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CHAPTER 1
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Justin

Present

SHE WAS BARELY OUT of her teens. A girl with soft, tangled brown hair that fell past her shoulders. The ends grazed her back when she turned to look at the camera. Nervous, obviously, and unsure what to do with her hands. They were in constant motion, drumming against her thigh like she was playing a piano. When she set them on the table, the movement kept going. It was the first thing I noticed about her.

“This recording is about four hours long. The investigator couldn’t get much out of her. I think... well, he thought, and I agree with him, that there’s something off here.”

Without taking my eyes off the screen, I flipped through the stack of reports and photographs in the file folder Detective Grenshaw had handed me a few minutes earlier. Evidence bags were scattered across the table—a staged war zone for the investigation of a party that had gone horribly wrong. I hadn’t examined the materials yet or asked for many details. It was important to take an unbiased first look at the case.

“Pretty little thing, isn’t she? You don’t see many girls like her in Clayton Heights.”

Grenshaw was your typical TV cop. Deep, gravelly voice, watchful eyes—a man hardened by years working murder cases in a small town half an hour south of Chicago.

The first thing I noticed about him was a cheap-looking brown suit, the kind you’d find dusty on a bargain rack at a mall thrift store. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the wrinkles came from him sleeping in the damn thing, but I wasn’t going to hold that against him.

A homicide detective’s life wasn’t easy when gun violence was on the rise and over forty percent of their cases went unsolved. Clayton Heights. I only knew the neighborhood existed because it was one of those areas you never visited on purpose, and if you somehow ended up there, the smartest move was to never stop at a red light. Keep driving. A ticket was better than getting robbed or carjacked.

I agreed with his assessment of the woman on the screen. She looked too delicate to live in a place so dangerous. Her face was small, her eyes uncertain. If they conveyed anything, it was Victim.

“How do you think she survived living in a place like this?”

“I know as much as you do, but if I had to guess based on her toxicology reports...”

I held up a hand.

“Don’t. I want to watch this first interview blind. It’ll be better that way—so I can point out what you and the other investigator find ‘off’ about her.”

His leather belt creaked under a belly that had seen too many late-night pizzas, sugar-loaded coffees, and cellophane-wrapped pastries, eaten hunched over a desk. I didn’t envy him his career choice. Facing death day after day tends to ruin a person’s quality of life.

“Like I said: we’ve got about four hours of recording. I was there when it was made, so no point in watching it again. I’ll let you do your thing, and you can crash in my office before you head over to Ms. Day’s place. Sound good?”

Without looking at him, I nodded, my interest drawn by the girl’s behavior when the investigators finally entered the room. More scared than defensive, she tapped the fingers of her right hand against a mark just below the inside of her left elbow. That touch was a habit, not a deliberate act. Squinting, I couldn’t make out the mark. I jotted that down on a yellow notepad, settled back in my chair, crossed one leg over my knee, and clicked the tip of my pen.

“Ms. Day,” the investigator began, jacket off, shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows, collar unbuttoned. The timestamp on the recording read two thirty-five in the morning. Given the late hour, I wasn’t surprised he looked casual. “My name is Leonard Drake, and you’ve already met my partner, Timothy Grenshaw. We’d like to ask you a few questions about the party where your four friends were killed.”

A blink. Long lashes fluttering like her hands. Her lashes were a dark brown fan against pale, almost translucent skin. She had a red bruise around her eye and across her cheekbone. The color would darken over the coming days.

A blink. Just one blink, after the verbal reminder that four of her friends were dead.

It was as if she hadn’t understood—shock or guilt making the interview unbelievable. Give me something, Ms. Day. How were all your friends brutalized and you lived to tell the tale?

“What would you like to know?”

My eyebrows lifted in surprise at the sound of her voice—deep and husky, the kind of voice you’d expect from a woman working a phone-sex line. But this girl wasn’t some desperate single mother balancing a baby on her hip while telling someone over the phone she wanted to be taken rough. No, Rainey Day’s voice was natural, her full lips parting around words spoken with a trace of fear sprinkled over a toxic mix of nerves and worry. I’d expected something shriller, more desperate to be noticed.

I wasn’t paying much attention to the questions being asked or the answers she gave. We’d go over the material again when I interviewed her in person, my thoughts untainted by the information being extracted from her now.

What caught my eye were her mannerisms in front of two thick-headed cops in a room full of mirrors. Not once did she look at her own reflection. I noticed that. Most people can’t help stealing a glance at themselves now and then. It meant she was comfortable in her own skin, unconcerned about whether her hair was a mess or her makeup was smudged across her cheek. Not that she was wearing any. This interview took place after she was discharged from the hospital.

Pausing the recording, I opened the folder on the table and pushed the reports aside to review the crime scene photos. They showed what you’d expect to see when you heard four people had been beaten to death. Blood spatter on the walls. Pools on the floor.

One person was found on the couch, her face crushed while her body was almost untouched. Another body on the opposite side of the room belonged to a heavyset man with what my grandmother would have called a brawler’s build, assuming he was of old Irish stock. He had to weigh at least thirty kilos more than Ms. Day. The back of his head had taken the worst damage—his skull caved in, brain matter exposed. How could a girl her size have overpowered him?

