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CHAPTER 1




CODY




Good boys and girls don’t lie.

That concept was something I must’ve heard a thousand times from adults when I was in elementary school. However, life was more complicated than simplistic statements. Honesty was sometimes overrated. Like, if someone did something despicable, and nothing good came from confessing the misdeed.

So, I’d forget my discovery this morning no matter how loud my pulse still rang in my ears. Ignoring what happened was the easiest solution. Discussing the event wouldn’t help—it wasn’t like I had a time machine and could undo the past. Besides, I was pretty sure Veronica would give me a dirty look if I didn’t make eye contact ASAP. And I couldn’t blame my distraction on the chattering of voices from customers. We were seated at a table outside in front of Starbucks, not inside.

Veronica furrowed her eyebrows. “Something wrong, Cody?”

Damn. Not getting to vent about my “problem” wasn’t my biggest issue. Once I told her what occurred this morning, there was no undoing the revelation. So, I’d have to be certain about being honest if I wanted to tell her the truth.

I sipped my Caramel Macchiato. Then, I smiled. I could pretend to enjoy the mixture of the sweet caramel flavor and bitter espresso taste electrifying my taste buds for a fleeting moment.

She giggled. “Okay. Now I know something is wrong.”

“I’m allowed to be happy.”

“Only if it’s about my upcoming art gallery debut—kidding. Anyway, I’ve never seen you grin before.” Veronica slid her elbows onto the table, and I considered how my grandmother would’ve lectured Veronica about proper etiquette if she were here. Nope. Amusement was only a temporary distraction from this morning’s event.

She narrowed her gaze. “I’d wanna know if something was bothering you.”

“Thanks.”

“Tell me what’s wrong. I’ll find out eventually.”

Sunlight radiated from the sky, and I squinted. I put my right hand in front of my eyes. “I should’ve brought my sunglasses,” I said.

She sipped her Caramel Frappucino. “You can’t change the subject that easily.”

I fidgeted in my chair. “I’m preoccupied because of junior year.”

“It’s only the second day of school…”

Perhaps Veronica should’ve been a detective. Her comment was the type of thing the police would’ve valued. I didn’t know how a cop would have a successful career if he or she couldn’t poke holes in a suspect’s story.

I cleared my throat. “That’s my point. Summer went by faster than expected, and I’m going to have to start thinking about the SAT, college visits, and teachers I want recommendations from.”

Veronica snorted. “You worry too much.”

“Have you met me?”

“Fair enough.”

Wind whistled, ripping a MISSING flier off an adjacent shop window, and pushed it towards us. My gaze lingered on the poster and my body shuddered. Wow. Mason was here even when he wasn’t here; I didn’t need to be confronted with the image of my missing friend.

Veronica glanced at the flier, then looked at me. “Is your nervousness about Mason?”

I drummed my fingers against the table. “I don’t wanna discuss it.”

“He could’ve killed me…”

“I know; I was there too.”

“It’s not like I enjoyed hitting him with a rock,” she whispered. “Although it’d be nice to know where his body went.”

I gritted my teeth. “I never said I blamed you.”

She pushed a lock of brown hair behind her ear. “Wait. Did something happen at school today?”

Forget about being a detective. Veronica could’ve been a psychic. She couldn’t have correctly guessed what was bothering me, yet she had. And if I didn’t do something fast, then my afternoon would be ruined. Discussing Mason wouldn’t help me, so I changed the subject.

“Like your classes so far?” I asked.

“Nice try, but I’m still not that gullible. You’ll need to try harder if you wanna distract me.”

Shit. The universe couldn’t give me a break. I mean, it wouldn’t have been terrible if something went my way for once. But no. That would’ve been too easy. More sweat dripped down my face.

I rubbed my forehead. “You aren’t being logical.”

“I don’t care. We’re doing this.” She unzipped her backpack, took out a piece of paper, and unfolded it. After that, she slid the note to me. “Is this what your note said?”

I pushed the paper back towards her. “Don’t show me this!”

“Tough shit. Life can’t always be fun.” Veronica shoved the note back towards me.

