was only a matter of time before she realized I owe her some answers about that.

			I slip out the front door and hurry to the end of the driveway, where Chase and his motorcycle wait at the usual spot. He grins when he sees me and hands me the spare helmet.

			“Where are we going?” I ask, shivering in the cold night air.

			“Nowhere in particular. Just figured I’d steal you away for a while.” His voice roughens. “I miss you.”

			Chase isn’t a sentimental guy, so that’s probably the nicest thing he’s ever said to me. And damned if it doesn’t make my heart soar.

			I climb on behind him, holding on tight as he takes off down the empty road. For a few blissful moments, all I hear is the rumble of the engine and all I feel is the warmth of his body through his jacket.

			When he finally pulls over at a lookout point outside of Starling, the view is endless, stars spilling across the night sky in every direction. We get off the bike, and I follow him to the edge of the lookout, where we can see the town lights twinkling below.

			“So,” he says, leaning against the railing, “you know none of this is on you, right? None of what he did?”

			“Tell that to everyone else.”

			“I don’t care about everyone else. They’re wrong. You’re not your dad. I don’t want you beating yourself up over his mistakes.”

			I hide my smile. Chase always seems to know exactly what to say to make me feel lighter. “Thanks. It helps.”

			“What does?”

			“Having someone who doesn’t look at me like I’m cursed or something.”

			“Yeah, well, we’re all cursed in some way, aren’t we?”

			“Are we? Okay. What’s your curse?”

			He stares at the horizon, his expression becoming serious. “This town. It’s too damn small. Feels like a trap. I can’t wait to leave.”

			“So it’s really happening? Your big road trip?”

			“Yeah. After graduation. I’m just going to hit the highways, see every state. Eventually I’ll get out of the country and see everything else.” He nudges me with his shoulder. “You should come with me.”

			He says it almost too casually, like he’s tossing out a wild suggestion but testing my reaction.

			I laugh it off. “Oh yeah, sure. Me and you, riding off into the sunset?”

			“Why not? You said you want to see the world.”

			“You’re not serious.”

			He raises an eyebrow. “Who says I’m not?”

			“You’re just saying it to make me feel better or something.”

			“Nah. I’m saying it because I think it’d be fun. You’d get to photograph every single place we go.” Before I can blink, he pulls me between his legs, digging his hands into the pockets of my jeans. “You’d love it.”

			I suspect he’s right.

			“Have you spoken to Everett at all?” I ask him.

			“A little,” he admits.

			“How’s he doing?”

			“He seems kind of numb, if anything. And Nikki is losing it. Begging JP to push the FBI into opening a new investigation into their mom’s disappearance.”

			“I saw one of the FBI agents earlier. He let me read my dad’s journal.”

			“What did it say?”

			“Honestly, it was a lot of rambling. Stream of consciousness. But he did mention Leah quite a lot. She was sitting for a portrait. That’s why all those sketches and drawings of her were found in his studio. And some of the personal items—there was a scarf, a bracelet. She probably just forgot them there.” I hesitate. “Supposedly, she told my dad she was having an affair.”

			“You thinking she ran off with another man?”

			“Maybe. That’s my aunt’s theory.”

			“That would mean she’s probably still alive,” Chase points out.

			“I know.” I let out a breath. “I feel so bad for Everett and Nikki and JP. It’s like everyone else in town got closure except them.”

			“Let’s not talk about this anymore,” he says gruffly. “Not tonight.”

			Before I can say anything else, he leans in, his lips hovering over mine. My pulse quickens as I await his next move. I’m desperate for him to kiss me, and I think he knows, because his lips curve into a smile as he presses his mouth to mine. It’s a tentative kiss, like he’s waiting for me to pull away, to tell him I can’t. But I don’t. I melt into him, letting his warmth and steadiness fill the cracks, letting myself believe for just a moment that I’m not defined by all the darkness.

			We kiss for a while, soft and sweet and unhurried. When we finally pull apart, he wraps one arm around my shoulders and we stand at the railing, staring up at the stars.

			

			
				
			

			An hour later, I’m about to sneak back in through the mudroom door when I catch the low hum of voices coming from the backyard. For a second, I think it’s my cousins, but as I creep closer to the source, I realize it’s Maggie and Dan. I don’t know what they’re doing out here, but they don’t sound happy.

			“…can’t do this anymore, Dan. Just tell me the truth. Do you know what happened to her?”

			I freeze.

			There’s a pause, and then my uncle’s voice, weary. “Mags, I swear to you. I don’t know what happened to Leah.”

			Why would Maggie think he knows anything about—

			My heart hammers as the pieces slide into place. I remember the last time I heard them arguing. I thought I heard the word affair.

			Now I know why.

			I stumble forward, emerging around the side of the house into the yard. They both turn sharply. My aunt’s eyes widen.

			“Ryan. Darlin’. What are you doing up?”

			I ignore her, focusing on Dan. “Did you have an affair with Leah Devereaux?” I demand.

			The color drains from his face. He glances at Maggie, then back at me, resigned. “Yes. I did.”

			I blink. For some reason, I wasn’t expecting him to admit it.

			“Dan,” Maggie warns, but he shakes his head at her.

			“It’s fine, Mags.” His gaze finds mine again. “I’m not proud of what I did, Ryan. And although I don’t want to stand here and make a bunch of excuses, your aunt and I were having problems. The twins were so young, demanding all of our time. We were stressed and tired, and I felt…unwanted, I suppose. Underappreciated. And it drove me to make the biggest mistake of my life. I felt lost—” He falters. “And Leah understood. She felt the same way.”