Resuming the video, I watched her movements. She was in pain on her left side, obvious from the way she winced when leaning that way. A bandage covered her right forearm, another on her shin. Her lower lip was swollen on the right side, another bruise forming along her jaw. She hadn’t escaped injury, as far as I could see.

Looking at the police report, I read that she’d been found unconscious and tied to a bed in a first-floor bedroom, bleeding from a gash on the back of her head. That explained the significant tangles I’d noticed in her hair.

The last photograph showed two people found in an upstairs bedroom, naked. The man was found with his head smashed in on the bed, the woman slumped against the wall, her face—like the girl downstairs—the area that had taken the most damage.

Interesting. I turned off the recording. What was “off” about the girl being interviewed wasn’t a lack of sense or intelligence. She seemed a bit detached; dim-witted on the surface, I guess, but somehow very aware of her surroundings.

What I found most fascinating was that she didn’t seem to care about her friends‘ deaths. But then again, that could be explained by the shock of surviving an attack.

Talking to her on her own turf would be the best approach. She’d be more relaxed, have more time to digest her memories of the event.

I gathered the materials, pulled the disc from the player, and headed to Grenshaw’s office to check in.

“Well,” he said, pulling his legs off his desk, his wooden chair creaking on old springs. He took off the wire-framed glasses that were too small for his face and tossed them where his legs had been. “What did you think of our girl?”

“Strange is an accurate description, but strange as in a killer—I’m not sure.” I was in a hurry to get to her house for our first meeting, so I leaned a shoulder against the doorframe instead of coming in to sit down. “How could a girl as small as her overpower four people? Especially two men. The one downstairs...”

“Michael Higgins,” he supplied.

“Michael, then. How could she have taken him down without alerting the others? He must have screamed.”

His nostrils flared. Grenshaw took a deep breath, shaking his head.

“Not a clue.” He rubbed the tip of his nose, his movements exhausted. “I’m not sure she had anything to do with it. We’re just interested in ruling her out completely. Figuring out exactly what she knows. She didn’t give us anything in that interview.”

“Which could be the result of shock.”

His eyebrows rose.

“Indeed it could. That’s why you were called in to talk to her.”

I nodded and checked my watch.

“I’ve got twenty minutes to get to her house.”

“Keep me updated.”

“Of course.”

I waved as I walked away, more than ready to sit down and have a long conversation with Ms. Rainey Day—a admittedly pretty girl who had not only survived five years in Clayton Heights but also a violent murder scene.
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DRIVING THROUGH CLAYTON Heights, I slowed down, paying close attention to the kids running barefoot through the streets, their clothes dirty and their skin glistening with sweat. It was a cloudy summer day, the sun breaking through whenever the clouds parted. Dreary and hot—the kind of heat that forced people outside to sit on their stoops because the air conditioning wasn’t cutting it.

The street was a mix of rundown shops and houses, chain-link fences around the latter, while the former had small asphalt parking lots with green islands where weeds had overtaken the pavement. It was an interesting blend of commerce and residences, as if the city’s zoning concerns stopped at the neighborhood border.

These people were used to living near the establishments they frequented. A group of older women stared furiously, their aged faces and cataract-clouded eyes fixed on the drugs being dealt right on the corner. Not only had the urban development department forgotten this place—so had the police. Men traded their little packets, out in the open, for rolls of cash, unconcerned about being seen.

Grateful I’d rented a car instead of bringing my own, I didn’t have to worry about finding my tires stolen when I came out to go home after the first interview. I’d just rent another car if I had to.

Rainey’s house was the furthest down the block. A tiny wooden number sign—it must have been white at some point, but now it was streaked with brown where the paint had failed. I pulled up to the dirt curb and noticed that the lot next door was nothing but weeds and a foundation where a house used to stand, charred wood covering the ground, abandoned when the rest of the structure was hauled away.

Anything could have taken it down: a meth lab, a heater, a careless smoker falling asleep. Judging by the scorched circle around the concrete block foundation, the fire had been recent.

A dog barked in the distance as I crossed the short distance to her porch. The door opened before I had a chance to knock. Rainey Day looked at me with blue eyes that were absolutely stunning in their clarity. The kind of eyes that make a person do a double take—wide and shimmering with the sunlight that bathed them.

“You must be Justin... Sorry,” she corrected, shaking her head. “I mean, Mr. Redding. That’s the polite way to talk to superiors, right?”

No way. This girl was not a killer. Not with an attitude this submissive. The question was: how the hell had she survived?

“I’m not exactly your superior, since I’m not hiring you or evaluating your work.”

I gave her my professional smile and extended my hand in greeting.

“And Justin’s fine. Mr. Redding is my father.”

She returned my smile and accepted my handshake. Her palm was warmer than I expected, her fingers fragile. Squeeze too hard, and you risked crushing her bones with minimal pressure. Delicate. There was no other word for her.

“You should come in.” She waved her hand in front of her. “The neighbors are already staring. They’re nosy bastards who hate strangers.”

Bending to the right—she was still protecting her left side, consistent with what I’d seen on the video—Rainey shot a sharp look at my car before straightening up and meeting my eyes again.

“And around here, you’re definitely a stranger. Don’t feel bad when you’re always being watched in this place. Morning, noon, and night.”

