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This one is for you, Rinette.

Don’t be afraid to reach for the stars.

Don’t be afraid to be yourself.
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CHAPTER 1 
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Fear. 

There’s something about fear. It’s intoxicating. The helplessness they feel. The adrenaline and need and wants it unleashes. 

Fear rights the wrongs. 

Fear is power.

And for once, I have all the power. 

They’re never going to save them.

They’re never going to catch me.

They’re never going to understand.
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CHAPTER 2 – ERIN
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Here’s what we all know: Sometime this week or the next or the one after that, we will find another dead girl. Every year, a girl disappears, and every year, she’s found dead with an angel wing carved into her cheek. 

And this year is no different. 

Another girl disappeared.

Rachel Stine—former cheerleader captain—left her home last Saturday, and no one has heard from her since. Despite the entire town searching every corner and her family’s pleas and all the psychics inundating the town claiming to know where she is, she hasn’t been found. Everyone holds on to the hope that she’s safe.

Some rumor spread that she ran away, that the killer hasn’t found his next victim yet, that he’s still on the hunt. 

“Come on, girls. We need to do this!” Shawna, our cheer captain, sounds like she’s trying to convince herself more than us. She smooths her skirt, checks her cell phone again before dropping it behind her. “For Rachel!” This time, her voice doesn’t falter. Her dark hair is tucked in her ponytail, and it bounces as she jumps, warming up. Her smile reveals the bronze glow of her cheeks, but her dark brown skin isn’t as flawless as in the school pictures. The circles under her eyes are more pronounced. She and Rachel were very good friends, and she’s been fighting tears ever since we got to the stadium. Rachel prepared Shawna to become captain; she trained with her and took her under her wing when Shawna was a freshman and Rachel a sophomore.

“Let’s go!” Shawna struts to the front.

We take our usual positions for the first routine, waiting for the football team to enter the field.

The spotlights brighten the entire stadium, but they do a pretty poor job of hiding the fear rippling through the crowd. The smell of hot dogs wafts in the air, reminiscent of happier and carefree times, but the kids’ laughter isn’t as loud as usual. Parents keep a trained eye on them, not entirely relaxed. If it weren’t for football, most people would have stayed at home. If it weren’t for football, Gavert City would be a ghost town the entire month of September. If it weren’t for football, we might all be at the lake, pretending nothing bad can happen to us while we’re all scared shitless.

Despite the adrenaline coursing through the crowd’s veins at the thought of winning another game, of snatching another state title, we can’t ignore the heaviness settling in the air. 

People walk faster. They whisper more often. They spy on one another and make sure their doors are locked. Some people think they can play heroes. They organize their own neighborhood watch. They institute curfews. 

Curfews that are not respected. 

After school, some students throw “Face the Killer” parties. Saturday nights are spent telling scary stories and drinking or partying it up until we forget reality. Saturday nights are full of bravado and fuck-you attitude. They’re there to make it seem like we’re eternal.

But every year, a few weeks before the homecoming queen and king are crowned, it all changes. 

The fear is almost palpable. The fear of losing someone. The fear of dying. Our community is on pause for several weeks, until a body is found.  

My best friend, Nadia, stands next to me, shifting from one foot to another. Both of us are too tall to be top of the pyramid material, but we’re smaller than Kelly and Aliyah, so Shawna put us next to each other for the opening routine. Nadia glances at me and tucks her thin brown hair back in her ponytail.  “How are you holding up?” she asks as quietly as possible. 

“Okay.” I stretch my neck and rise on my toes. My gaze turns to the bleachers. Dad stands up with Caleb in the front. Mom stayed home again tonight, too tired to come out, too worn out to face the crowd. I force myself to wave at them, but my gesture is way too stiff for a cheerleader. The seats around him are empty. No one wants to be seen with him.

That’s why my heart swells when I notice Audrey’s blonde hair behind them. She’s talking to Caleb and smiling. Even though Audrey and I are competitors on the pageant circuit, she’s become one of my closest friends. Her mom used to forbid her from coming to football games, but she’s been a bit less strict in the past months. Audrey waves at us and settles down a few bleachers away from Dad and Caleb.  She’s wearing her favorite dark blue top, the one that brings out her eyes. Carlos—the best wide receiver on the team—finally convinced her to come to a game and to the party afterward. He seemed more nervous about her watching him play than the actual game. 

Nadia leans in. Her familiar perfume, the one her mom gave her when she turned twelve, envelops me and calms my jitters. “They’re coming.” Her voice still holds that little piece of awe we both had when we first got into cheerleading. 

The football players jog onto the field, and the crowd gets louder. I jump up and down with a smile stretched across my face like the rest of the cheerleading squad. 