			“You cheated on Aunt Maggie?” My voice wavers. This was the man I leaned on, trusted more than anyone here.

			“It was wrong,” he says simply. “I knew that then, and I know it now. But it ended before she disappeared. Whatever happened to Leah, I had nothing to do with it.”

			“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

			Maggie jumps in, her tone brittle. “Because we were trying to put it behind us. For the kids, for us. But now…now I don’t know what to think.” She turns to her husband, her eyes hard and brimming with anger. “If she wasn’t one of Gabriel’s victims, then where is she, Dan? Where the hell is she?”

			His face crumples. “I don’t know. But I swear to you, to both of you, I never would’ve done anything to hurt Leah.”

			I want to trust him. I need to. But I keep picturing Everett, his quiet grief, his endless questions, and I have no idea what to think.

			Clearly, Maggie doesn’t either. “Maybe you don’t know what happened to her, but you’re deluding yourself if you think you didn’t play a part in it. She was leaving her family.”

			“I never asked her to leave JP. Not once. Leah was a free spirit. She did what she wanted.” Dan visibly swallows, his Adam’s apple trembling in his throat. “Mags. I’ve been honest with you about everything since the moment I chose you. Chose us.”

			Maggie is quiet for several seconds. Finally, she shakes her head and reaches for my hand. “C’mon, darlin’. It’s late. Let’s go to bed.”

			She drags me inside the house, leaving Dan alone in the darkness.
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			I hardly sleep that night. My racing mind keeps waking me up, and by seven a.m., I admit defeat. I dress quietly and leave through the mudroom, heading for the trail. I take off at a brisk walk, hoping to see Everett, but when I find the forest silent and deserted, I make my way to his house, realizing I don’t just want to see Everett—I need to see Everett.

			Maybe he won’t want to see me. Maybe he’s still reeling about the discovery we made in my father’s bunker. But I’m worried about him, and now that he knows my father didn’t murder Leah, maybe he’ll be able to look at me again without seeing his worst nightmare.

			JP lets me in, while the dogs race around our ankles, barking to get my attention. As I bend down to provide unlimited pats, JP smiles and says, “It’s good to see you, Ryan.”

			“It’s good to see you too.” Guilt floods my stomach over the way I abruptly quit my job at the shelter after the Valentine’s Day dance. “Is Everett home or did he leave for school?”

			“He’s in the shower. Just got back from his run.”

			“Do you mind if I go up and wait for him?”

			“Of course not. I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you.”

			Will he? At this point, Everett’s been on such an emotional roller coaster, I have no idea where his head is at.

			I’m nearly at the stairs when I stop and glance at Everett’s dad. It suddenly occurs to me that during my confrontation with Dan and Maggie last night, I neglected to ask one important question.

			Did JP know about the affair?

			It bites at my tongue now, but I force myself to tamp it down. It’s not my place to bring it up, at least not without talking to Everett first.

			Still, I can’t stop myself from saying, “I’m so sorry about Leah. Not knowing what happened to her.”

			Pain flashes in his eyes. “Ev and Nikki aren’t taking it too well. I don’t blame them, I suppose. But it’s been tough, trying to stay strong for them.”

			I walk back to him, hesitating only for a moment before giving him an awkward hug. “You’re a good dad, JP.”

			“Thanks, Ryan.” He pats my shoulders before stepping out of the hug. “I need to feed the boarding dogs. I’ll see you later.”

			Upstairs, I sit on the edge of Everett’s bed, nerves gathering in my belly. As much as it might hurt him, I have to tell him the truth about my uncle and his mom. Everett’s been kept in the dark for far too long, about so many things. He deserves nothing but honesty from me going forward.

			While I wait, my gaze wanders to his dresser, and I notice a little box. Wooden, polished, with an intricate pattern burned into the lid. It looks handmade, different from the rest of his things. There’s also a framed photograph featuring a smiling James family. JP, Leah, Everett, and Nikki. They look happy in it.

			I walk over to admire the photo, then the box, tracing a finger along its edges. It’s beautiful. Curiosity gets the best of me, and I lift the lid.

			For a second, I don’t register what I’m seeing.

			When cold, stark realization finally settles in, my breath gets stuck in my lungs.

			It’s my missing necklace.

			My locket.

			A rush of horror floods my veins as I pick it up, staring in disbelief at the heart-shaped diamond pendant dangling from the silver chain.

			How…

			Why…

			My brain is struggling to work.

			Footsteps echo in the hall, and I whirl toward the doorway as Everett appears in it, his hair damp from the shower. He stops in his tracks when he sees me. When he notices what I’m holding.

			“What…?” I can barely get the words out. “Why do you have this?”

			He shifts on his feet, gaze cast downward, as if already preparing a defense. “It’s…not what it looks like.”

			“Then explain,” I snap, anger building in my chest. “How do you have my necklace? It went missing months ago.”

			He exhales, finally looking me in the eye. “Nikki took it.”

			My anger gives way to incredulity. “Nikki? You’re saying Nikki stole it?”

			“She took it when she was over at your house hanging out with Jasmine.”