I turned and studied the new four-door sedan I’d rented. White, plain, nothing flashy. No GPS, no satellite radio. A rental with standard features.

“It’s nothing out of the ordinary.” Our eyes met, and she smiled.

“If it’s not a motorcycle or a smoke-belching junker, it stands out around here. Come in.” She moved ahead of me, clearing the mess off the table only to dump it onto a chair in the corner—neither cleaning nor organizing. I made her nervous.

Watching her for a moment, I noted her small stature. Not short—average height—but though she was tiny in bone structure, she wasn’t extremely thin. She had curves. Her skin showed no marks beyond the injuries from the party and whatever was under her left elbow. I still couldn’t make it out.

Her hips swayed when she moved, and she was wearing torn jean shorts, the lower curve of her ass visible, with a shirt that—yes, my first assessment was accurate—was thin enough to show she wasn’t wearing a bra.

Rainey Day, it seemed, had no shame about her body. Not that she should. She had an allure—something raw, primal, carnal. She was the kind of girl men would want without knowing why. A siren, with a presence so natural and unapologetic that it brought only one purpose to mind.

“So, are you another detective?” In person, her voice was even huskier—a hypnotic sound that made you want to hear everything she had to say. Luckily, listening was my business.

“No. I’m a victim advocate.”

She led me into a small living room, sat down on the sofa, and gestured for me to take the chair across from her.

Holding a pack of cigarettes, she said, “I hope you don’t mind.” I shook my head, and she lit one, the smoke curling past her lips as she lifted her eyes to study the ceiling. “Defender... that’s a pretty word.”

“It just means I’m on your side. I’m a psychologist, and from what I’ve been told, you went through something traumatic.”

Her laugh was as heavy as her voice—full, unguarded.

“You’re gonna have to use smaller words with me, Doc. I’m not as smart as I look.”

Rainey didn’t exactly look like a rocket scientist. She looked like a helpless girl.

“How long have you lived in Clayton Heights?”

“Five years.” Another cloud of smoke. She tapped the ash into a glass on the table beside her.

“And how old are you?”

Her eyebrow arched, and she tilted her head toward the file in my lap.

“Don’t you have all my info in there?”

“I’d like to hear it from you.” I needed to know everything about her. This girl held all the clues to what happened in that house when her friends died.

She shrugged.

“I’m twenty-two.”

Which meant she’d moved here at seventeen. So young for such a violent part of the city.

“What happened the night your friends died?”

Rainey had given me a truth, opened up that much. I’d switched subjects quickly, hoping she’d stay cooperative. Instead, she shut down, ducking her head, her lips pressed to the cigarette tip as she pulled smoke into her lungs. It practically kissed her lips when she answered:

“I’m not sure.”

Sighing, I tapped my finger against the folder.

“You’re not sure because you don’t remember, or...”

“I’m not sure because it’s all a mess in my head. I’ve got fragments from that night—a fucking mess, you know?” She waved her hand. An unconscious habit. “It’s all jumbled.”

It was my job to keep her focused.

“No, I don’t know, Ms. Day...”

“Rainey. Ms. Day was my mother.”

Smiling at her attempt at a joke between “friends,” I shook my head.

“Rainey. I don’t know. You do. And I need you to tell me.”

“It’s a long story. I don’t even know where to start.”

A bead of sweat slid down her neck, from her hairline, pooling in the hollow of her throat. It drew my eye downward, wandering to places that weren’t professional. Lifting my gaze, I caught her looking—she knew. Her eyes softened, her lips parting in a small smile. I cleared my throat, embarrassed at being caught.

This woman would be trouble for any man. Maybe I was wrong to immediately assume she was a victim. I wondered if the detectives had the same problem, if they’d called me in because they couldn’t stop their attention from drifting to forbidden places. She blew out a stream of smoke, a little ring floating up to the ceiling above her.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” I prompted, my voice steady. “How did you end up going to the party? How long have you known your friends?”

She was closing off more, her body folding in on itself. Stubbing out the cigarette in the cup, Rainey refused to meet my eyes.

“I’m not sure they were my friends.”

Instead of filling the silence, I stayed quiet, letting her process her thoughts. A cryptic smile curved her lips when she looked at me again.

“The beginning was the day I moved into the neighborhood with my mother. It all started there, I guess.”

“Where’s your mother now?”

“Dead,” she answered without a flicker of remorse.

“You have a lot of dead people around you, Rainey.”

“We all die—some of us just sooner than others.”

The statement was strange, and I wanted to explore it. That would have to wait. For now, I was willing to take whatever she gave me. A movement caught my attention; she was touching the mark below her elbow again.

Her fingers moved over it, and I got a clear view of five tally marks, as if she were counting something.

Why five? What was so important that she’d carve the count into her skin?

“Then let’s start there.”

Another smile.

“I should warn you, Doc—I’m a bit of a slut. This story...” She blinked slowly. “This story doesn’t paint me in a pretty light. Not like all the good girls I assume you’re used to dating.”

Despite the condemnation, she wasn’t upset making the confession. It was a simple statement, like a prelude to her story.

“I’m not here to judge you, Rainey. Just tell me what happened.”

