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Life’s a game and I wrote the rules


The name Clara Reynolds was one of those that everyone at Willowstone High knew. She didn’t just follow trends – she was the trend. With her sleek black hair, ocean-blue eyes, and brand-name clothes, people either admired her, envied her, or they were just happy if they could avoid Clara and her clique.


Clara’s clique – that was Taylor Jackson, Adrian Bradley, Codey Price, and Maya Thomas.


Taylor had once been Clara’s biggest admirer. They became best friends in elementary school, when Clara had been just a girl with good style and rich parents, not the queen of a whole school. Clara gave her style advice almost every day, but Taylor didn’t seem to care about it as much as she used to. She was a little chubby with dark brown hair, light eyes green and smiling almost all the time.


Then there was Adrian – Clara’s boyfriend and one of the most recognizable names at Willowstone too, if only because of his older brother, Armin Bradley. Armin threw the kind of parties that got talked about for weeks. Just being the brother had made him a known name, but Clara had definitely overshadowed him when they entered high school. He hated it when he was compared to his brother, but they were very similar indeed – brown wavy hair, dark eyes, and popular members of the basketball team.


Codey, on the other hand, wasn’t the fame-kind-of-guy. With his dirty blond hair and winning smile, most people underestimated him. He loved his old PC and every kind of computer, but he wasn’t just some tech geek – rumors said he had even managed to hack into the school server and get some nasty information about the other students. According to them, his friend Clara had been more than happy to use that. Whether or not the rumors were true? Codey had never confirmed or denied anything.


The last one was Amayla – called Maya by everyone – the overachiever. She was top of every class and didn’t just sign up for clubs, she collected them like trophies. Tennis, knitting, debating – if the school offered it, Maya’s name was on the list. Her hair was honey blonde, always messy, and cut at the shoulders. She was the newest member of Clara’s circle, but unlike the others, she wasn’t afraid to challenge Clara. She had her own mind, and she always used it.


The five of them were famous, but only in the halls of their little high school. In town, they were just another clique of high school students.


Halloween was, without a doubt, the most important day in Willowstone – perhaps even more important than Christmas. It was the one night of the year when everyone could dress up as someone else. If you were lucky, you were even invited to Armin Bradley’s Halloween party – the absolute highlight of October 31st in Willowstone.


“Get out, guys, the party won’t start without us,” Clara Reynolds announced as she slid out of the car that was parked in the Bradley parking lot. Taylor, Codey, and Maya followed her.


“You’d think Halloween is more important than Christmas and Easter combined,” Codey muttered under his breath.


“For her, it is,” Taylor whispered back. “Maya, what’s your costume, anyway?”


Maya had put on a long black robe and tied her hair into a messy bun. “Marie Curie,” she answered. Codey nodded, unsurprised. Taylor, on the other hand, stared at her like she’d just spoken another language. Maya sighed. “She’s a physicist and chemist from the nineteenth century. First woman to win a Nobel Prize. You should really read something other than fashion magazines.”


The other costumes were easier to recognize. Clara was wearing an elegant white-gold dress, a small diadem and a blonde wig over her dark hair – unmistakably Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of beauty. Taylor had ignored Clara’s protests and dressed as a vampire anyway. A black dress, fake fangs, and blood smeared dramatically down her chin – she had to admit that Clara had been right, though. There were a dozen people with the exact same costume. Codey had gone for drama. Black suit, long cloak, and a white mask covering half his face – the Phantom of the Opera. Last one, Adrian, who was already waiting for them at the gate was Indiana Jones, with a simple brown leather jacket and a cowboy hat.


As they stepped through the gates into the backyard, the party was already in full swing. Music, laughter, and flashing lights filled the Bradleys’ backyard.


Clara took one look around and smirked, satisfied. “Everybody can relax now. The people who matter have arrived.” Seconds later, her attention was already elsewhere. She spotted a group of friends, threw out a casual “See ya,” and disappeared into the crowd. Taylor hurried to follow her. Without saying a word, Codey and Maya synchronously sat down at one of the set-up tables. Adrian scanned the party for a moment, then sat down next to Maya.


After they had been sitting there for a while, Maya picked up the drink menu. She flipped through it with the same level of focus she usually reserved for her textbooks.


“You do this at every party,” Codey commented. “And every time, you order water anyway.”