“Go, Tigers, go!” We scream and dance and shake our pom-poms. But...Nadia doesn’t jump as high, my cheer isn’t as loud, and the entire team seems to lack energy. 

Shawna keeps on tilting her head to the side, staring at her phone on the grass, fighting tears. Ever since Rachel disappeared, we’ve all been on edge. Hoping against all hopes to find her alive. 

The football players all wear a blue armband—not black because everyone wants to believe that Rachel’s story will end differently than the other girls’. 

My eyes don’t linger on the football players, though. They land right on this season’s assistant coach—Dimitri. He looks as good as when he used to be the star of the team: his navy shirt is tight around his broad shoulders, and his dark hair is perfect in that I’m-not-trying-too-hard messy way, but his frown is more pronounced than usual. He and Rachel dated on and off for a few months before his car accident. He’s been helping the volunteers from the search team every free moment he has, and he told me he’s been having issues sleeping. Part of me wishes he’d glance my way so I can give him a reassuring smile. But another part screams I need to protect my heart because he’s already demonstrated he’s capable of breaking it. We’re friends. Nothing more.

Coach Miller wraps an arm around his shoulder and talks to him behind his hand. Ever since one team read an entire play on his lips, he’s been much more careful. 

Nadia nudges me and gives me one of her exaggerated winks—the kind you can see from the back of the auditorium when she’s on stage. I’d believe her enthusiasm if her lips weren’t pursed into a thin line. “You’re supposed to cheer for the team, not my older brother.” Her lips turn up slightly, and we both know we need to put our game faces on. People need this bright spot in the darkness. Friday night is a tradition. It’s the pride of our Texas town. 

“Your brother is part of the team.” I stick my tongue out at her. There, almost natural. 

Shawna dances to the front of the squad, and music blasts through the speakers for our second routine. 

Coach Miller takes long, purposeful strides to the middle of the field, his head high. The mic in his hand, he clears his throat. His voice, usually so strong, breaks. “Both teams will be at the organized search party for Rachel tomorrow morning at ten a.m., and we hope you can all join us. We’ll be meeting at City Hall. We may be rivals this evening, but we’re all together in our prayers to find Rachel alive. God bless!” 

The silence on the bleachers is eerie. The entire crowd holds its breath. 

The booming voice of the announcer resonates. “Ladies and gentlemen, please stand for our national anthem. It will be sung tonight by junior Tessa Gardner.”

Tessa steps onto the fifty-yard line with her eyes glued to the floor. Her mother—Mrs. Gardner—is next to Rachel’s mom in the second row. Mrs. Gardner wipes tears away and is wearing a shirt she made when Tessa’s sister disappeared five years ago: a picture of Melanie with the words, Have you seen her? And the number 1800FINDMELLIE.

Melanie’s body was never found. The police believe she’s dead. They’re convinced that the Angel Killer got her too. That she was his third victim. 

Tessa’s clear voice singing “The Star-Spangled Banner” resonates and digs deep into our hearts. Nadia’s hand finds mine, and I grip Shawna’s. The entire cheerleading squad gathers together, and we stand united.

At the end of the song, a switch happens. Once the game starts, people focus on the ball, on winning, on anything that’s not the powerless feeling of not being able to change the course of events.

My body shivers despite the somewhat warm September evening. And my skin prickles, as if someone’s watching me. I shake away the uneasy feeling. At the football game, players may get most of the attention, but cheerleaders get some, too.

“Touchdown!” Nadia shrieks, and we go back on position. 

And for the duration of the game, we try to bring joy and smiles to the town. If only for a short moment...

***

[image: ]


SWEAT TRICKLES DOWN my neck to my back. We needed this win, and we got it. And we all hope our cheers had something to do with it. 

“Good job, girls!” Shawna says while checking her phone again. “You did awesome. Don’t forget we have practice on Sunday and then super early almost every morning next week. We have to get ready for homecoming.”

She doesn’t wait for us to answer but hurries to the locker room. 

Nadia wipes her forehead and hands me a bottle of water. Her red and white cheerleader outfit clings to her skin like my own does to mine. She fans her face with her hand. Her cheeks are flushed, and her light brown eyes flicker back to the bleachers. “This was a strange game. The players gave it their all, and I think we did too. But I couldn’t help looking at Rachel’s parents and wondering how they felt, being there.” She chews on her lower lip in typical Nadia-fashion. Her mom tried to make her stop, but it’s been her coping mechanism every time she feels anxious or worried.

“Every single time a phone beeped, I thought someone found her. I can’t imagine how they feel.” I take another sip of water.

Nadia tilts her chin to the right. “Your fan club is coming.” And butterflies do a billion jumping jacks inside my stomach. But it’s not Dimitri. 