Lighting another cigarette, she took a long drag, then exhaled, her gaze distant as she began to speak.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Rainey

Past

A FRESH START, A NEW day.

That’s what Mom always said when it was time to pack up and move. What she’d been telling me since I was a little girl, crying because we had to leave another house, another decorated bedroom, another school where I’d finally made friends. My mother had a problem staying in one place, and it usually came down to her inability to hold down a job or a boyfriend.

This move was because of a man. They’d been together for several months, a long time for her, but like the others, he’d packed his bags and taken off, his time with her used up, his attention fixed on something better.

Not that my mother wasn’t a beautiful woman. She was. A little too beautiful, which is why she went through so many men. She had her problems, the kind that would draw a man in, at first confusing those problems with fire, but then sending him running when he realized it was a blaze that would never be put out.

A woman on fire, my mother would lose her shit over anything: a towel out of place, a pot hanging on the wrong hook, a pair of shoes left in the middle of the living room instead of lined up neatly by the door. Mom demanded the house be organized exactly how she wanted it. One mistake and that fire of hers could burn your skin. It made the men take off every single time.

Not that I cared much. Some of her boyfriends had been decent, but there were others I hated.

We rolled into Clayton Heights in her old station wagon, a beat-up car she refused to call old, even though it was. A relic, like that was something classy, like it wasn’t a pathetic leftover from some other decade that should’ve been left at a scrapyard instead of driven on the road. The car popped and wheezed as we pulled onto a dirt road in front of a small house, chain-link fences everywhere dividing the separate yards.

I looked to my right as we stopped and noticed a man kneeling beside a motorcycle, sweat glistening on his bare shoulders as he turned a wrench. The chrome on the bike gleamed under the harsh sun, a piece of bait reeling in my attention.

Like Mom, I had a way with men. I always had, but whether that was a good thing, nobody knows. Certainly not when I was too young to understand what sex meant.

“What do you think, Rainey? Looks like a good house, right? It’s bigger than the apartment we just left.”

It was a house. There wasn’t much more to say about it, four walls and a roof that might or might not leak. The air conditioner units jutted out of the windows on both sides of the house, old and rusty. No way to tell what you’d be breathing in once you turned them on.

“Looks good, Mom.”

“We’ll clean it all up, make the yard nice and everything. Make it our home, you know? One we’ll stay in for a while.” She said that with every new place. We’ll make this our home. What she left out was until we get up and leave again after the next disaster.

The door creaked loud as I climbed out of the car, the man fixing his bike looked over his shoulder. Handsome, definitely older, probably my mother’s age. Of course that didn’t stop him from checking me out. His eyes traveled down my bare legs like hands exploring skin and muscle, appreciation gleaming in his gaze as he dragged it upward.

Hot as it was, I was only wearing a pair of cutoff jean shorts and a top that covered my tits but left my stomach bare. Our eyes met and he nodded in a silent greeting. Smiling, I turned to walk to the back of the car to help my mom with the suitcases and boxes.

“The place is furnished, so that’s good. We’ll get settled in quick.”

She was oblivious to the neighbors standing around watching us. The man next door, a group of people on the opposite sidewalk. They were sizing us up, getting a good look at who’d moved into the rundown part of town. I didn’t mind the attention. I was used to it. Dragging a trash bag full of clothes out of the back of the wagon, I followed my mother up a short path to a concrete porch with two cracked steps. The yard was more weeds than grass, tall in some spots near the fence.

Mom opened the door, releasing a smell of mildew, her hand waving in front of her nose. Thick particles of dust hung in the soft sunlight, bleeding through the pulled curtains in front of the windows. Mom paused, surveyed the inside, and shrugged.

“It’s gonna need some elbow grease to fix up, but I think it’ll do us good.” She turned, her eyes level with mine. “I’m gonna need your help, Rainey. Work starts tonight, so while you’re home alone, you can sweep, maybe scrub the kitchen and bathroom before you go to bed.”

“Whatever you need,” I answered, stepping into the small living room. A couch and a couple of tables were covered with grimy sheets. “Do I get my own room or are we sharing again?”

“Your own.” She was proud to say it, like separate rooms were a luxury she could finally afford. We’d had them before in some of the places we’d lived, but not all.

Our last apartment was a kitchen, bedroom, and bathroom, all in one space. We hung sheets to give the illusion of walls. I hated that place, especially when my mom was with her boyfriend. He liked to turn his head and watch me when they thought I was sleeping and they were...

“This’ll definitely work. I’m so excited. Aren’t you?”

Nodding, I looked around and saw two doors down a short hallway.

“Is mine the left or the right?”

“Right. The bathroom’s at the end of the hall between our rooms. Just one, so we’re sharing.”

Opening the door, I stepped into a tiny room with nothing but a thin mattress on a twin bed and a closet with a folding door, a single hanger dangling inside.

The trash bag of clothes hit the floor where I dropped it, a puff of dust floating like a low fog around my legs.

Crossing the room, I pulled the curtain aside to look out the window. There was another man in the neighbor’s garage now. He was leaning against the side of the house smoking a cigarette, watching the one still working on the bike. With messy brown hair, no shirt, and a pair of jeans that hung low on his hips, he looked younger than the first one.