			“Did Jasmine—”

			“No,” he cuts in. “Jaz didn’t have anything to do with it. Nikki lifted it when Jazzy wasn’t looking. She saw the diamond and tried to hock it, but the guy at the pawn shop wouldn’t take it because he suspected it was stolen and didn’t want to get in shit if the cops showed up. She…” Everett groans softly. “She steals a lot. Steals money from my dad—”

			“Yeah, I know about that.” I shake my head, starting to get mad again. “You knew she took my necklace, and you didn’t tell me? And after she had no use for it, you stashed it for her instead of giving it back?”

			He stays silent.

			“I can’t believe this! I—” A strangled gasp flies out as something else occurs to me. If Nikki had my necklace, maybe she figured out the pendant was actually a tiny locket. Maybe she managed to pry it open and saw the initials etched inside.

			G.T.

			Remember…I know who you are, Gabrielle Thorn.

			Did Nikki know who I was the entire time?

			“Oh my God,” I whisper, my heart pounding against my ribs. “Someone was sending me threatening messages. Telling me they knew who I really was. It was your sister, wasn’t it?”

			His silence is infuriating, and his expression barely changes.

			“Oh my God. It was. She opened the locket and saw my initials and decided to torment me.” Anger sizzles up my spine, heating my face.

			Without another word, I stumble toward the door.

			“Ryan,” he calls after me.

			“Where is she?” I growl. “Where the fuck is she?”

			I burst into the hallway, stomping toward the neighboring room and flinging the door open. It’s definitely Nikki’s, judging by the clothing all over the floor and the makeup strewn across her vanity table, but there’s nobody in here.

			“Ryan, stop.”

			I race toward the stairs, Everett calling after me. I ignore him and take the steps two at a time, so mad I can taste it. I’m going to wring Nikki’s neck when I find her. But first I have to find her. The living room is empty. Same for the kitchen.

			Where the hell is she?

			I throw the front door open, but before I can make it off the porch, Everett is right behind me, reaching for my arm. I yank away from his touch, turning to face him.

			“Where is she?”

			“She didn’t come home last night,” he says, sounding tired. “She hasn’t been around much since the bodies were found.”

			I’m still furious, shaking from the force of it. Nikki James stole my necklace and sent those sinister messages. Did she follow me and Jasmine to the lumberyard too? Try to scare us on purpose?

			“I cannot believe she did this. Did you know about it?”

			His lack of reaction makes my stomach twist.

			“Say something!” I demand.

			Seconds tick by. A lot of them.

			Until finally, Everett shakes his head. “Nikki had no idea who you were, Ryan. Not until the dance.”

			Frowning, I wait for him to continue.

			“She stole the necklace, yeah, but I’m the one who opened the locket. I saw the initials inside. I put it all together.”

			I take a step back, confusion washing over me. “You knew who I was? Before it all came out at the dance?”

			He nods.

			“And the messages?”

			Everett exhales slowly, not breaking eye contact. “It was me.”

		

	
		
			
				Forty-three

				Wave of Darkness

			
			Time slows to an absolute crawl. I’m unable to process what I’m hearing. My throat is so dry I can barely get a word out. “You were the one texting me?”

			Everett nods. “Yes.”

			“Was that you at the lumberyard, following me and Jasmine?”

			He nods again.

			“Why? Why would you do that to me?”

			His face shifts through emotions I can’t read. “You don’t understand—”

			“Then explain it! Tell me why you sent those messages. Why you scared us half to death at the lumberyard. What were you hoping to achieve?”

			Everett falls silent again. It’s maddening.

			And the longer it drags on, the more time my mind has to flash back to every encounter I ever had with him.

			“Oh my God.” I suddenly feel sick. “You knew who I was when you took me to the bridge.”

			“Yes,” he admits.

			“And you were pretending to try to get to know me—”

			“I wasn’t pretending.”

			My eyes feel hot. Stinging wildly. “Did you ever even like me, Everett?”

			“I did. I do.” He hesitates then, and that speaks even louder than his words. “I was attracted to you when we met on the trail, when I thought you were a Shipley. I wasn’t faking any of that. I asked you out because I wanted to.”

			“But?” I say stiffly.

			He visibly gulps. “But once I knew who you were, I guess a part of me figured it wouldn’t hurt to keep you close, try to figure out what you knew.”

			That’s why he was so angry when I ended it, I realize. Because I’d deprived him of access to me. And why he was always pushing me to talk. He wanted me to spill my secrets because he knew I had them.

			“Those messages,” I say, my voice sounding weak to my ears. “Why, damn it?”

			He stares down at the porch, running his fingers through his hair. For a moment, I think he won’t answer. And maybe a part of me hopes he won’t.

			But then he does.

			“I didn’t want you to find the bodies.”

			The admission sends a shiver down my spine. “Why not?”

			“Because if you did, everyone would know my mom wasn’t among them. It would open up questions, things I didn’t want people to start digging into.”

			My brain is still struggling to piece together what he’s telling me. “You’re saying you knew your mother wasn’t in my dad’s bunker? You knew she might’ve just run off?”

			Instead of answering, he lets out a frustrated groan and stalks away from the porch.

			“Everett,” I protest, but he only picks up his pace, his feet bare as he walks across the grass.

			I reach the small clearing just as he lowers himself onto the bench in front of the wishing well, burying his face in his palms. Then he lifts his head and stares at the well as if he blames it for all the wishes he’s made that haven’t come true.

			“How did you know your mom wasn’t one of my father’s victims?” I push.

			His eyes flash to mine. “Ryan.”

			“Yes?”

			“Drop it.”

			Yeah fucking right.

			“No. I’m not dropping it. You scared the crap out of me because you didn’t want me or my cousins to look for the bodies. How did you know your mother wasn’t there? You knew she was alive this whole time?”