My little brother, Caleb, rushes to me. His dirty blond hair, similar to Dad’s, sticks in all directions, and a big stain is splashed on the front of his Superman shirt. Probably chocolate ice cream if he convinced Dad to buy him one. He throws himself into my arms. I tumble back but catch him, spinning him around.  He’s giggling and begging me to go higher and higher. 

Instead, I slow down as my father gets closer. His hands are curled into fists by his side, and I struggle to take a deep breath, struggle to keep a smile on my face, struggle to not grab Caleb’s hand and go home without worrying about Dad. “Did you tell Dad you were coming to see me?” I whisper while Caleb hugs Nadia tightly. He loves spending time with her. Not only is she super patient, she always has a craft project for him. Last Sunday, they made balloon cars with a milk cartoon and a balloon. 

“I did.” His tone is defensive, but his sky blue eyes widen slightly like they do when he’s thinking hard. “M-m-maybe I did.” His stutter has gotten much better in the last year, but it still reappears when he’s a tad anxious. Like his asthma. That’s why I always keep an inhaler in my bag.

I hold his hand in mine. “It’s okay.”

Dad stops in front of us. The wrinkles in his beige slacks send a wave of unease down my spine. He always ironed his clothes. His hair has grown slightly, while he used to get a haircut every two weeks. Former students might not see the difference between this outfit and the one he wore to class every day, but those details are more signs that he’s spiraling down. Ever since the school put him on administrative leave, it’s hard to tell if he’s going to be in an okay mood or to be mad at the world. 

His blue-green eyes—so similar to mine—flash with anger, but he seems to rein it in. “I’m taking Caleb home,” he tells me without sparing me another look, turning to Nadia instead. “Good job today, Nadia.” My father’s tone is warm, contrasting with his fake smile. And I refrain from raising an eyebrow because he’s much colder at home than he used to be at school. At school, people used to know him as a popular teacher. Most of the students still do. Their parents are more wary. They used to tell him how much they believed he’s innocent, what a wonderful man he was, but ever since Rachel disappeared, more and more people cross to the other side of the street when we walk their way. Rachel is the fourth student who disappeared while having him as a teacher. She’s the ninth girl to disappear in Gavert City. The sheriff really started to get on Dad’s case when Melanie didn’t come home five years ago. Melanie wasn’t even in high school then, and her body was never found. That’s why many dismissed it back then as the sheriff being overzealous. Progressively, the sheriff’s behavior has gotten worse, and for the past three years, the sheriff hasn’t hidden the fact he considers Dad to be the prime suspect in the murders. Dad believes the sheriff has it out for him. Maybe he’s right. 

“Thanks, Mr. Hortz.” Nadia touches my forearm. “Listen, I have to go get ready. Liam’s waiting for me in the parking lot. But I’ll see you tonight, right?”

Dad clears his throat the way he used to before entering his classroom. “Erin might not be able to go tonight.” 

I groan inwardly. 

“Why?” I ask, keeping my voice as calm as possible. Friday nights at the lake used to be tradition. Ever since it became clear that a serial killer was on the loose, Friday nights in September have been spent at one of the football players’ homes. Tonight it’s at the quarterback’s house.

“Because your mom would worry too much.” The tilt of his lips is victorious. He’s fully aware that I won’t do anything to worry Mom.

“Okay. Let me grab my stuff. I’ll be home soon.” My shoulders slump only slightly. I don’t want Caleb to realize I’m disappointed. It’s hard enough dealing with bullies at school who say his dad is a serial killer. Even though they have no proof.

Even though Dad didn’t get arrested.

Even though Caleb has nothing to do with any of it. 

I clench my teeth, but that does nothing to stop the anger from spreading. Caleb cried himself to sleep last night again. 

“Good.” Dad grabs Caleb’s hand and pulls him toward the parking lot. Caleb doesn’t even protest.

“Good,” I mutter, and the anger turns into sadness. Caleb’s been trying so hard to be good and to follow the rules and to make our parents happy. And they don’t even see it.

Nadia sighs and wraps an arm around my shoulder. “Your dad is...in one of his moods.” Nadia and Dimitri are the only friends who know how Dad can sometimes be. “I can postpone with Liam and see him later if you want to grab some ice cream on your way home. Maybe your mom would like some.” 

I bump my hip against hers in an I’m-okay-don’t-worry move, which I know she’s not going to buy. “It’s fine. I need a good night’s sleep, anyway. I have pageant training, and Jenna’s been even bitchier than usual. She hasn’t been wearing her engagement ring, so I wonder if something happened with her fiancé.”

“The one she gushed about at the last pageant?”

“That one.” I nod.