The curtain fell back into place, and I hurried to help Mom with more bags and boxes, the two men watching me walk between the house and the car. Mom didn’t notice, she was too busy rambling in her head, dreaming up all the ways to clean the house so it wouldn’t look like the shit hole it really was.

After we emptied the car, we locked ourselves inside, Mom pulling the sheets off the furniture. She wasn’t the type to wait a few hours before settling in.

“I have to be at work by five tonight, Rainey. I’ll do as much as I can before I leave. Why don’t you go put some sheets on your bed and get your room all nice? Hang up your clothes and stuff.”

Five o’clock came quick, my mom waving goodbye as she backed out of the driveway. I looked at the neighbor’s house again to see that the two men had gone inside.

Following their lead, I retreated into my new house, spent an hour unpacking boxes. After a while, I grabbed my pack of cigarettes and sat on the front porch to watch the sun start to drop toward the horizon.

Movement caught my eye and I turned to see a new guy standing in front of the neighbor’s house. How many people did they have in there?

He must have noticed I was watching. Lifting his hand, he called out, “You guys the new people living next door?”

I nodded, blew out a stream of smoke, and watched him run around the end of the chain-link fence to cut across my yard toward me. He was handsome, with a boyish face and blue eyes, his brown hair a mess framing his head. Wearing baggy jeans and a white t-shirt, he came up and offered his hand.

“My name’s Rowan Connor.”

Shaking his hand, I smiled.

“Rainey Day.”

He flinched.

“Ouch, no offense, but your name...”

My laugh cut off his comment.

“I know. My mom’s kind of an idiot. My full name is Rainey Summer Day.”

Another flinch and he grinned.

“That’s even worse.”

“Like I said, she’s an idiot.”

Sitting on the porch next to me, he asked, “How old are you?”

“Seventeen, almost eighteen.” I held out my cigarette pack to him. “Want one?”

He took it, tapped the cigarette on his hand, and used my lighter to spark it. Smoke slipped through his lips.

“I’m fifteen.”

Too young for me, but I’d already figured that out after he got close. His shoulders weren’t fully filled out, his chest was scrawny, but his body suggested a bigger man waiting to develop.

“How many people live in your house? I saw two other guys earlier.”

Flicking a quick glance at his house, he leaned back on his arms, long legs stretched out in front of him.

“Five. My dad, me, and my three older brothers.”

In the distance, the sun was lacing the sky with a flash of color. Reds, golds, and pinks saying goodbye to the day.

“All of you in that little house?”

“Each of us has our own room. Looks small from the outside, but it’s actually one of the biggest houses in the neighborhood. If we didn’t each have our own space, we’d probably beat the shit out of each other.”

I laughed.

“That’s understandable.” I tilted my head, looking at him. “So, what do you guys do to pass the time?”

A door slammed to our left, one of the guys I’d seen earlier stepped out to look around. Rowan’s posture shrank, his attempt to seem older snuffed out by the other man’s presence. In a low voice, he told me, “That’s one of my brothers. The oldest.”

As if he’d heard the comment, the man looked up, frowning when he saw Rowan sitting next to me. He walked over and I got a better look at him.

Broad shoulders stretching his black t-shirt, defined biceps under the short sleeves. He looked like an older version of the kid next to me, but with a body that had fully filled out. He nodded when he got close. He didn’t offer his hand like Rowan had.

“Who’s this?”

Instead, I offered mine.

“Rainey. And you are?”

Taking my hand, he pulled me to my feet, Rowan left forgotten behind me. Poor kid. I knew in that moment he was probably a nuisance to his brothers, but that’s what happens when you’re the youngest. He didn’t say a word when his brother put his hand on my back and pulled me closer.

“Jacob.”

Rowan found his balls then.

“We were talking, Jacob, so maybe you should go back...”

Leaning to look around me, Jacob shot his brother a look that shut him up.

“Maybe you should go back and let the adults talk, kid.”

I felt bad for Rowan, but I knew he needed to learn to fight his own battles. Honestly, I didn’t care if he left. His brother was way more interesting.

“She’s seventeen,” Rowan argued.

“Almost eighteen,” I added, “in a month or two.”

Jacob smiled, just one side of his pretty mouth lifting. Fuck, he was beautiful. He had brown eyes with gold flecks, a rough jaw with stubble, and straight white teeth under full lips.

“I’m serious, Rowan, get lost.”

The kid got up from the steps and stormed off, his body shrinking as Jacob’s hand slid lower.

“You like that?”

My eyes slid to meet his.

“I’m known for it. What have you got for me?”

Fuck, that smile was everything my mother warned me to watch out for, so many lingering promises tucked inside it.

“Whatever you need, but for starters, we’ve got beer.”

My voice came out in a whisper.

“Sounds good to me.”

He squeezed my ass, then let his hand go to grab mine. I felt small compared to him, fragile. It felt good.

Led through the yard and around the fence, I climbed the porch steps behind him and crossed through the open front door of his house. Rowan wasn’t lying, it was way bigger than the place we lived in now.

To our left, a living room opened up, Rowan sitting on the couch and a guy I didn’t recognize perched in a recliner, his feet up and a joint in his lips. He turned to look at us as Jacob said, “You know Rowan, and this is my brother Frankie.”