So much for ignoring the issue.

No matter how easy avoiding a problem was, I couldn’t deny how my situation resembled a research paper. Dealing with it sooner rather than later would’ve been the smart move. But I still studied the note for a beat. Almost as if having my eyes glued to the paper changed its message.

But no. The note’s message didn’t change no matter how long I gazed at it:

I KNOW WHAT YOU DID, AND I’M GONNA TO MAKE YOU PAY. KISSES.

Her jaw twitched. “You don’t think someone knows what happened to Mason, do you?”

Great question. I so did not want the first week of last April to define the rest of my life. Being a teenager was challenging without dealing with possible blackmail notes.

“You’re supposed to be the calm one,” I said.

“Touché.”

“It’s not like the person made a specific threat…”

A healthy dose of cynicism—such as thinking the universe hated me—was one thing, but I had to be positive for a split-second. Doing so ensured life being less complicated, because what I said was true. A concrete threat wasn’t made.

She shook her head. “Don’t be delusional.”

“How am I supposed to react?”

“By wanting to find out who sent the note.”

“And how do we do that?” I chugged the rest of my Caramel Macchiato. I didn’t squeal about the extra-sweetness from the caramel that stuck to the bottom of the cup, not when Veronica remained silent. “We can’t go around school asking people if they slipped the note into our lockers.”

“I know,” she mumbled.

“Do you think Brandon got a note?”

Veronica shrugged. “Would he keep it a secret if he got a note?”

“No offense, but he’s your boyfriend, not mine.”

A cold liquid splashed onto me before I could respond to Veronica’s question.

I looked up. A guy in a leather jacket, T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers stood next to me. His combed back, black hair made me gaze into his eyes. Something nice existed about someone having a polished look.

He sighed. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I said without giving the issue a second thought.

Yup. I wouldn’t start an argument with the guy. Based on what I did know about him—which wasn’t much—he seemed like a weirdo. Noah hadn’t once returned my wave or “hello,” the couple times I crossed paths with him while going for a walk around my neighborhood.

Veronica glared at the guy. “You owe Cody an apology. What kind of person walks around without a lid on their beverage?”

Perhaps Veronica wasn’t as Zen as she wanted everyone to think she was. It wasn’t like this situation required sympathy—accidentally spilling something wasn’t like turning fifty.

“It’s fine,” I said.

She huffed. “I’m so sick of people never facing consequences.”

The guy’s cheeks turned bright red. “It was an accident.”

“I believe you,” I said.

He tilted his head towards Veronica. “I took the top off my beverage because I wanted to enjoy the whipped cream before it melted.”

“Then you should’ve done that sitting down,” Veronica touted.

Okay. I’d make a mental note to never piss Veronica off. I couldn’t imagine dealing with someone who wouldn’t let something trivial—like spilling a Starbucks Frappuccino—go. Surely, there were more important issues worth contemplating—like whether or not our note was a prank or something more serious.

He averted his gaze. “My mistake.”

“I’m the same way,” I said. “I like having my whipped cream first.”

“Don’t make excuses for him,” Veronica said.

She needed a reality check like yesterday. Lingering on an issue longer than necessary might’ve made her human, yet she shouldn’t have kept harping on the matter after the guy apologized twice.

The guy extended his free hand. “I’m Noah.”

I nodded. “I know.”

“Excuse me?” he asked.

“You might not realize this, but we’re neighbors. Although I’m shocked you aren’t wearing your black cape and carrying your scythe,” I said.

Veronica winced. “Come again?”

Noah took in a deep breath. “It’s not as creepy as it sounds. I’m into cosplay and go to conventions.”

“That doesn’t justify looking like the grim reaper,” Veronica said.

“Nobody said you had to understand me. You just have to respect me,” he said.

Kudos to Noah for his response because he was gutsier than me in this moment And I didn’t blame him for his actions. There was no reason for Veronica to project her possible anger about the note situation onto Noah—I could go to the bathroom and use the drier to fix my wet shirt and shorts.