“That sucks for her.”

“And for the rest of us, too. She’s taking her anger out on everyone.”

Nadia winces. “That means if I go see you at the Queen of Hearts pageant, she might tell me again that I definitely should stick to theater because my face and body are not big-screen material?” 

“You’re talented, and you’re gorgeous. I could make a routine to tell you.” I throw one pom-pom in the air. “N-A-D-I-A.” 

Nadia puts her hand on my arm. “I get it. You think I’m awesome.” She laughs, and the little crease between her eyebrows disappears.

“Jenna also misses her own pageant days. She told me once how much fun she had when she was on stage.” I tuck a lonely strand of hair behind my ear. “And ever since she stopped wearing that engagement ring, she’s been worse. She made a six-year-old cry last week when she couldn’t remember her little speech.”

“That sounds bad.”

“Exactly. I wish she’d found another outlet for her rage.” I sigh loudly, seeing Caleb in the distance running with his best friend, Julian. Maybe Dad had loosened up a bit. “I’m going to try to go to the search tomorrow morning.”

“Me too,” Nadia replies. And we both stay silent for a few seconds. Both lost in thoughts. Another day, another search. And Rachel still hasn’t been found. Cars peel away from the parking lot. People are heading to the party. 

I nudge Nadia. “You should get going. Liam is going to worry otherwise.”

This time, her lips stretch into her I’m-so-in-love smile. Liam and Nadia have been dating since our freshman year, and they won Cutest Couple two years in a row for a reason. She gives me a quick hug. “I’ll call you later!” she says over her shoulder as she jogs toward the parking lot. 

I hurry to the locker rooms. Every cheerleader is gone, either getting ready for the party or heading home to reassure their parents. 

The football team is celebrating on the other side of the stadium, probably thinking about their next game already. Dimitri’s notebook must be full of scribbles. I pull out my phone, and warmth spreads from the end of my curls to my toes. 

Shorty, noticed your car was leaking on the parking lot. Why don’t you bring it to the garage? I’ll check it out for you.

I type back, Thanks. See you Sunday for our run?

Ever since his physical therapist told him he could train again, Dimitri has been hell-bent on getting back into the best shape of his life. 

And a delicious tingle runs down my spine, thinking about him running without a shirt again. He’s definitely in the best shape of his life.

I undo my ponytail and run my fingers through my hair. 

A door closes in the distance, and my heart jumps up my throat. The silence in the locker room settles in my chest, and my eyes dart to the right, then to the left. “Don’t be silly. Everything is okay,” I say out loud, but taking a full breath is still hard. “Must be the football players leaving.”

I grab my bag and hesitate between the emergency exit and the main exit a bit farther away. Blood pounds in my veins, and I’m tempted to run to the emergency exit. But this is ridiculous. No one is there. No one is there to get me. 

Footsteps resonate, and I accelerate. 

But the footsteps get closer.

There is someone. 

Someone behind me.

A hand reaches out and touches my arm.

Shivers run up and down my spine, and I scream.
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CHAPTER 3 – DIMITRI
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The football field almost seems smaller. When Coach Miller called to ask if I wanted to volunteer as his assistant during the season, I almost said no. Afraid of what it would feel like to be back on this field.  Last year was supposed to be the best year of my life: I was going to bring Gavert High to another state championship; my mom was going to watch me win; I was going to get recruited by Texas State and then go into the NFL. Instead, cancer took my mom, and I fucked up any chance I had to play with the team. My dreams never included getting my GED. My dreams never included taking classes at Gavert County Community College while figuring out my next move. My dreams never included disappointing my mom before her death. The pressure behind my eyes ramps up. If my eyes were tires, they’d explode. 

I crack my neck, but it doesn’t help.

I want to forget. But I’ve learned the let’s-get-drunk-and-drive way that forgetting comes at a price.

Drinking myself to oblivion to forget my mom was battling cancer wasn’t the solution. She still died, and I lost my position on the team, my life as a football player, and my future.

There really is a before and after. When Nadia used to tell me about some stories she’d read, or a play she was auditioning for, she always said there was a before and an after. And with those comes one moment that changes everything 

My accident was the turning point. And my after sucks.

Before, whenever I’d come into town, people would pat me on the shoulder, offer me an extra sandwich, an ice cream. Little kids would look at me with so much awe in their eyes. Guys would want to be me. I was celebrated. I mattered. 

Football player. 

It wasn’t only about the game. It was a way of life.  

After? 

Some look at me the way I expect them to: a bit of pity, a bit of you-deserve-this. But what hurts the most is realizing that most don’t even notice me anymore. I’ve officially become a ghost of football past. Unless I can convince one coach to take another look at me. Even if it’s at a Division II or Division III school. Even if it is on the East Coast. No, especially if it’s on the East Coast. That may be the only chance I’ll ever get to be with Erin. 