Frankie tipped his chin at me, his eyes quickly scanning me up and down. A cat’s smile slowly spread across his lips, his shoulders rolling back against the chair.

He didn’t say anything as we passed, turned a corner, and walked into a kitchen that was twice the size of mine. Glass clinked as Jacob grabbed a beer for me from the fridge.

Popping the top, he handed it to me before trapping me with his arms against the counter. I took a pull of my beer, swallowing as I blatantly stared at his lips.

“Beer all you got?”

It wouldn’t take much to fall for that smile. Pure poison, an expression that whispered a million indecent thoughts in your ear.

“I’ve got other things to keep you busy, but it’ll cost you.”

Dragging my eyes from his mouth, I stared at him.

“I don’t have any money. I hate to admit it, but I’m always broke.”

His fingers slid along the back of my neck.

“Then lucky for you, I accept other forms of payment.”

Jacob moved fast, but I didn’t think he was serious. Teasing him, I asked, “You gonna respect me in the morning?”

He laughed, his chest vibrating against mine. Pulling back from me just enough to look my body up and down, he answered, “I don’t think you’re the type to care.”

Rowan walked into the kitchen and Jacob’s head snapped up.

“Get the fuck out of here, dumbass. You don’t have anything this girl wants.” He grabbed a bowl from the counter beside me and hurled it at his brother. Rowan cleared the room just in time, the bowl shattering into pieces against the wall.

Then he muttered under his breath, “Fucking kid. The only way to get anything through his skull is to beat it in.”

I felt sorry for Rowan in that moment. No one wants to live in a house where you’re the weakest. Guys like Jacob would eat him alive. Jacob grabbed my hand again, pulled me from the counter and out of the kitchen into the hallway. He led me into a bedroom and shut the door.

“I’m gonna roll us a joint, but like I said, it’s gonna cost you.”

My bravado drained out of me in that moment. I knew how to play this game, honestly, but I’d never had to go all the way before. Not right away, at least.

Sifting some weed out on top of a dresser, Jacob picked up a rolling paper from a pack.

“I’m not kidding, Rainey. If you want this, you’re gonna have to earn it.”

I pressed the beer against my chest, the bottle ice-cold against my skin.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Take off your clothes or go home.” He rolled the joint and licked the paper to seal it. Turning, he leaned back against the desk and lit the tip. His eyes never left mine as he took a drag, one eyebrow arching.

The smell hit me and I craved the high. Living this life sober was torture. At least with drugs, you had moments where you could pretend everything would be okay. I’d give in to him, though I hoped he was joking. I always gave in.

“Can we at least go to my place? Nobody’s there.”

He took another drag, blowing the smoke directly at me.

“Why would we need to do that? There’s nobody in this room but you and me.”

On the other side of the door, I could hear the television, several deep voices rising to compete with whatever movie they were watching. Jacob glanced at the door, then back at me.

“If you’re worried about them, they won’t care.” He stepped toward me and I backed up. Shit, I wanted that joint so bad I could taste it.

“They won’t know?” I looked at him, my voice uncertain. He shrugged in response.

“Take off that shirt, if you can even call it that. Looks like a rag tied around you.”

I felt cornered, out of control, but I’d gotten myself into this mess and all I wanted was to get high. Refusing to meet his eyes, I set my beer on a small table beside me, reached behind my back, and untied the top. It fell silently to the floor at my feet.

“Oh, fuck yeah, Rainey. You’ve got some big tits, don’t you?” Jacob’s hand cupped one of my breasts as he handed me the joint. “You get a long hit for that.”

I took the first pull while his thumb brushed across my nipple.

Leaning in, he pressed his mouth to my ear.

“You’re getting me hard. Touch me and I’ll let you take another hit.”

Blowing out the smoke I’d held in my lungs for as long as I could, my eyes closed to feel the instant relief of the effect. Jacob was massaging my breasts against his palms, pushing them together to rub his thumbs down the center crease. He didn’t waste any time.

Taking the joint from my hand, he laughed when I tried to grab it back, and stepped away to keep me out of reach. His head tilted to the side.

“You know what I want.”

I knew. It was the same thing every man wanted when he looked at me. Shame flooded my cheeks, but I unbuttoned my shorts and let them fall to my feet so I could kick them off.

Standing in nothing but a thong, I looked at him. He stepped toward me and handed me the joint before grabbing my shoulders to turn me around. Slapping my ass, he whistled.

“Damn, baby, she shakes just right. Your body is insane.”

The joint crinkled as I took a deep breath, the tip glowing. Jacob pushed my hair away from my neck, his mouth running along it while both hands gripped my ass, his thumbs hooked under the sides of my underwear.

“This okay?” He pulled them down after I nodded, glad he couldn’t see my face. Not even twenty-four hours in the neighborhood and I was already the easy slut.

My panties fell to the floor, his fingers exploring between my legs.

“Keep smoking while I take care of everything. Be good, and I’ll send you home with yours when I’m done. Sound good?”

I nodded, smoke leaking from my lips.

His body pressed against mine, his hands reaching around to play with my breasts a little more.

“Say it out loud, Rainey. I need to hear you say it.”

My eyes closed.

“Yeah. It’s fine.”