“I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to.” Veronica grabbed a napkin from the metal holder resting on the table. Then, she tore it into dozens of pieces. And I thought of Grandma—making a mess wouldn’t win Veronica any awards for proper etiquette.

Noah pointed to my head. “I like your blond hair. Most guys wouldn’t have the guts to go platinum blond.”

If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought Noah was flirting with me. However, I wouldn’t do anything about that—at least for the moment. Not when Mrs. Negative, I mean, Veronica was with us. She would’ve squashed any flirtation faster than the Titanic went into the ocean.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

Noah glanced at his watch before resuming eye contact. “I should go. But it was nice meeting you, Cody.”

I nodded. “Same.”

He walked away without another word while the wind roared louder, pushing a crushed can down the block. I would’ve even chuckled at how littering seemed counterintuitive in our stereotypical, affluent suburban town except Veronica’s eyes bulged so hard they might as well have popped out of their sockets.

“What was that about?” she asked.

“We shouldn’t start unnecessary drama.”

“You’re supposed to be on my side!”

Veronica might have had a point—always agreeing with your best friend was an unwritten law of the universe. However, it was still better for me to tell her something difficult than if a stranger did. In light of our note, we needed to be careful about how we proceeded. If the situation was more than a prank, then one wrong move could ruin everything.

“Being your best friend doesn’t mean I gotta agree with you on everything,” I said.

Veronica scoffed. “I’m not so sure about that. You gotta admit he’s weird.”

“How so?”

“He looks around our age, yet I’ve never seen him in school before.”

I shrugged. “Maybe he’s homeschooled. Probably more common than you think.”

“Don’t make more excuses for him.”

Veronica needed to calm down even if her clutched hands might be justified. It wasn’t like I trusted him with our secret from last April. I only provided a possible explanation for why he didn’t attend Cinderwood High School despite how he’d been my neighbor for a while now.

“You’re just pissed about the note,” I said.

She shrilled. “You’re right. I’m not happy someone knows what we did, and I took my anger out on Noah.”

“Can I give you some unsolicited advice?”

“Do I have a choice?”

No offense to Veronica, but she could’ve feigned interest in what I was gonna say. It wasn’t like I took pleasure in thinking I was better than everyone else; I didn’t. I only wanted to help her, because she might say the wrong thing at the most inconvenient time, and then we’d be in more trouble than we already were. And we couldn’t have that. Not if Veronica, Brandon, and I wanted to survive the rest of high school without anyone discovering what we did. I mean, we could dream at least.

“Get worked up in private; not public,” I said.

“Don’t tell me how to feel,” Veronica said.

“We shouldn’t draw attention to ourselves…”

She picked at her nail. “Fine. But we’re gonna find out who sent the notes.”

Whether I admitted the truth or not, Veronica was right. Discovering who wrote the notes was our only option. Especially when we had done something that nobody could find out about—not ever. Like our situation was comparable to someone who didn’t know they had cancer yet. Just because we didn’t know anything about the notes didn’t mean the situation couldn’t hurt us. The good boys and girls not lying mantra still applied—lies resembled cancer because they didn’t just sometimes fester in secret. They also took on a life of their own once revealed.


CHAPTER 2




NOAH




Some people always complained.

But not me.

When a person has been seventeen for the last two hundred something years, it took a lot to be fazed. I meant what I said about how spilling my Caramel Frappucino was an accident. Besides, I had no reason to lie. Doing so wouldn’t have accomplished anything.

I would have to be careful about my behavior, though. Being upbeat was one thing, yet I couldn’t risk anyone else spotting me in my black cape while holding my scythe. That would mean explaining why I had been seventeen years old for the last two hundred something years, and that couldn’t happen.

I exited my car after pulling into my driveway without even considering how I should lock it—doing so would waste time. Especially when I could focus on something positive. Like how I subtly flirted with Cody by praising his platinum blond hair. My remark could help build a connection with him. If we were neighbors, then we could run into each other again. I didn’t know anyone who hated compliments—they were a free ego boost. And I couldn’t forget about Cody not mentioning anything regarding my minor previous standoffish behavior. He waved and said hello a couple of times before, yet I ignored him. Not because I favored cruelty—I didn’t. Not allowing myself to feel anything—whether platonic or romantic—sometimes proved best when dealing with humans.