			“She’s not alive. She’s dead. She’s been fucking dead since the day she disappeared.”

			The breath leaves my lungs, and for a second everything goes still. I stare at him, trying to understand.

			“How…Why…” I try to formulate a real sentence. “She’s dead?”

			“It was an accident,” he says dully.

			My body prickles with goose bumps, and I have to hug myself to stop from shivering. “What accident?”

			Everett stumbles to his feet, staggering toward the well. Anxiety churns in my stomach as I watch him grip the rusted metal lid.

			“What are you doing?”

			He grunts as he tries to move it. It scrapes loudly, the sound grating in the silence around us. The lid barely budges. With a determined frown, he digs his fingers in and pushes harder, his face tightening with the effort.

			“Everett, stop.”

			He ignores me. “No one’s opened this in ten years.” His voice is strained. He’s panting by the time the lid finally slides open to reveal a dark, gaping hole. He glances my way. “I’ll go down first.”

			“What? No! You’re not going down there…”

			He’s already swinging himself over the edge and onto the metal ladder that runs down the inside of the well. The structure creaks, a haunting sound in the stillness.

			“Come back,” I say, starting to panic. “Please.”

			He gives me a quick, hollow smile. “It’s shallow. Only thirty feet or so. I’ll be fine.”

			Then he’s gone, disappearing into the darkness below.

			I lean over, watching the top of his head grow smaller until he vanishes completely.

			After a few heartbeats of silence, I steel myself and step onto the ladder, gripping the rungs so tightly my knuckles ache. I have no desire to go down there. None. Zero interest. But I’m worried about Everett. I’m scared for him.

			And I’m not leaving here without the truth.

			The descent feels endless. I reach the bottom and find Everett waiting for me. He stands in a small concrete-walled space that’s totally barren. No debris. No water. Just an empty floor a different shade of gray than the surrounding walls.

			“Why are we down here?” I ask, trying to ignore the tremble in my voice.

			“Because I thought maybe this would make it feel real. Make her gone.” His gaze trails over the concrete floor. “We’re standing on her.”

			A strangled noise escapes my lips. Jesus. A part of me wants to throw myself back on the ladder and get the hell out, but I force my feet to stay rooted.

			I shiver, the gravity of his words sinking in. “What happened to her?”

			“I was seven. I overheard them talking about a divorce. When I confronted them, they told me it was true.” He sounds like he’s reciting facts from a textbook, rather than his own life. “Mom said she didn’t belong here. She wasn’t happy. With my dad. With—” Now his voice catches, finally revealing some emotion. “With us.”

			A wave of sympathy tightens my chest. I want to take his hand, but I’m worried it’ll make him stop talking.

			“They sat me down and told me Mom would be moving to the city, and Nikki and I would be staying here with Dad. She said we’d still get to see her, but I could hear it in her voice—she didn’t mean that. She didn’t plan on seeing us. At least not often.” Bitterness drips from his every word. “Before that day, my life was perfect. My family was perfect. And suddenly it wasn’t. I couldn’t take it. It felt like my entire world was ending, so I ran out of the house. I ran here.”

			I don’t know where he’s going with this, and my heart races at all the terrible possibilities swirling in my mind.

			“Mom ran after me. She tried to console me and tell me she’d always be here for me. That she’d always love me. But I didn’t see it that way. I felt like she was abandoning us. I got angry. So fucking angry. When she tried to hug me, I pushed her away, and, I don’t know, I guess I pushed too hard.”

			I stifle the gasp that rises in my throat.

			“I didn’t mean to. But she stumbled. And she fell into the well.” Everett winces. “I heard the sound when she hit the bottom. I called for her, but she must’ve died on impact.”

			“Oh my God.” I bring my hand to my mouth, feeling the horror he must have felt that day, so young and afraid.

			“I ran to get my dad,” he continues, staring into the darkness around us. “He came out with a flashlight, shined it down, and saw her there. Dead. And that’s when he lost it. He just…broke. It was her choice to leave him. He didn’t want a divorce. But he lost her anyway. I’d taken her from him, from all of us.”

			“Why didn’t you call the police?”

			Everett groans softly. “I wanted to. But Dad made me promise to keep quiet. He said no one would understand. They’d think I did it on purpose, or that he did it, because she’d asked him for a divorce. He was terrified, Ryan. He said we’d tell everyone she left. He grabbed me by the shoulders and said, Your mother left, you hear me? She left! Repeat after me. I was numb, so I just repeated it. Over and over again. She left. She left.”

			“And that was it? You kept it a secret all this time?”

			“I tried to tell myself she really did leave. I tried to just forget.” He sounds ravaged. Haunted. “Dad reported her missing the next day, said it would look suspicious if he didn’t. The searches started, and I felt so guilty knowing all those people were out there looking for her. And then a few nights later, the cops showed up. Your father had been arrested, and they found drawings of my mother. Drawings of his victims. They said Gabriel Thorn killed her, and Dad went along with the police’s story. He was relieved. He thought it meant she’d be laid to rest in people’s minds. And Nikki was only a kid; it gave her the closure she needed.” Everett lets out a choked laugh. “Except I knew. I knew the whole time.”

			I finally reach for his hand, not just to comfort him, but because I feel chilled to the bone and need his warmth.

			“After your father confessed to killing those women—and included my mother on that list, for some inexplicable reason—that’s when Dad decided to seal the well.”