“Yeah, but I can still take a look,” Maya said. She looked at the menu for a few more seconds, then sighed. “Okay, I’m thirsty. Water it is. You two want anything?”


“No,” Adrian said instantly, while Codey answered, “Maybe later.”


Maya rolled her eyes and stood up. “Alright, I’ll be back,” she said and disappeared into the house, where the bar was set up whenever one of the famous Bradley parties took place.


A few minutes later Taylor appeared again. “Good, you’re still here.” ‘


Adrian raised a brow. “Why aren’t you with Clara?”


“Better question: why aren’t you with Clara?” Taylor asked while she filled Maya’s place. “I mean, she’s your girlfriend. I thought you’d come in partner costumes. Bonnie and Clyde or something.”


“Clara never tells anyone what she’s dressing up as,” Adrian reminded her.


“Right,” Taylor said. “Can we do something, please? It’s boring. I’m bored. And I’m thirsty. Oh, Maya, would you mind …”


“I would. That’s my water. Go get your own,” Maya said, protecting her drink from Taylor as she rejoined their table. Since Taylor had stolen her seat, she sat down next to Codey.


Taylor rolled her eyes. “Fine. Still boring.” She scanned the crowd before suddenly brightening. “Do you guys wanna rank some costumes?”


“That is so Clara of you,” Maya commented.


“I just wanted to say that there is another girl with an amazing vampire costume. It’s handmade, don’t you think?” Taylor asked.


Maya didn’t answer. She was too busy pretending to read the drink menu again.


Codey looked up. “Wait. Another girl in a vampire costume?” He grinned. “You mean someone else had the exact same idea as you?”


“Mine is classic,” Taylor said. “Hers is – I don’t know – handmade.”


Maya looked out from the menu and smirked. “Now it sounds like that’s something bad.”


Taylor rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that. But, come on, don’t you guys wanna do something a little more interesting than … drinking water?”


“Just a minute ago, you were jealous of my water,” Maya retorted.


Taylor gasped, clutching her chest as if deeply offended. “I wasn’t jealous, I was thirsty. Huge difference! Anyway, you’re not invited to sit around and drink water! We’re seventeen, not seventy!”


“Well, first, I’m sixteen,” Maya said. “And second, you’re right. I’m just invited because I’m friends with Clara now. I’m only invited to all of these parties because of that. And every time, she ditches us!”


“Not every time,” Taylor tried to defend Clara. “But seriously, this is boring. I’m going to have some fun, with or without Clara and you. Adrian, Codey, are you in?”


Adrian put away the menu he had just looked at. “Alright, but can we go to the bar first? I’m thirsty!”


Taylor smiled. “So am I.”


They both looked at Codey. He shook his head. “I think I’ll pass. Someone has to keep Maya and her water company.”


“It’s still my water, get your own,” Maya said.


“Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on stealing your holy hydration,” Codey replied, raising his hands in surrender. “Unlike some people” – he shot a side look at Taylor – “I know how to respect personal property.”


Taylor rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Have fun babysitting. Adrian, let’s get some drinks.”


As soon as they disappeared into the crowd, Maya exhaled.


“Finally. Peace.”


Codey smirked. “You do know they’ll be back, right?”


Maya shrugged. “Even a few minutes of peace are a few minutes of peace.” She took another sip of her water and looked around the party. The music was playing loudly, the lights flickered in shades of blue, green and purple, and the backyard was packed with people in elaborate costumes. “Am I really the only sane person here who thinks this damn music is too loud?”


After some alcohol-free cocktails, a detour to the dance floor, and a few photos with the Bradley photo box, they returned to Maya and Codey. They were still sitting in the same spot. The only difference was that Codey had now gotten himself a glass of water too.


“Look at you two, we’ve been gone for over an hour, and you haven’t moved an inch!” Adrian remarked as he dropped into a chair next to Codey. “You guys planning to grow roots here?”


“Even if I need water and not whatever you call fun to survive, I’m not a plant,” Maya said.


“When did Clara want to meet up with us again?” Codey asked.


Taylor grabbed Maya’s phone, which was lying on the table, and checked the time. “Umm… exactly seven minutes ago.”


Maya snatched her phone back, and her eyes widened in shock. “It’s already midnight?! My parents are going to kill me! And I have to get up early tomorrow! I have …”


“A badminton tournament and book club?” Adrian guessed.