Erin. My sister’s best friend, and the reason I have blue balls most of the time. 

“Good game tonight, guys. Really good game,” Coach Miller calls out to the football players gathering around him. He’s been giving me more and more training responsibilities and asks my opinion before calling the shots, and the guys respect me. But part of me envies them, their prospects. They have scouts in the audience ready to pick them up and make them stars.

“Dimi, why don’t you tell the boys here how you guys won State Championship your junior year?”

I step forward, remembering. “Practice, practice, practice. And teamwork. I know it all sounds like words thrown in the air before every game, but we became a team that year.” 

“And why didn’t you win your senior year?” Coach asks, and I wince. I’ve held talks at high schools in a hundred-mile radius as part of the court-ordered community program to campaign against underage drinking. 

“Because I fucked up. Because I let my team down.” 

The guys all stare at me, but Coach shakes his head. The locker room is stuffy and feels small, and part of me wants to shove my hope for a brighter future deep down and run away. But I can’t do that to the team. Facing my past and the demons that go along with it are part of what I need to do. Even if it hurts more than getting pummeled on the field when trying to protect the ball.

Coach snaps his fingers in front of my face. “You’re wrong, Dimitri. They didn’t lose because of you. They lost because they didn’t remember how to be a team without you.” His voice booms. “Play for your team, play for your school, play for yourself. If you have an issue, settle it off the field. But on the field? You’re one! And you proved that again tonight!”

The team huddles together. They’re still out of breath after the game, but the pressure is off—at least for now, and they all itch to get out and party. 

“Now, hit the showers. You stink.” Coach Miller chuckles and nods my way in his usual no-bullshit attitude. “Kuvlev, I need to talk to you.” He usually calls me by my last name if I either fucked up royally or helped the team to victory. 

Hard to tell if he’s mad or proud.

“Yes, Coach?” He gestures for me to sit on the bench. “Two weeks ago, I went to the Annual Football Welcome-Back Dinner at Midwestern State University.” He pauses, and his dark eyes bore into mine. “I saw my buddy—Chad—there. I told him about you. I told him your stats from your junior year and told him you were helping me coach this year. He said you could call him if you wanted.” He hands me a card with the mustang, Midwestern State University’s mascot, emblazed in it. “I know a recruiter from Bowie State University is coming here from Maryland to talk to you next week, but you have options.” 

My shoulders tense. Having options shouldn’t make me feel trapped. “Thank you, Coach.” I sound more confused than excited.

He stands up, and I’m forced to look up. “One mistake doesn’t screw up your entire life, son. You’ve always wanted to play in Texas. You still can.”

I nod, but my thoughts are all over the place. 

Playing in Texas was a dream I crushed all by myself. And Erin is working for early acceptance to the University of Maryland with Nadia. That’s where Mom graduated from, and Nadia’s always wanted to follow in her footsteps. Erin and Nadia made a pact signed in blood when they were twelve that they’d go to the same university.

That’s where my best friend—Gabe—is going to school, too. He texted me before the game. The night of the accident changed him, too. He was in the passenger seat when we crashed against that tree. I thought I killed him. He was able to play again mid-season, and he never held a grudge. He said we were both being stupid that night. 

And he’s right. 

When Mom found out about the accident, she cried. She didn’t let us see her tears when the cancer spread, but she sobbed when she visited me at the hospital. She didn’t think I heard her, but the sound of her tears will haunt me forever. 

That’s what hurt the most. Knowing I had let my mom down right before her death.

I slowly stand up and busy my hands, putting up towels and wiping off benches before dragging myself out of the locker room. The back exit is closest to me and to the parking lot, so I head that way. 

Nadia probably already left, but she’s not the one I’m looking for anyway. 

Ever since Rachel disappeared, all those feelings for Erin I thought I had hid away are rushing back. Because life is fucking short. Mom’s death should have taught me that, but I thought I needed to be better, to work harder, to have a future in order to be with Erin. Her dad told me as much after he found Erin crying because of me last year. His cold voice rings in my ears. You need to stay away from her. You’re not good enough. 

He was right then. She deserves that and so much more.

Few cars are left in the parking lot. Caleb is playing tag with Julian. He’s laughing so hard it makes me smile. He’s had a hard time since their dad has been a suspect in the murders for years now. But it really got worse with Brooke’s disappearance last year and Rachel’s this year. They were both not only in his American History class, but he tutored them too. 

Rachel.

I take a deep breath. 

My eyes scan the area, but Erin’s nowhere to be found. I force myself to not worry. She’s probably still talking to people in the locker room. 