			I inhale sharply, suddenly feeling like I’m the one in a cage. “He filled it with cement?”

			Everett nods. “I think it was his way of burying her, since we couldn’t hold a real burial.”

			We both fall silent for a long, suspended moment. Then I do the only thing I can think of. I hug him.

			“Do you think I’m a monster?” His voice is muffled against my hair.

			“No,” I whisper, holding him tighter. “What happened was an accident. You were a kid, a little boy. You didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

			“Then why does it feel like it’s crushing me? Why does it feel like I’m constantly fighting back this wave of darkness?”

			“Because it’s a secret. It’s been eating at you for years.” I pause, choosing my words carefully. “The only way to be rid of this darkness is to tell the truth. You have to tell the cops what happened. Give your sister some real closure. She needs it, and so do you.”

			He pulls back, his blue eyes filled with pain and sorrow.

			“C’mon.” I offer him my hand. “Let’s go.”

			This time, I take the lead, ascending the ladder and trying not to wince every time it creaks under my weight. When I reach the top, I curl my fingers over the cement edge of the well, yelping when a piece of it cracks off in my hand. I stumble, nearly losing my footing on the rung.

			“I got you,” Everett says, and then he steadies me, helping me climb out.

			Together, we walk back to his house to find JP.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-four

				You Make It Worthwhile

			
			Over the next few weeks, things begin to settle, in the way wounds slowly close but never quite disappear. There’s a somber procession of memorials and burial services for my father’s victims. I don’t attend any of them. I don’t feel like it’s my place, even though I’m one of the people who found their remains. Which means I get one-fifth of the reward.

			For all of five minutes, that is.

			Of my two-hundred-thousand-dollar cut, I only keep enough for myself to live off for a year while I decide what to do after graduation. The rest I ask Natalie and the other family members to donate to a charity for victims of violence. It doesn’t feel right to keep it when my father is the reason for the families’ suffering.

			The truth about Everett’s mother barely makes a blip on the nightly news. Since he was only seven, he isn’t charged, but JP doesn’t escape unscathed. Everett’s dad is charged with obstruction of justice and improper disposal of human remains but is eventually given a slap on the wrist, the sheriff deciding the James family has suffered enough. The community takes a divided stance, some murmuring about JP’s grave sin, others whispering that he acted only to protect his child.

			With no more bombshells left to drop, the media is gradually leaving the area, and now Starling is almost back to normal. I skip prom, but Jasmine attends with Bo, and Connor takes Sam, and Jasmine is practically floating on air when she returns later that night. She did indeed give up her V-card, and “Oh my God, cousin, it was so magical,” she declares when she fills me in the next morning.

			A couple of days before graduation, Everett and I meet on the trail between our houses. I haven’t seen him since the night in the well. He looks thinner and a lot less cocky, and his eyes hold shadows they didn’t have before.

			“Nikki’s still not speaking to me,” he says when I ask how he’s doing. “Or to Dad, for that matter.”

			I frown. “That’s hard. But I get it. She’s dealing with a lot.”

			“Yeah.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “I’m deferring my scholarship for a year. I’m going to stay and try to patch things up with her. Try to be the big brother she deserves.”

			“That’s good.”

			He reaches out, gently brushing a strand of hair from my face, his fingers lingering on my cheek. His gaze softens, and then he leans in. I know he’s going to kiss me, and I let him. It’s a lingering kiss that holds everything we’ve been through and everything we never were. When we pull back, there’s a sadness between us.

			“Do you forgive me for sending those messages?” he asks.

			“Yeah. I do.”

			“I really did like you, Gemini.”

			I smile at him. “I liked you too, Everest. But let’s face it—you’re too cheerful and optimistic for a cynic like me.”

			“Hey. Might I remind you, I killed someone? Technically that makes me a bad boy now, doesn’t it?”

			His voice is light, but the joke is a dark one, the kind I never thought he’d make. It makes me laugh in spite of myself.

			“Maybe.” I nudge his shoulder. “But even bad boys need a fresh start. After you fix things with Nikki and your dad, go to Alabama. Roll Tide. Start over. Leave all of this behind.”

			“I will.”

			“And forgive yourself. You were just a kid, and what happened with your mom was an accident.”

			As I say those words, something shifts in me. I feel the weight of my own childhood, the terror and helplessness of hiding under the bed while my father shot my mother. I was just a kid too. I couldn’t have stopped him. I hid because I was scared.

			That doesn’t make me weak; it makes me human.

			I feel the shackles of guilt start to loosen. I’ve carried this for so long, but now I realize I don’t have to.

			We both deserve to start again.
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			I need to pick up my cap and gown at the high school today, but I’ve been helping Maggie with an open house, so I’m cutting it super close by the time I make it to the gym.

			I get there just as they’re about to wrap things up. Most of the gowns have already been claimed.

			“You almost missed it, Miss Shipley,” Principal Healey chides as the volunteer hands me the cap, gown, and tassel. “I hope you’re not late for graduation.” I’m about to apologize when she adds, “That goes for you too, Mr. Hedlund.”

			I turn to see Chase sauntering into the gym. “I’m hurt,” he says. “I’d wait around all day for you, Principal Healey.”

			He collects his cap and gown, winking at me.

			As we walk down the empty hall together afterward, he says, “Have you made up your mind yet?”

			“About what?”

			“The epic road trip? I’m leaving the day after graduation.”

			I hug the garment bag to my chest as I try to keep up with his long strides. “I still can’t tell if you’re joking.”