Nearby chirping birds almost didn’t prevent me from pursing my lips after I walked up the driveway. My best friend, Emily, sat on the wooden swing on the front porch. But her being outside wasn’t the problem. Emily just scowled at me, and I could only speculate about what was wrong with her.

“Bad day?” I asked.

Emily snorted. “Don’t get cute.”

“If I did something to offend you, then I’m sorry.”

Apologizing was best even if I wasn’t any closer to Emily revealing what might be annoying her. Hopefully, she’d accept I had no bad intentions, and we’d have a nice evening—it wasn’t like I expected to win the Lottery. There was just no need for drama. Nothing could ruin our friendship. Most people couldn’t say their friendships last longer than a hundred years and that their best friend guarded their supernatural secret.

“You were supposed to be back earlier.” Emily flipped her blonde hair over her shoulders. “But, hey. Maybe I don’t matter.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“What kept you so long?” Emily demanded.

“I met a guy.” My cheeks flushed because of how meeting Cody might’ve intrigued me more than it should’ve. I just couldn’t help myself. That was what happened because I’ve never had a serious relationship before. Besides, I wasn’t planning my wedding to Cody. Doing so would be dumb. No amount of optimism changed how new dynamics—whether platonic or romantic—went; they couldn’t be rushed. Scaring Cody was the last thing I wanted.

Emily furrowed her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

I sucked in a breath. “What’s the big deal? It’s not dark out yet.”

“I didn’t think you’d be the type of person who’d blow me off for a guy.”

It was official. Something had to be wrong with Emily. I hadn’t been that late returning home from town and she was making a bigger deal out of the situation than she should. It wasn’t like I killed someone.

I put my hands on my hips. “Where’s this coming from?”

“I’m just being honest, and it’s not my fault if you can’t handle the truth.”

“I’ve never given you a reason to doubt me.”

“That’s in the past; I’m more concerned about right now.”

“It’s okay if you’re deflecting because you’re angry about something else.” I sat down next to her on the swing, then patted her shoulder. Perhaps Emily needed a reassuring gesture. She never behaved this way before, and could have been having an off day. That was the only logical explanation I could think of.

She huffed out a sigh. “You’re right. I’m avoiding something.”

“Spill it.”

“A case is turning out to be more difficult than I imagined.” Emily drummed her fingers against her lap. “But whatever. Everything will resolve itself eventually.”

“It will. You’re the best private investigator I know.”

“Can I at least get the name of the guy you met?” Emily asked.

The shift in conversation was odd, but perhaps I’d indulge Emily. Doing so was best if I didn’t wanna argue with her. Maybe, just maybe, Emily’s case was as difficult as she claimed, and she’d be back to her pink argyle sock loving self tomorrow. It was the least I could do for her, after all. Most people were squeamish about being friends with a grim reaper because of the constant subtext of death. I, of all people, understood that point better than anyone. The sorrow in people’s eyes before escorting them to the afterlife was the worst part. For that fleeting moment, the person would want a different fate—to live. But there was never a damn thing I could do. At best, I could linger with the person and converse in hopes of easing the person’s fears.

I blinked. “Cody.”

Her eyes widened. “As in our next-door neighbor?”

“Yeah.” I chuckled. “What’s the problem?”

Emily squeezed my hand. “I’m only saying this because I care. It’s not like I wanna hurt you.”

“Out with it.”

“You seemed a little too happy when you mentioned meeting a guy.”

I smirked. “Okay. Maybe you’re right.”

“Have you forgotten why interacting with others is bad?”

“It was one conversation.”

“Doesn’t matter. The issue of you being a grim reaper would come up eventually.”

I gave her a mock frown. “Not so loud.”

“My bad.” Emily paused for a beat. “But my point remains the same. Do you wanna be in a position where you’ve gotta lie?”

“Maybe you’re wrong.”