I check my cell and see she answered my text. I’m about to call her, but her dad grabs my attention in the distance. Erin’s friend Audrey stands next to him, and he leans toward her. Audrey seems uncomfortable, shifting from one foot to the other. I can’t see her face, and I’m about to walk their way to check on her when Audrey turns around and leaves. She seems in a hurry, and I can’t help but think Erin’s dad had something to do with that. Audrey was supposed to wait for Carlos. Carlos couldn’t shut up about it for the past week, and now she ditches him before seeing him? 

My stomach churns, but I can’t stop staring at Erin’s dad, who’s yelling for Caleb to hurry up. I can hear him from here. Our families have been too intertwined in the past decade to not realize her dad can be...strange. 

That talk he had with me last year was intense. The way he stared me down, the way his hand tightened on my arm, the way he smiled like nothing happened after.

At school, he used to be funny. He cracked jokes. He used to get a Teacher of the Year award every single year. But at home, he always had this darker side. A darker side that grew more pronounced on Erin’s thirteenth birthday, the fourth year a girl disappeared in Gavert City.  

Erin’s car is parked on the far right of the parking lot. And my hands clam up. There’s no rationale behind it. Erin’s in the locker room. She has to be safe.

But still...my feet march back toward the building’s main entrance until I break into a small jog. 

She exits the building right at as I’m about to open the door—her skin is flushed, but not the way it is after a game, she looks like she’s scared, and my hands tighten into fists. Carlos follows her outside. When he sees me, he steps back. “I didn’t mean to scare her, I swear. I was rushing to see Audrey, and I saw Erin walking ahead. I didn’t think, man. Erin, I’m so sorry.” Carlos’ words tumble out of his mouth faster than he’s ever been on the field. 

Erin’s smile is shaky, but it’s there. “I shouldn’t have screamed like that. Clearly, I’m on edge. I’m sorry.”

My gaze darts from Carlos to Erin, and before I can help myself, my fingers reach her face. A hint of a blush spreads on her cheek, and I step closer to her. 

Carlos clears his throat. “Have to go. Audrey said she’d meet me at the party.” He almost sprints away.

My hand still cradles Erin’s face, and her blue-green eyes widen slightly. Her dark red hair falls past her shoulders. Her lips I know to be soft and sweet and addictive part, and I can’t stop staring. I could lose myself in her. I could find myself in her. I have to regain control, or I might ask her if she feels like going back to the empty locker room for a make-out session of the century. 

I step back and let my hand drop. She inhales sharply and a flash of disappointment shatters her face, but she regains control quickly. “Assistant Coach Kuvlev, what did you think of the game?” She starts walking toward her car, and I follow. 

“We did pretty awesome. But I think the cheerleaders were the best.”

“If I didn’t know you any better, I’d think you were trying to flirt with me.” Her tone is hopeful, but until that meeting with the recruiter, I need to rein myself in. We already had a missed chance, a missed opportunity. Erin’s dad wasn’t the only one who was pissed I hurt her. Nadia was mad like I’ve never seen her before when she found out what happened at the away game last September. But their reactions don’t compare to how angry I was at myself for putting a dent in Erin’s heart.

That wasn’t my intention.

I wasn’t ready then. I couldn’t deal with Mom’s cancer or the pressure or my own thoughts.  All I wanted was to play and party and pretend.

I change the topic. “I saw your text. Definitely up for running on Sunday.” We stop by her beat-up car. “How is your dad? He was talking to Audrey earlier.”

She winces. “Hope he didn’t make her uncomfortable. Ever since the school put him on leave, he’s been acting even weirder than usual.” She blows out a breath and leans against her car. “Do you remember when Nadia and I turned thirteen?”

I was fifteen then, almost sixteen, and I remember the bathing suit she wore that summer. “Mmm-hmm.” 

“I think that’s when he changed. The summer we turned thirteen, he got mad more often. He yelled at Mom more often, too. And that’s when I feel like I’ve disappointed him, but I’m not sure why.” She shakes her head as if trying to get rid of unwanted thoughts. “Anyway, I have to go. I’ll try to be at the search party tomorrow morning. Maybe I can convince Mom and Dad to let Caleb spend the night at Julian’s. He needs to have fun.”

My fingers itch to caress her face again, my arms need to hold her, my mouth wants to kiss the worries away, but I hold myself still. 

“If you can’t make it tomorrow, I’ll see you Sunday morning. Be careful, okay?”

“Always.” And she rises on her toes, her lips brush the corner of my mouth way too quickly, and she hops into her car. 

Leaving me behind. 
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CHAPTER 4 
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That football game was stupid. And the way she looked like she owns the world? Like she owns him? Ridiculous.