			“I never joke.”

			“I don’t know if I can. Or, I guess, if I should.”

			Chase flashes a cocky grin. “You definitely should.”

			“What about everything that happened? What about Everett?”

			“What about him? Everett’s my friend, sure, but I know he’d get it. He’d want you to be happy.”

			I let out a breath, wanting so badly to believe him. To believe that I deserve something good after everything. But another part still fights, still clings to the darkness because it’s the only thing that’s felt certain for so long.

			“Chase,” I start, but he shakes his head, stepping in closer until there’s barely any space between us.

			“You think I don’t have darkness too?” he murmurs. “That’s part of life, Ryan. The dark just makes the light feel worthwhile. And you…you make it worthwhile.”

			I open my eyes, meeting his, and the intensity in his gaze makes it hard to breathe.

			“I…” I fiddle with the locket around my neck. My mom’s diamond. I haven’t taken it off since I got it back. “I…should go,” I finally say, and then hurry off before he can stop me.
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			Graduation feels surreal, like I’m floating above it all, watching the crowd of beaming parents and graduates, hearing their goodbyes and see you soons. My mind is already on the road ahead of me, which is more bittersweet than I expected. I found a real family in this town, and while I don’t want to say goodbye to them, every part of me feels ready to leave Starling behind.

			After the ceremony, Maggie, Dan, and my cousins take me out to lunch, and we pile into a booth at the diner. It’s supposed to be a celebration, but I pick at my food, trying to push down the emotions tightening my throat and eddying in my stomach.

			Maggie reaches across the table for my hand, giving me that gentle, motherly smile she’s been wearing a lot lately. “You’re really leaving us, huh?”

			I nod, looking down at our joined hands. “Only for a little while. I’m visiting my friend Jess in Philly, and then…I don’t know. Wherever I end up, I guess.”

			Dan clears his throat, his voice a bit rough. “Wherever you go, you’ve got us. We’re here. Always.”

			I smile, swallowing hard. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

			“But don’t you dare go silent on us,” Maggie warns. “I’m serious. You check in once a week or we’re coming to find you.”

			“Once a week,” I promise with a laugh. “I can do that.”

			I can tell this is harder for them than they’re letting on. Saying goodbye. We talk about other things after that. Jasmine’s summer plans, Connor’s attempt to find a part-time job.

			There’s another goodbye I’ve been putting off. Chase leaves tomorrow too, on his parallel road trip. Which makes me feel a bit foolish, because why should we take two different trips when we could be taking one epic trip together? But the idea of committing to leaving town with him, committing to being with him…it’s terrifying. Overwhelming. And it makes me want to run. Hide.

			That night, I’m placing clothes in my suitcase when Jasmine walks into our bedroom. Soon to be her bedroom again. She perches on the edge of my bed, watching me pack.

			“So you’re really going through with it?” she asks, looking at the piles of stuff strewn across the bed.

			I nod, folding a sweater. “I think it’s what I need.”

			She picks at a loose thread on my comforter, averting her gaze. “Just don’t forget us, okay? You know, when you’re off being cool and taking all these amazing nature photos, just remember we exist back here.”

			“Like I could ever forget you, Jazzy. One, you’re, like, the most unforgettable person ever. And two, you’re my family.”

			Jasmine shrugs, but I glimpse the shine of emotion in her eyes. “Stop being so sappy, cousin.”

			She leaves me to my packing, but I’m distracted when a text from Mar pops up on my phone. She sent me the selfie that the three of us—Mar, Ty, and I—took after the ceremony earlier. As I stare at our smiling faces, I can’t help but wonder what the future holds for all of us.

			Well, for Mar, it’s college out of state. She’s majoring in photography and art, and I know she’ll kick ass at both. For Ty, it’s Vanderbilt.

			For me…it’s a little fuzzier.

			I’m still not sure, but I think I’m actually excited. Even a little hopeful. I haven’t felt this way in, well…ever.

			Although I haven’t had a nightmare since we found my father’s bunker, I’m still not the best sleeper. I don’t plan on doing any more hypnosis, but maybe Dr. Wilmer has some strategies for how to shut off my brain. It’s always on, no matter how hard I try to turn it off.

			I’m grateful when the morning sun starts to filter through the blinds, because it gives me an excuse to get up. I have breakfast with Maggie and Dan at the kitchen counter. By the time the twins roll out of bed, my suitcase is on the porch and the Uber driver is pulling up to collect me.

			Still wearing her pajamas, Jasmine steps onto the porch and pouts at me. “I can’t believe you’re leaving.”

			“I’ll call and text,” I assure her.

			“You’d better,” Connor says, tugging me in for a hug. “And you’d better come back and visit us.”

			“I will. I promise.”

			I hoist my backpack over my shoulder and look at my aunt and uncle. They pull me into a tight embrace, and emotion clogs my throat because it’s so fricking nice to feel like I’m part of a family. Like I belong. As Dan said yesterday, it doesn’t matter where I am—I’ll always have them to lean on. That’s what family is for.

			“Thank you for everything,” I tell them. “I, um, love you guys.”

			My aunt’s eyes get a little misty. “We love you too, darlin’.”

			I glance at the Uber. “I have to go.”

			“Call us!” Maggie shouts as I carry my suitcase to the waiting car.

			I greet the driver, a gray-haired man with kind eyes, but my gaze stays glued to the window. As he turns the car around and steers up the driveway, I watch the Shipley home get smaller and smaller until it eventually disappears into the trees.