“No, I have tennis training,” Maya corrected him. “I don’t have tournaments on Sundays anymore since I quit volleyball last month. And by the way, I haven’t played badminton in five years.”


“Whatever,” Adrian waved it off. “Where the hell is Clara?”


“Ditching us, like always,” Maya answered.


“She’s not ditching us!” Taylor protested immediately. “She probably just lost track of time. I mean, we did too.”


“I don’t care. It’s already midnight – my parents will flip!” Maya groaned.


“Can you calm down, please?” Codey asked, his voice relaxed. “I’m sure she’ll be here any minute.”


“I’ll just call her,” Taylor said. She searched through the pockets of her costume. “Has anyone seen my phone?”


“No, but I can call her,” Maya said.


She dialed Clara’s number. It rang for a few seconds, then she was sent to voicemail. “This is Clara. If I didn’t pick up, it’s because I’m doing something more important. Feel free to leave a message – if it’s worth my time, I might call you back.”


Maya rolled her eyes. “Wow. Classic.”


“She’s not here, she’s not answering her phone …” Taylor said, with a slight bit of worry in her voice.


“She’s just ten minutes late,” Codey said calmly. “Give her five more, then we’ll go looking for her.”


They waited for another ten minutes, but Clara didn’t show up.


“She’s eighteen minutes late now,” Maya said, crossing her arms.


“Can we please go home?”


“We agreed that we’d look for her,” Taylor reminded her.


Adrian nodded. “Codey, check the front yard and the parking lot – maybe she’s waiting by the car. Taylor, take the house. She could be grabbing one last drink or something. I’ll search the backyard …”


“What about me?” Maya interrupted.


“You …” Adrian said, glancing around as if trying to assign her a location. When he couldn’t think of one, he said, “You can stay here, in case she shows up.”


“I doubt that,” Maya muttered but didn’t argue further.


Taylor disappeared into the house, Codey headed to the gate, and Adrian went to the front yard, which was still packed with people. It was hard to make out a single person. Spotting anyone specific was nearly impossible – vampires, witches, zombies, and skeletons blended into the sea of costumes. There were also a few unusual costumes: Bloody Mary, a headless boy, and a group of time travelers with big pocket watches around their necks, all dressed up as different centuries.


Among the crowd, Adrian finally caught sight of Clara’s light blonde hair and white dress. He hurried toward her. “Clara! There you are, we’ve been waiting for you …”


“Excuse me?” the blonde girl asked.


Adrian stopped short, realizing immediately that he’d made a mistake. The girl did have light blonde hair and a white dress, but her curls were short and bouncy, and the dress was missing the gold accents. Adrian recognized the costume at once – Marilyn Monroe. Clara had worn it to Halloween two years ago.


“I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else,” Adrian apologized.


“It’s hard to tell who’s who at a costume party.”


“Who are you looking for?” the girl asked. “Maybe I can help you.”


“She’s dressed up as Aphrodite,” Adrian answered. “If you’ve seen an Aphrodite somewhere, it must’ve been her. If someone else wore the same costume, Clara would’ve sent her home by now.”


“Wait, you’re talking about the Clara Reynolds?” the girl asked.


Adrian nodded. “You know her?”


“‘Course I do. Everyone does, right?” The girl smirked. “Well, to answer your question: I talked to her earlier, but that must’ve been at least half an hour ago. Oh, and I’m Reina, by the way.”


“Adrian. Do you know where she went?”


Reina shrugged. “I guess I know as much about that as you do. She didn’t tell me.”


“She told me,” a new voice chimed in. Adrian turned to see his brother, Armin, standing behind him.


“She said she was going to the forest.”


“Wait, going to the forest, as in … into the forest?” Reina asked, disbelief in her voice.


“Maybe in the forest, maybe just to the edge. No idea. She didn’t tell me,” Armin replied.


“What would she even be doing there?” Adrian asked, confused.


“No idea. She didn’t tell me,” Armin repeated. “But it sounded important.”


Adrian exhaled sharply. “We were supposed to meet her almost half an hour ago.” He glanced at Reina. “Well, if you find her before I do, tell her that Codey, Taylor, and Maya headed home.”


“Will do.” Reina gave him a small wave. “Nice meeting you, Adrian.”