“Honey, I’m back,” I singsong, and Rachel—hot, malleable, but idiotic Rachel—whimpers on the dirty floor. Our little hideaway is tucked not too far from the lake, and every single time the search party gets close, I want to laugh in their fucking faces. But instead, I go with them and hunt for the one they’re never going to find. I wipe away the sweat from Rachel’s forehead, and she recoils under my touch. I’ll slap that attitude away soon enough.

“Why?” she croaks. Her light blonde hair is plastered with blood. Blood from her cheek, where the tip of an angel wing I carved earlier is visible. She has the face of an angel. Or at least she used to. My lips turn into a smile that some might call sadistic. I call it “real.” It’s not one of those I’m-good-and-nice-and-happy smiles, and it’s certainly not one of those forced smiles people give out at every corner. No, it’s a smile that tells her exactly what is about to happen. It’s a smile that tells her she’s about to die.

And despite knowing deep inside that she’s not going to live to see another pathetic day, she still pleads for her life. A life so unworthy I’m tempted to laugh in her bloody face. “I want to go home.” There’s no fire in her words, no strength, only resignation. But her brown eyes are begging for mercy. Brown eyes—that some might call a light shade of caramel. Brown eyes I’m sure are used to getting what they want. Girls like her are so predictable. And she had it coming. Another slut.

I sit on the only chair around the wooden table. My art is hidden in a secret drawer in the counter: necklaces of girls I killed, little notes I made them write for their parents and never delivered of course, and then a picture of her. She’ll be my last victim. She’ll be the perfect angel. 

Perhaps in a last attempt at survival, Rachel pushes herself to sit back up in an impressive move. Many girls have totally given up by this point. “I won’t tell anyone who you are. I swear.” Her upper lip quivers. And this time my smile turns angelic, innocent. It’s a smile I practice often, the one I use when I need to blend in the crowd. Right now, it’s a smile that teases her into believing she has a chance. She must see hope in this smile because she repeats, “I swear I won’t.”

But like all the other ones before her, this girl isn’t going home. 
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CHAPTER 5 - ERIN
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The sun shines through the kitchen’s windows, but it doesn’t brighten the atmosphere. The mail piles up on the counter. Despite my best attempt at cleaning, I can’t seem to get rid of the dust. 

“Erin, are you ready?” Dad sounds annoyed, and it’s not even 9:30 in the morning.

“I am,” I reply and put my long hair in a tight bun on top of my head. 

“Let’s take two cars, you have rehearsal this afternoon, and I’d like to stay and help search for Rachel until the end.” His eyes bore into mine, and he takes a step toward me, crowding me. I flinch, even though he never raised a hand to me. 

“Are you sure...?” 

His frown deepens, and I want to swallow the words back in my throat.

“Am I sure about what?” His tone is colder than the snow we barely see in this area of Texas. He leans back against the counter, and I take a deep breath.

“Nothing, nothing,” I mutter. 

His smirk chills me even more than his tone. “I am not raising a daughter who’s too cowardly to express her mind. I wish I was raising a daughter who didn’t think ill of her father, but that seems to be too much to ask.”

“I’m sorry,” I mumble, glad I convinced them to let Caleb spend the night at Julian’s last night. 

Dad doesn’t say another word and slams the door behind him. I want to believe he’s so angry because he’s worried about Rachel. And because he’s furious that the killer hasn’t been caught yet.

That’s what I want to believe.

***

[image: ]


AFTER THE SEARCH PARTY, I go back home to change quickly and check on Mom. 

“Mom, I have to go!” I knock at my parents’ bedroom door and crack it open. It’s past noon, and Mom’s still in bed. “Mom.” I lower my tone. The drapes are shut, and the room is dark. 

“Okay, honey. I’m getting up.” She turns to the other side, and I don’t believe she’ll move until Dad gets home. 

“I left some pasta in the fridge. Dad is still at the search party, and Caleb slept over at the Carmichaels.”

“Thank you. Be careful out there, okay?”

“Always,” I reply and shut the door behind me. Mom has been battling depression for years, but in the recent months, it’s become worse. Her therapist retired and she hasn’t found someone she really trusts. Her dose of medicine is clearly no longer working. 

I pull my hair into a bun and write a short note for Dad. 

I’m at Jenna’s to rehearse for the Queen of Hearts pageant. I’ll pick Caleb up later.

There’s pasta in the fridge.

I texted him too, but he barely checks his phone messages. 

The drive to Jenna’s house is a blur. My mind swirls with thoughts I can’t control. I should be rehearsing my lines for the question portion of the most important pageant of my life. I should be thinking of ways to be more convincing on stage. I should be thinking about winning.