He turned me around and lowered his head to lick one of my nipples.

“Then take my pants off.”

Before I could stop him, he ripped the joint from my fingers, freeing my hands. Jacob’s brown eyes met mine as he took a long drag.

I’m already this far gone, I kept telling myself as I fumbled with his belt. Finally, I managed to undo everything and his pants dropped to the floor. He kept his gaze locked on mine.

“You can touch me if you want.”

Wrapping a trembling hand around him, I saw his head fall back, his lips parting to exhale a cloud of smoke. Jacob handed me the joint and took over.

Lifting me off the floor so my legs could wrap around his hips, he didn’t bother to prepare me, but then, this was only about him—the payment for what he had and I wanted and needed.

The wall was rough against my back, his hips rocking while I turned my head to bring the joint to my mouth. By the time I was done smoking, he was almost done fucking me, a dull thud as my ass slammed against the wall behind me. He didn’t even kiss me. Not once.

Growling deep in his orgasm, he pulled out in time to come on my stomach. Then he set me down, pulled his pants up just enough to walk, and crossed the room. Jacob grabbed a towel from the floor, wiped himself off, and tossed it in my direction.

“Get dressed,” he said, not bothering to look at me. “I’ll roll another one for you to take home.”

I felt pure shame as I put my clothes on, waiting in silence while he finished rolling another joint before handing it over. He opened his bedroom door to see me out and smacked my ass as I passed him.

When we walked through the living room, Frankie laughed and howled while Rowan stared at me from the couch.

Their dad must’ve come home while we were back in the room. He just shook his head, laughed, and muttered something before walking away.

I opened the front door and looked back. Jacob smiled.

“Whenever you need something, Rainey, let me know.”

The door closed behind me as I stumbled into the night to make my way home. What the hell just happened?

After I smoked the second joint, I finished cleaning the house and unpacking the kitchen. Tears soaked my pillow that night, cold against my cheek as I fell asleep.
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CHAPTER 3
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Justin

Present

THE MEMORY WAS INTERESTING, pathetic, and sad. I felt sorry for her. Why she wanted to start her story there, I wasn’t sure. It had nothing to do with how her friends were killed, how they all ended up murdered inside a two-story house on the outskirts of Clayton Heights.

“Your neighbors,” I asked, “were they in the house to the left?”

Rainey nodded, pulled one leg up onto the couch, knee bent, her arm wrapped around it, completely oblivious to the shameless pose, her legs open, giving me a perfect view between them. From her story, I would have believed she’d be more closed off, shy about her body after being used so blatantly.

“Yeah, their house caught fire a few months ago. It was terrible. Scary, actually. I thought it was going to spread to my house too, but it didn’t.”

She was restless to talk about it, her fingers climbing up her shin, her body shifting on the seat as if she couldn’t get comfortable.

“Rainey, why did you tell me that story? What does it have to do with your friends dying a few nights ago?”

A heavy sigh escaped her lungs.

“I thought you should know how it all started.”

I frowned, a million questions I wanted to ask, so many that it was hard to choose one.

“All, like what? Do you know who killed your friends and tied you up that night?”

With a quick shake of her head, she refused to meet my eyes, her hair falling forward to shield her face. She tapped the mark on her arm again.

“No. But, I don’t know... I’m not sure where to start.”

“Let’s talk about the party where your friends died. What’s the last thing you remember from that night, before you were attacked?”

Pushing the hair from her face, she looked at me from under her lashes. Her eyes were truly remarkable, beautiful even in the dim light. They were innocent eyes, the kind you’d imagine on the face of an angel, soft and unassuming. In my practice, a person’s eyes say as much about them as their body language and what they say, sometimes more, because they can’t control the way they see the world. Truly a window to the soul.

“Um...” Picking up the pack of cigarettes, she took one out and lit it. “I was talking to Michael. I remember that. He’d come there with Megan, but she’d fallen asleep on the couch, and he wanted to...” Her voice trailed off, cheeks flushing.

I wouldn’t make a suggestion about where I thought the story was going. Doing that would be leading her memory or risking giving her a false memory.

“Michael wanted to fuck.” Blurting out the statement, she wrapped her lips around the cigarette, took a drag, and blew out a puff of smoke. It was all very clinical, her body rigid, bracing for judgment. I was careful not to reveal my reaction through my facial expression. Seeing this, she added, “Michael was the reason I was tied to the bed. We were, you know, having fun. And then he left the room.”

Whoever killed her friends wasn’t the one who left her tied to the bed; at least they weren’t the ones who started it. We were getting somewhere.

“What happened then?”

Why did the killer beat you, but leave you alive? It was possible they were interrupted. The killer got scared and left. Anything was possible.

Flicking the ash, she raised her voice.

“I don’t know. I was confused. I...”

“Okay,” with a gentle voice, I changed the direction of the conversation to calm her down. She wanted to talk about other things, so I went with it.

“Why did you sleep with Jacob the first day you met him if you didn’t want to do it? Did you want to sleep with Michael the night he died?”

Silence spread between us, heavy. Rainey didn’t meet my gaze again, but her leg moved, opening wider. She had no sense of her body’s privacy. Her voice was a whisper, barely audible.