“Excuse me?”

“I might be living a self-fulfilling prophecy. If I don’t think I can have a life outside of being a grim reaper, then I’m not gonna try to have one. And if I don’t make any effort with meeting new people, then my loneliness will never change.”

Perhaps I’d missed my calling as a psychiatrist. I couldn’t help having some pride about my analysis, because it seemed logical enough. The only question was if I’d do anything to change my lack of social life or not.

“How astute of you,” Emily said.

“Relax. I didn’t get Cody’s phone number.”

“Good.”

“Would it have been so terrible if Cody and I exchange numbers?”

Emily bit her lip. “Don’t tell me you find him attractive?”

“He’s not terrible to look at.”

Emily gripped the sides of her forehead. “God help me.”

“Are you that threatened by me having someone in my life besides you?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the issue?” I asked.

“I don’t wanna see you get hurt.”

I shifted my weight on the swing. “Thanks, Mom.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Emily said.

A squirrel grabbed an acorn, then darted across the lawn. Life might be simpler if I was a squirrel, yet everything would’ve been different. And not in a good way. I wouldn’t be able to reminiscence about moments like these if I weren’t who I was. Life might also be boring if I agreed with Emily about everything. So, yeah. Eventually, this current conversation with Emily wouldn’t seem like a big deal.

I raised my palms at her. “I promise to be careful.”

“Good. Because the novelty of a friendship or relationship with a human would fade fast.”

“I’ll give you that one. Cody has already seen me in my cape and scythe, so if Cody asks, I like dressing up for comic conventions.”

“I probably should be more concerned and lecture you, but my current case has been wiping the floor with me,” Emily said. “How about we go out for drinks tonight?”

“I’m not in the mood, but maybe tomorrow.”

Emily stood. “Then I should start dinner.”

“You don’t have to cook if you don’t want to—we could order takeout.”

“In the mood for anything special tonight?” Emily asked.

“Surprise me.”

“Will do.”

Emily opened the front door and disappeared into the house.

The wind roared while I continued sitting on the swing by myself. The issue of Cody knowing about my scythe and cape lingered in my mind, then my shoulders tensed. Cody and his friend had to believe my cosplay explanation, they just had to. I also should’ve taken my own advice about worrying less. No reason to believe something was wrong until something backfired—they had no reason to believe I lied.




• • •




Sunlight beamed from the sky the following morning while I got the newspaper from the edge of the driveway. If Emily was gonna babysit sizzling eggs in the frying pan, then I could do this one chore for her.

Cody stood at the edge of his driveway, waving his free hand at me. He just picked up his newspaper. So maybe, just maybe, I’d strike up a conversation with him—I had nothing to lose.

“Good morning,” I said.

“How are you?” Cody asked.

“Fine. What about you?”

“Trying to enjoy a few minutes before school.”

“That stressful?”

Cody shook his head. “It’s not. But I didn’t greet you to discuss school.”

I chuckled. “You didn’t?”

“I wanted to apologize for yesterday.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“But Veronica did,” Cody said.

“No big deal if she was having a bad day—it happens to all of us.”

Believing the best in Cody’s friend didn’t make me weak; it made me reasonable. No reason to start trouble this early in the morning. It wasn’t like Veronica did something terrible, because she really could’ve had a bad day. If there was one thing being seventeen for the last two hundred years taught me, it was that people rarely meant they were fine when they said that. Doing so was only polite, superficial conversation, because most people didn’t wanna know when someone grappled with a personal crisis.

“You don’t have to make excuses for her,” Cody said.

“Already forgotten about.”

His smile expanded. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.”

A silence ensued for a beat while we continued staring at each other. Nothing wrong about wanting to test the boundaries of this conversation. It wasn’t like I wanted to kiss Cody.

“Praising your hair was my way of flirting with you,” I said.

Cody laughed. “I could tell.”

My eyebrows inched up. “You aren’t angry?”

“Better a compliment than an insult.”

Thank goodness Cody hadn’t been offended by my comment. I didn’t know what I would’ve done if Cody stormed off in the opposite direction because of not wanting to deal with me admiring his hair.