			Once we’re on the road, the driver says, “Nashville, here we come.”

			I lean forward, catching his eye in the rearview mirror. “Actually, I have one stop to make first.”

			Ten minutes later, we’re in Starling, and the driver pulls up in front of the animal shelter.

			“Do you mind waiting for me? I won’t be long.” I offer a rueful smile. “I tip really well.”

			That makes him chuckle. “Take your time, hon.”

			When I enter the shelter, JP looks up from the desk, his face breaking into a warm smile at the sight of me.

			“Well, look who decided to stop by!” he says, clearly touched. “Didn’t think I’d get a goodbye visit.”

			I force a smile, but it feels tight. “I’m not here to say goodbye.”

			Everett’s dad raises an eyebrow, his smile fading a little. “Oh. All right.”

			Without another word, I set my purse down on the counter. I reach inside and pull out a small plastic baggie, holding it up for him to see.

			Inside, two chipped red fingernails glint under the fluorescent lights.

			JP stares at the baggie. “What…what’s that?”

			“These,” I say quietly, “are fingernails, JP. They were stuck in the stone at the top of your wishing well. They fell out when I was climbing the ladder, but I didn’t realize what they were at the time. I thought it was chunks of concrete until I got home later and saw them, caught on my sweater.”

			JP’s eyes shutter. He swallows hard, looking anywhere but at the bag.

			“Thing is, these were thirty feet above the ground,” I continue, my voice growing softer. “Thirty feet above where your wife supposedly died on impact.” A shiver runs through me. “Someone in that well tried to climb the ladder. Tried to push the lid off, to pry it open. Tried so hard that she ripped her own nails out.”

			I let that sink in, watching his reaction. He doesn’t even blink.

			“And considering what I’ve heard about Leah’s love of red nail polish and how she used to paint Nikki’s nails the same shade…I’m guessing that someone was Leah.”

			Only the slight twitch at the corner of his jaw betrays his agitation.

			“Did you know?” My voice is sharper now, no longer a question I need him to answer but one I demand he does. “Did you know she was still alive when you sealed her in?”

			His shoulders slump. I can see the fight slowly draining from him.

			“Yes,” he says. “I did.”

		

	
		
			
				Forty-five

				Your Choice

			
			I stare at JP in shock, because what he’s saying is unfathomable to me.

			He hurries to explain. “I knew, but not right away. When I shone the flashlight into the well that day, I thought she was dead. She looked so still. Her body was twisted in this horrible way. I thought she was gone. I was certain. So I closed the lid. I got Everett away, and I tried to protect him. I reported her missing, and for two days, I left her body there.”

			I clutch the edge of the counter, my knuckles white. “But when you went back?”

			His face grows pale. “When I lifted the lid, she was in a different position, and then I heard her moan. She was still alive. After all that time. I have no idea how it was even possible, but she’d been down there, alive, for two days.”

			“Oh my God.”

			“She was enraged. She thought I did it on purpose. That I sealed her in there to punish her, or to stop her from leaving us. She wouldn’t stop screaming at me,” JP mutters. “Shouting that she’d go to the police and tell them I left her down there to die. Shouting that she’d take the kids away from me.”

			He shakes his head, almost like he’s arguing with himself. “I tried to tell her it was a mistake. I told her I’d thought she was dead. But she didn’t believe me. She kept screaming that I’d done it deliberately, that she’d see me rot in prison.” JP sucks in a breath. “And…I got angry too. Furious, even. She was unfaithful to me, you know that? She slept with your uncle.”

			“I know.”

			“She wanted a divorce. She’d already destroyed our family and now she was going to ruin me, take the kids from me—kids she didn’t even want to raise herself.”

			“So you poured the cement.” The words taste bitter on my tongue.

			“She kept screaming at me,” he repeats, his breathing coming out ragged. “Demanding I climb down and help her out. But I…I couldn’t bear the thought of losing everything because of her. I just snapped. I started pouring the cement.”

			Although I’m appalled by every word he’s uttered so far, I can’t stop myself from asking, “Did she keep screaming?”

			“At first, yes. But after a few minutes…she stopped.”

			Silence stretches between us. I’m desperately trying to reconcile the man I thought I knew with the horror of what he’s describing.

			He buried his wife alive.

			And then he let his own son think he was responsible for her death.

			Anger whips through me. I slam my fist against the counter, making him wince. “You let Everett blame himself for her death, JP. Do you realize that? Do you even fucking care what you did to your son?”

			His voice catches as he stammers on. “I-I thought…it was the best way to protect him. I told him it wasn’t his fault, that it was an accident.”

			Disgust rolls through me. “And you thought that was enough? You really believed a seven-year-old wouldn’t blame himself, just because you told him not to?”

			JP’s face crumples. “I didn’t want him to carry that weight. I thought I could bear it for him. He’s my son. I’d do anything to keep him safe.”

			“But he wasn’t safe, was he?” I snap. “He’s been carrying that trauma for a decade, thinking he’s the reason his mother is gone, believing he pushed her into a well and killed her.”

			“No. I told him he hadn’t done anything wrong. I tried so hard to make sure he didn’t suffer—”

			“But he did!” My voice rises, echoing through the small shelter. Several dogs start barking in the kennels, snapping into protection mode. I’d like to think they’d be protecting me from JP, but the truth is, these animals worship him. He’s incredible with them. He’s patient. Gentle.

			Yet the same man that all the dogs adore had buried his wife alive.