“Because that’s what girls like me do. That’s what we’re for. It’s just sex, right? Nothing special.”

The words left her lips like morning mist over water, lazy and thick. A man with a motive would agree with her.

I scribbled a note on my yellow pad.

“Do you like it?” Careful, Justin. Does it even matter? I wanted to know.

“Not at first, but then you get used to it. Telling yourself you like it. I had times when it was fun.” Her fingers traced the inside of her thigh, drawing my attention.

“Did you want to sleep with Jacob when you met him?”

“I wanted to get high.”

Lifting her head, she watched my reaction. I didn’t give her one. Calm, controlled, professional. That was all she got from me. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t aware of the effect this girl would have on other men. She was practically a sex doll, her body only complemented by her voice. Everything about her was free and on display. Rainey wanted to be seen.

“Are you addicted to drugs, Rainey?”

Another shadow of a smile.

“I can stop whenever I want,” she joked in a mock falsetto.

“Are you?”

Shifting position on the couch, she lowered her leg and pulled her shoulders forward, resting her hands on either side of her body on the sofa. This allowed the collar of her shirt to fall forward enough for me to see underneath.

No shame. I was beginning to believe her actions were deliberate.

“What’s the definition of an addict?”

“A person who doesn’t know how to say no. Someone who uses daily. Who destroys their life...”

“No,” she cut me off. “I’m not. I haven’t done anything in a while. I really can stop. But if it’s there and I’m bored, why not?”

My pen tapped the pad on my lap.

“Because people die from drug use or find themselves in situations very similar to the one you were in with Jacob.” Pausing, I watched her, noticed the way she looked aside instead of at me. She was hiding something. “Was that the only time you slept with Jacob?”

Her lips curled into a smile.

“I thought you only wanted to know about the night my friends died.” Tilting her head to the right, her eyes met mine. “Or would you like to know everything? Make up your mind, Doctor.”

“Justin,” I corrected.

An insignificant shrug.

“Whatever.” Rainey’s tongue moistened her lips. “Would you like to know the whole story, or just some parts?”

With this girl, her strange behavior and total lack of self-preservation, I understood that to know her as a person, to understand her abilities and attitudes, I needed to hear everything she was willing to tell me.

“We’ll go through all of it, if you want.”

“Then yes, I slept with Jacob again. Why not? It wasn’t like he hadn’t already done it before.” Her eyes challenged me to say something, to condemn her, to judge. When I didn’t, she smiled to add another layer to the story, to pull back another curtain so I could see all the decisions she’d made in her life. “I slept with his father too.”

I had to take a deep breath to keep my eyes from widening involuntarily, had to stay calm to not react blatantly.

“You said his father was the same age as your mother?”

Nodding, she flicked the ash from her cigarette again, her cheeks hollowing as she took another drag. Her lips curled seductively each time she exhaled the smoke.

“Paul was forty-five, I think. Forty-three maybe. I don’t know. But yeah, he was a lot older than me.”

An inhale. An exhale.

“Do you want to tell me about that? Did Jacob know you slept with his father too?”

Dropping the cigarette into the same glass as before, she turned her body to lie down on the couch, her hands resting on her stomach as she stared at the ceiling, one leg dangling over the side while her toe swung back and forth over the floor.

“No, he didn’t know at first. But I’m not sure he cared much. When he found out, he wasn’t upset or anything. The family wasn’t the jealous type. The only person who was upset was Rowan, and I think that’s because he knew they were using me.”

Scrawling names as she mentioned them, I remembered the empty lot next door, the evidence of a house fire.

“Rainey, what happened to your neighbors? Jacob, Paul, and Rowan. Did they move after the fire?”

For the first time since I’d met her, I detected remorse in her voice.

“No. They’re all dead. Frankie and Joel too.”

Frankie I recognized.

“Joel?”

“Another brother. Jacob was the oldest. Frankie after him. Then Joel.” She paused before admitting, “Rowan was the youngest.”

So many deaths around this girl...

I jotted down the new name.

“Did they die in the fire?”

Her head rolled on the small pillow beneath her.

“No. Just Frankie. But we’ll get there.”

Unfortunately, I had the feeling we’d get to everything before the truth was revealed. I tried to redirect her again.

“Your friends at the party,” checking the folder, I added, “Michael, Megan, Preston, and Angel. How did you meet them? What do they have to do with what you’re telling me now about the family next door?”

Scratching the mark on her arm, she replied,

“I met them there. Well, not Preston. I knew him from school originally, I think. But the rest of them I met next door.” She looked at me, hair falling down the sides of her face. “Do you want me to tell the story? Or do you have other questions?”

Relaxing into my seat, I realized this interview wasn’t going to be easy.

“I don’t have any more for now. Go ahead and tell me the next part of the story.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Rainey

Past

CLAYTON HIGH SCHOOL left a lot to be desired. The building was falling apart, every ceiling stained with water marks, and the hallways were littered with trash because students just drifted around like they had nowhere to be. I figured there had to be janitors who kept things clean, but they didn’t make rounds during the day to check the bathrooms—every toilet overflowing, the rolls of toilet paper yanked out like long wet ribbons every morning, the floor mummified in it. Kids are idiots, and they were also the reason I was practically hobbling home with a full bladder.
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