“People have criticized your hair?” I asked.

“Going platinum blond is still weird to some.”

“They’re probably jealous.”

Cody nodded. “Probably.”

“I apologize if I’m overstepping, but are you and Veronica okay?”

Cody’s jaw twitched. “What’d make you ask that?”

“Seemed like you were having a tense exchange before I spilled my drink.”

Cody averted his gaze, and my stomach almost sank. Hopefully, I hadn’t overstepped with my question. If Cody didn’t wanna confide in me, then fine. But no harm in trying to get him to be honest. I hadn’t put a gun to his head—I just asked a question.

“That obvious?” Cody asked.

“Not really.”

He exhaled a breath. “Don’t hold back on my account.”

“Everything okay?”

“No.” Cody remained silent for the longest time. “But it will be.”

“Chatting about the problem might make you feel better.”

His Adam’s apple throbbed. “Not this time.”

“Fair enough.”

“Thanks for not pushing me,” Cody mumbled.

“You don’t have to thank me for anything.”

“Being homeschooled must be nice.”

“Sorry?” I asked.

His tongue wet his lips. “I assumed you were homeschooled since I’ve never seen you around school.”

“Yeah, Emily homeschools me.”

He winked. “How exactly do you know Emily?”

“She’s a family friend.”

“That’s cool.”

Relief overcame me while the saturated gray clouds remained stacked together in the sky. Having Cody accept my explanation once again proved the universe was on my side. I didn’t know what I would’ve done if Cody probed more into my life. Mentioning how my mother had been dead for over the last two hundred years and how I never met my father might’ve unraveled my life. Like with how I was a grim reaper.

But I just had to know Cody. Not because a friendship or relationship would make my life perfect—it wouldn’t. I needed something different, something Emily couldn’t give me. Because for someone who had been seventeen for over the last two hundred years, I really hadn’t lived my life.

“Maybe we could hang sometime?” I asked.

“Sure.”

I grinned. “I promise not to spill my drink on you this time if we go to Starbucks.”

Cody peeked at his watch. “Don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve gotta get going. Can’t be late to school.”

“No problem. But one more thing,” I said. “I hope what you and Veronica are dealing with resolves itself.”

“Thanks.” Cody walked up his driveway without another word.

No harm in Cody going about his daily routine. If I chatted with Cody twice, then we could talk again. And that was something to look forward to—even if I didn’t know when I’d see Cody next. A little mystery made life worth living, because it’d be boring if I knew when everything would happen.

One thing was certain, though. I’d have to go back inside ASAP because of the heavy patter of rain. My positive outlook could only go so far. Nothing appealing existed from getting drenched in rain. Keeping Emily waiting would’ve also been rude, and I couldn’t have that.


CHAPTER 3




CODY




The chattering of numerous voices echoed through the cafeteria while Veronica, Brandon, and I sat at a table in the back during lunch. Veronica sported a cherry red romper while Brandon wore his usual T-shirt, hoodie, sweatpants, and sneakers. And I couldn’t forget about his hair—Brandon spiked it like he always did.

I had to be honest with myself about one thing. Focusing on both Veronica’s and Brandon’s appearances proved easier than dealing with the silence at our table for the last five minutes. I even wondered if Veronica asked Brandon if he received a note like we did, yet I wouldn’t speak first. No thanks. Cynicism didn’t mean I lacked brain cells—school wasn’t the best place to discuss our possible I Know What You Did Last Summer situation. Couldn’t take the chance of someone overhearing what we did.

Brandon lifted his gaze off his tray. “You two have a fight?”

I snickered. “Why would you ask that?”

“Even the soccer team doesn’t act this standoffish during an argument,” Brandon said.

“Junior year is supposed to be stressful.” Veronica took another bite of her salad. “It’s like an unwritten law of the universe.”

“Doesn’t mean I want us to sit in silence for the rest of the school year.” Brandon chugged his remaining chocolate milk, then belched.

“Don’t be dramatic,” Veronica said.