The front door of Jenna’s mansion is open. She doesn’t seem to worry about the killer on the loose. She does have several panic buttons inside her home, including two in the rehearsal room she built in the right aisle. I pass Jenna’s many trophies and pictures of her in different gowns on the wall. Everything is pristine, as always. She’s not fighting dust like we are. 

I slip inside the room, avoiding Jenna’s gaze since I’m five minutes late. And she hates when people are late. Luckily, she’s too busy yelling at a younger girl on stage to bother lecturing me. I settle next to Audrey, who has a soft smile on her face.

“How was last night?” I whisper, not wanting to take any chances on Jenna lecturing me for daring to talk. 

Audrey tilts her head to the side. Her blonde hair is cut right above the shoulders, and she’s wearing a dress her mom probably picked for her. It’s long and kind of brown, kind of green. Audrey hates that dress. Her mom may have loosened the reins, but sometimes her control freak side seems to reappear. “Mom got pissed because I came back after midnight.” Her voice doesn’t seem too disappointed. “But I had a great time with Carlos. He’s so sweet.”

I nudge her shoulder. “That’s great. He’s one of the good guys. And he’s really into you.”

“Really?” Her tone is full of hope. Audrey had one boyfriend who was Mom-approved last year. A guy she met in a homeschool kids’ camp in the spring. Audrey never seemed to like him all that much. 

“Really,” I confirm and squeeze her hand into mine. “You’re going to have to tell us everything.”

Jenna’s shrill sergeant voice resonates in the room. “You need to keep your chin high, but not to the ceiling high. This looks ridiculous.” Jenna is working with a group of girls two years younger than me. Their session was supposed to have ended almost an hour ago, but Jenna isn’t one of the most sought after pageant coaches in the entire state of Texas for no reason. She’s a perfectionist. 

The rehearsal room is bright, but she put up black curtains to block the natural light, and spotlights are pointed to the makeshift stage. “One last time!” She doesn’t need to yell to be listened to, but she raises her voice even higher nonetheless. Her chestnut hair is pulled up in an elaborate ’do, with curls floating around her beautiful face.

Her nose may be a bit too long, and her lips may be a tad too thin (her words, not mine), but Jenna still has the aura and the charisma that got her to the final of the Miss USA Pageant. Our very own Miss Texas and a two-year winner of the Miss Queen of Hearts pageant. Today, she doesn’t stand as tall, though. Her very sophisticated makeup doesn’t hide the red in her brown eyes. The breakup with her fiancé seems to have extinguished the little light of empathy flickering in her heart. 

Parents are on the other side of the windowed wall. One mother is biting her nails. If Jenna catches her, she’s in trouble. Jenna doesn’t want parents to show bad habits to their kids. And biting your nail is definitely not a habit Jenna supports. The hairspray and perfumes floating in this place could be nauseating, but it’s a smell I’m accustomed to. My mother was a beauty queen years ago, and she said she met her best friends on the pageant circuit. 

I did meet one of mine that way too. Audrey shifts in the seat next to me. The smile she had on her face while speaking about Carlos is gone. She stares right ahead. Her eyes are more green than blue, while mine are more blue than green. She’s been stressing about the Queen of Hearts pageant that’s coming up in two weeks...probably not sleeping a whole lot based on the circles under her eyes that even the best concealers can’t hide.

We both need to win this pageant. This pageant can be a lifeline. It’s not big on the pageant circuit, and it won’t get us into Miss Teen USA, but it will pay the tuition of the state university of our choosing, anywhere across the country, as long as it’s a state university.  She’s mouthing the words to the answers she practiced a thousand times before. “You’re going to be fine,” I tell her, nudging her. “And remember what Jenna said—since you changed some of your answers, you need to wait for her feedback before internalizing them too much. Otherwise, and I quote her, you will not unleash the magic.” 

Audrey glances back to the stage, and her sigh is full of defeat. “Unleashing the magic. I’m not sure if she realizes how many times she’s said it since we signed up for that pageant.” She bites the corner of her lip like she does when she’s stressed out, and I’m relieved to see the beginning of a smile spread. “She sounds like a wizard. But not the good kind.” Her shoulders relax, and I can almost see some of her stress melting away. Jenna smells stress ten miles away, and she’s a hound dog on the hunt when she realizes someone doesn’t use their stress to perform better. Audrey doesn’t need Jenna on her case. She already has a mom who’s pressuring her to be the best. All the time. And who barely trusts her to do anything by herself. I’m surprised she doesn’t come to every single rehearsal anymore. Mom used to come to my rehearsals too, but she hasn’t in a while. She hasn’t asked about the Queen of Hearts pageant in weeks either. I’m not even sure she remembers it’s coming up.
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