“You too.”


Adrian returned to their table. Taylor, Codey, and Maya were already waiting there.


“So here’s my theory: she headed home,” Maya said.


Adrian shook his head. “My brother and some girl named Reina said they saw her about half an hour ago,” he said. He hesitated before adding, “He said she was going to the forest …”


Taylor’s eyes widened. “Wait, going to the forest like … going into that creepy forest?” She glanced toward the dark treetops visible beyond the backyard. Even from here, they loomed ominously. “Why would she do that? No, she wouldn’t do that!”


“Have you found any other traces?” Adrian asked.


Taylor sighed. “No.” She shifted uncomfortably, running a hand through her curly hair. “But that doesn’t mean she’s in the forest.”


“But it’s worth a try,” Adrian said firmly.


Taylor shook her head vigorously. “No, we’re not going near that forest, and we’re definitely not going in it! Maybe Maya’s right. Maybe she just … left.”


“I think we should try,” Maya said.


“No, not you too,” Taylor moaned.


“We look around a little, and if she isn’t there, we go home,” Maya said. “And if she is there, I’m going to kill her. And then my parents are going to kill me.”


Codey raised an eyebrow. “Because you killed your best friend?”


“No, because I’m late,” Maya shot back. “I told them I’d be home half past midnight! And that was already an exception. Furthermore, I have …”


“Table tennis, we got it,” Adrian said.


“It’s tennis, without the table, genius,” Maya corrected him. “I’ve never played table tennis in my life.”


Adrian rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Are we going to the forest or not?”


“Totally not!” Taylor said loudly. “Can’t we just sleep over? You can get to your table-thing from here tomorrow, Maya. I’ll even take the floor.”


Adrian had to disappoint her. “Armin already has friends sleeping over. It’s his party.”


Taylor let out a groan. “Alright, fine. We go to the edge, we call for Clara, and we pray that the wolves don’t hear us …”


“There are no wolves,” Codey deadpanned.


“… and if she doesn’t answer, we’re going home,” Taylor finished.


“Tada! Problem solved.”


They pushed their way through the crowds towards the forest. Adrian kept scanning the party, catching glimpses of blonde-haired girls in white dresses, but none of them were Clara.


Finally, they arrived at the edge of the forest that lay behind the Bradleys’ property. The shift in atmosphere was immediate. The music was still loud, but the party lights barely reached this far, and the air was noticeably colder. The trees stood tall and motionless in front of them.


Taylor took a breath, then cupped her hands around her mouth. “Clara!” she shouted into the darkness. “CLARA! ARE YOU IN THERE?”


Maya sighed, arms crossed. “If she’s not standing right in front of you, she won’t hear you. The music’s too loud. You have to scream just to hear yourself.”


“I am screaming!” Taylor said. She took a deeper breath.


“CLARAAA!”


Meanwhile, Codey had drifted a few feet away, his gaze on the ground. Suddenly, he spotted a small, dim light on the ground. Between fallen leaves, he picked up a small object. “Taylor,” he called, holding it up, “isn’t that your phone?”


Taylor turned around and rushed over to him. Codey handed her the phone. “It is, thank you. I’ve been looking for it. God, no, it has a scratch on the display!”


“How did your phone get here?” Codey asked. “You haven’t been here today, have you?”


“Of course not, I’m not crazy,” Taylor said.


“But it can’t have walked over here by itself,” Codey said.


There was a brief silence.


Maya, who had been watching with an increasingly skeptical expression, tilted her head. “Maybe this is some sick Clara game. Like a scavenger hunt. I bet she left you a message on your phone with the next clue.”


Taylor checked and frowned. “She actually left me a voicemail. Maybe she tried to tell us that she was leaving, but I just didn’t get her message because I had lost my phone.”


“Let’s hear what amazing excuse she’s come up with,” Maya said.


Taylor played the voicemail. At first, Clara’s voice sounded normal, calm, even. But there was something off about it. “Tay, where are you guys? I wanted to meet up with you, okay, but … if that little scare thing was one of you, fine, you got me, but seriously – it wasn’t funny!” They heard rustling, then Clara’s voice again, but sharper, uneasy. “God, I’m bleeding … was that an actual knife?” Another pause. After a few seconds, a sharp intake of breath. “Wait, someone’s coming. Is that … one of you?” A long silence followed. Then, barely above a whisper: “No, probably just some stupid animal. Whatever, call me back. Now!”