Brandon raised an eyebrow. “Have you met yourself?”

I coughed before glancing at Veronica. “I met Noah again.”

“Who is Noah?” Brandon asked.

“My next-door neighbor,” I said.

Veronica cackled. “I hope he didn’t spill another drink on you.”

“I actually apologized for your behavior,” I said.

Veronica’s eyes bulged. “You did what?”

“You shouldn’t have been rude to him,” I said. “Noah wasn’t trying to hurt me.”

Brandon clapped Veronica’s shoulder. “Cody’s probably right.”

“Whatever,” Veronica said.

“Loving you doesn’t mean we’ve gotta agree on everything,” Brandon said.

Veronica gripped her swan pendant looped around her neck, then released it. The necklace smacked against her chest, and my stomach twisted in ten different directions out of empathy for Veronica. Brandon hadn’t told Veronica he loved her before, and I hoped the revelation would be a positive step in their relationship. If I’d never be lucky in love, then I could at least be happy for Brandon and Veronica’s relationship.

“That’s right; I didn’t misspeak,” Brandon said.

Veronica sighed. “Don’t worry. Telling me how you feel is a good thing.”

Brandon tapped his fingers against the table. “Do you think Noah is hot?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Have more confidence,” Brandon said.

“I don’t even know him,” I said.

Brandon pushed his sleeves up. “Being neighbors might help.”

No disrespect to Brandon, but I didn’t need him to state the obvious.

I was perfectly capable of navigating social situations without his commentary. Noah was a person, not a Chemistry test. So, I’d be fine if I ever chatted with Noah. And if I wasn’t, then I’d hope my stuttering and staring would charm Noah.

“He doesn’t even attend Cinderwood High,” Veronica said.

“My assumption was right—he’s homeschooled,” I said.

Veronica tossed her half-eaten salad into the adjacent garbage. “Dressing up as the grim reaper is weird.”

“Some people are comic nerds,” I said.

“You didn’t wanna finish your salad?” Brandon asked.

“I don’t have much of an appetite these days,” Veronica said.

“You can’t starve yourself,” Brandon said.

“Leave it alone!” Veronica exclaimed.

Brandon leaned closer. “I’ll say it if you two won’t. Did you guys get a note?”

Someone needed to applaud Brandon. Most people might not have been so bold, yet he hadn’t flinched, winced, or sneezed. And said fact was remarkable. Cowardice would tempt most people because having a secret exposed would make someone stare at their bedroom ceiling all night long.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Veronica said.

Brandon let out a breath. “No offense, but you aren’t as good of an actress as you think you are.”

“You’ve been watching too many Lifetime movies,” Veronica said.

“Doubtful.” Brandon unzipped his backpack, removed a folded piece of paper from it, then slid the note onto the table: I KNOW WHAT YOU DID, AND I’M GONNA MAKE YOU PAY. KISSES.

Blood pulsed through my veins faster, and the cafeteria might as well have been spinning. We couldn’t have been doing this, yet here we were, confronting the note situation.

Veronica giggled. “Someone must be playing a prank.”

Brandon’s mouth gaped. “I don’t know about that—”

“Let’s enjoy the day,” Veronica interrupted.

“We still have no idea where Mason’s body is,” Brandon said.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Veronica spat.

Brandon shifted his focus. “What do you think, Cody?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“About whether or not the note is a serious threat?” Brandon asked.

“Knowing where Mason’s body is would help,” I said.

“You don’t think he’s alive, do you?” Brandon asked.

“I don’t know,” I murmured.

“Don’t even think it,” Veronica said, raising her voice. “He was gonna kill me in case you forgot.”

A lunch tray clanked against the tile floor, and I tilted my head towards the glass door a few yards from our lunch table.




• • •




An owl hooted while the stars and moon lit up the evening sky.

The extra lighting from the full moon didn’t stop my back hairs from rising, though. Helping my best friend shouldn’t have meant life represented an Edgar Allen Poe short story or Tim Burton movie. Yet somehow, I stood next to Brandon and Veronica in the woods in back of Veronica’s mansion.
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