			“Both of your kids suffered, JP. You left them both with a lie that ate away at them, piece by piece. And for what? Because you were too scared to face the consequences?”

			“I love them more than anything,” he insists. “I never wanted this to happen. I never wanted them to suffer.”

			I watch him, a painful knot forming in my chest. “You made that choice, and they’re the ones who’ve paid for it all these years.”

			He falls silent, trapped in his own misery, the weight of the truth seeming to crush him.

			I take a deep breath, steadying myself. This isn’t why I came. I’m not here to turn him in. I’m not even here to judge him, although I do. I judge him hard, especially after hearing his story.

			But I don’t want this decision on my hands, because I honestly doesn’t know what will be better for Everett—accepting that his mother’s death was an accident and moving past it, or losing his father too if it comes out that JP buried Leah alive. I’m sure a good lawyer could argue it was a crime of passion or insanity, but that doesn’t change the fact that Everett will have lost both parents.

			So I slide the bag of fingernails across the counter toward JP. “I don’t know what you’re going to do with these,” I tell him. “That’s your choice. But I’m done here.”

			His gaze settles on the bag, and he flinches as he realizes the decision he now faces. “Ryan…” He sounds broken. “I didn’t want to lose my kids. I was only trying to hold my family together.”

			I’m no longer able to meet his eyes. “Maybe. But whatever you thought you were doing, you’ve hurt them in ways you can’t even begin to fix. And now you have to live with that.”

			Without another word, I march to the door. The air in the shelter feels suffocating. I can’t stay here another second.

			As I reach the threshold, I hear him whisper, “I’m so sorry.”

			I don’t look back. I push open the door and walk out, letting the sunlight hit my face, breathing in the cool, fresh air and leaving JP and his dark secrets behind.

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				What Took You So Long?

			
			“So…airport?” the driver prompts when I’m once again sitting in his back seat.

			I offer a sheepish look. “Actually…no.”

			“Hate to break it to you, hon, but I’m not sure you know how Uber works,” he informs me, but his lips are twitching with humor.

			“I’m sorry,” I say with a sigh.

			“Ah, it’s all right.” He waves a dismissive hand. “Where do you want to go?”

			I give him the address, and he punches it into his navigation system. It’s not far. Only five minutes before we’re stopping at the curb, and my very patient and nonjudgmental driver is helping me get my suitcase out of the trunk.

			The first thing I see is Chase’s motorcycle, packed up with the things he needs for the trip. But he’s nowhere in sight.

			As the Uber drives off, I hike my backpack higher on my shoulder and walk up the tidy path toward Chase’s front door.

			It swings open the moment I step onto the porch.

			The sight of him brings a smile to my lips. Blond hair unruly as always. Faded jeans and a snug T-shirt. And that obnoxious little smirk he dons when he sees me, as if he knew I’d be there.

			“Hi,” I say, feeling myself blushing.

			“Hey.”

			“Um, so…” I fidget with the strap of my backpack. “Is that offer to tag along with you still open?”

			Chase looks at his motorcycle, as if he’s trying to decide if he has enough space to hold me and my stuff. At first I think he might say he doesn’t have the room. That the offer expired. That he has a different idea in mind, and a sidekick is just going to hold him back.

			But then he says, “What took you so long? I should’ve been on the road hours ago, but I was waiting for you.”

			My insides flutter. “You were?”

			He nods.

			I bite my lip. “Why? Why did you wait for me?”

			He shrugs, then reaches out and takes my hand, drawing me toward him. “You always wait for the people you love.”

			Despite the smile threatening to crack my face in half, I manage to lift a casual brow. “That’s a big word to be throwing around there, Hedlund.”

			“What? Love? I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it.” He grins at me. “And if I didn’t think you felt it too.”

			“Wow, now you’re being presumptuous.”

			“Hmm. Am I?”

			Before I can respond, he kisses me, sparking a thousand little explosions inside me. I’ve never felt this way before. Like everything is possible. Like we have hundreds of choices stretched ahead of us, waiting to be made, to be whittled into a future of our own design.

			After some repacking and rearranging of the bike to accommodate my things, Chase hands me a helmet. “You ready for this?”

			“More than ready.”

			He revs the engine. I wrap my arms around him, a sense of exhilaration brewing under my skin. Chase speeds forward, and we glide down the streets of Starling, leaving everything behind. The grief, the secrets, the past. It all fades into the distance as the horizon opens up to us.

			A new life awaits. And this time, I’m ready to live it.
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			/forum/ Gabrielle Thorn Sightings

			
				Spotted in Sedona!

				/DaveHolland1999

				[image: Eye icon showing the number of views on the forum post.] 22.5k

				[image: Icon of a speech bubble with three dots indicating the comments or replies function.] 89

			

			
				My bf and I saw Gabrielle Thorn in Sedona last weekend! Literally ran into her on a hike in the desert, she was taking pictures and there was this hot guy with her, super fucking hot. I wanted to try to get a pic but my bf said it was rude so we just said hi and kept walking but it was totally her.

				 

				^ /Whysoserious

				She goes by Ryan Shipley now, according to an article in the Starling newspaper.

				 

				^ /MacKeys35

				Link to article?

				 

				^ /RainKing

				@DaveHolland1999 FYI—I’m locking the GT Sightings thread. Case has been solved (in part because of my investigation efforts). We have all the answers now. No need to hound any of the key players anymore.

				 

				^ /RainKing

				Let’s just let Gabrielle Thorn live the rest of her life in peace.
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