Codey’s gaze was locked on the dark trees. “Clara does a lot of dumb stuff. But this?”


“This isn’t a game,” Maya agreed.


Monday, 10th December 2007


Not everyone deserves our attention. It’s a privilege, not a right. I’ve told Taylor that like two thousand times, but she still can’t tell the difference between royalties and hopeless losers. Take Chauncey O’Brien, for example – no explanation needed, the name speaks for itself. He’s definitely crushing on Tay, which is totally hilarious. Watching him awkwardly trying to impress her is like watching a toddler attempting to ride a bike. Spoiler alert: he’s going to crash. She’s way out of his league. That’s why I’m calling him Chauncey Chance-less.


This evening was Adrian’s last basketball game before Christmas. His brother Armin was there too, even sitting next to me. On my other side was Codey, Adrian’s best friend, but he was glued to his laptop, unable to make conversation. I’ve heard rumors that he’s trying to hack into the school server.


Adrian and his team lost. He scored a few times at least. And even better news: Armin invited me to his Christmas party next Saturday. Took him long enough. I mean, I’m Clara Reynolds – there’s no party without me.









I don’t start drama, I just finish it


Taylor stared at the screen, her fingers gripping her phone tightly. “What the hell is she talking about?”


“You heard her,” Adrian said, crossing his arms. “Someone took Halloween way too seriously and threatened Clara with a knife.” For a second, he stopped. “I mean, it wasn’t one of us, right?”


Taylor, Maya, and Codey shook their heads immediately.


“She said she’s lost in the forest … maybe she’s still in there. That’s why she never showed up to meet with us,” Codey said.


“Please don’t tell me that we have to go in there too,” Taylor said, horror creeping into her voice.


Adrian smirked. “Didn’t you say you wanted to have fun earlier?”


Taylor turned a glare at him. “But that’s not fun, that’s terrifying.” “It’s Halloween”, Adrian said.


Taylor sighed. “Alright, alright, we’ll go look for her … in the forest. Maybe Clara really needs our help,” she agreed, even if not very enthusiastically.


The deeper they went into the forest, the darker it got. The moonlight barely pierced through the thick trees, and the only real light came from the torches Adrian had fetched for them from the house. In the distance, they could still hear the music from the party.


“Clara?” Taylor called. “God, this was a stupid idea! Clara, are you here? I know it’s Halloween, but if that’s a joke, it’s not funny! You know I hate that forest!”


Codey sighed, scanning their surroundings. “Wherever she is, she’s not here. If she was really lost, she wouldn’t just stand in one spot. She could be deeper in the forest or already out.”


Taylor clung to that idea immediately. “Yes! Maybe she already got out! We should do the same. Can we go back now?”


“You know the way back, right?” Codey asked Adrian.


“I think so,” Adrian answered.


“You think so?” Taylor repeated, her voice rising in panic. “What do you mean by you think so?! I wanna get out of here now!”


“Calm down,” Codey interrupted her. “It’s just a forest. We’ll find our way out.”


“Maybe there aren’t any wolves here, but snakes and foxes and … Guys, did you forget that Clara told us there’s someone with a knife here?” Taylor went on. “I think that’s a hundred times worse than a wolf!”


“Calm down,” Maya said. “I remember the way. We must turn around here and walk straight until a tree stump. Then we …”


“I haven’t seen any tree stumps,” moaned Taylor, while Codey said, “But there were hundreds of tree stumps!”


“Okay, calm down and trust me,” Maya said firmly. “I know the way. Follow me.”


Maya led the way. Taylor, Adrian and Codey exchanged doubtful looks before following.


After ten minutes, Taylor asked, “How do we know we’re not going round in circles? Everything looks the same. There are trees everywhere.”


“It’s a forest,” Codey said.


“Yes, but all these trees look the same,” Taylor said. “Wait, there’s a tree stump.”


“The seventh we’ve found,” Codey remarked.


“And there’s a clearing,” Taylor noticed.


Maya’s eyes narrowed. “We didn’t pass any clearings on the way here, did we?”


“We didn’t,” Codey confirmed.


“But I know this clearing. I’ve been here dozens of times,” Adrian said. “It’s easy to get back from here, trust me.”
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