





[image: Six Must Die by Victoria Wlosok. The cover image features an emoticon with X-shaped eyes. The mouth curves downward in a frown and the lower edge of the face drips. Text at the bottom reads, ‘Escape the Room – or die trying.’]












Also by Victoria Wlosok


How to Find a Missing Girl











[image: Title page of ‘Six Must Die’ by Victoria Wlosok published by ‘Little, Brown and Company,’ New York, Boston.]


www.hachettechildrens.co.uk












To those grieving living people:


You are not alone.


And to all my ex-friends:


You’re lucky none of this actually
happened to you.
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EXHIBIT A
Pre-Recorded Witness Testimony


Excerpt from Transcript of Witness Testimony


1. SHERIFF STALLARD: Okay, we’re recording. We have your consent


2. to record, correct?


3. [MULTIPLE VOICES OVERLAPPING IN UNISON]


4. Q. Hang on, slow down. I need the mic to pick you six up separately.


5. One more time—do we have your permission to record? Individual


6. answers with legal names, please. You, with the bright red hair. Do


7. you consent?


8. A. STEPHANIE ZAMEKOVA: Yes, I do. And I’m Stephanie


9. Zamekova, Sheriff. That’s Z-A-M-E-K-O-V-A.


10. SHERIFF STALLARD: Great, thank you. Let’s go down the line.


11. GUINEVERE MITCHELL-MOORE: Yeah. Guinevere Mitchell-Moore.


12. TOBIAS MATTHEWS: Tobias Matthews. And yes, but—


13. SANTO CESARI: Of course. Santo Cesari. Anything to help.


14. [SHORT PAUSE; SIRENS BLARING]


15. SHERIFF STALLARD: The mic doesn’t know you’re nodding,


16. sweetheart. I need verbal confirmation.


17. CHARITY ADLER: I’m … Charity. Charity Adler. And I consent, t-too.


18. MALACHI JAMES-MAY: Uh. I guess I’m last, so … Malachi James-


19. May. I also agree to be recorded, especially since … God, my


20. parents. Are they on their way?


21. SHERIFF STALLARD: One second, son, hold that thought … Today


22. is Wednesday, May 21, 2025. I’m Sheriff Travis Stallard, recording


23. outside a burned-down shopping center in downtown Cedar Creek,


24. Tennessee. The time is 12:23 AM. Now, listen … none of you are


25. being held here. You can leave at any time. And you don’t have to


26. answer a single one of my questions if you don’t want to. Correct,


27. Mr. Lewis?


28. MR. LEWIS: Correct.


29. SHERIFF STALLARD: This is an informal interview. We’re gathering


30. information—talking to emergency personnel, owners, primary


31. witnesses. The six of you fall into the last category, which is


32. why Mr. Lewis here is present as an independent supporter in


33. your interest while we wait for your parents to arrive on-scene. I


34. understand you all might be shaken, but we’re here to help.


35. TOBIAS MATTHEWS: Help? Please. You suspect we’re involved, so


36. just split us up already. Interrogate us. Make up evidence. Lie. Do


37. everything you’re allowed to do.


38. SHERIFF STALLARD: Well, we are going to split you up, son, but


39. as I’ve said, we’re simply collecting eyewitness testimony. I’m


40. going to get a sense of your whereabouts, see if I can get a handle


41. on tonight’s timeline, but this is a collaborative process. There’s no


42. need to stress over your responses—just be honest. Miss Zamekova?


43. STEPHANIE ZAMEKOVA: Yes?


44. SHERIFF STALLARD: I’d like to start with you.


45. [LONG PAUSE]


46. SHERIFF STALLARD: Okay. We’re at 12:27 AM, so why don’t we


47. take it from where we normally do?


48. Q. STEPHANIE ZAMEKOVA: And where would that be, Sheriff?


49. A. SHERIFF STALLARD: The beginning.
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Wednesday, May 20, 2026, 10:51 PM


I’m kind of a pathetic person.


In front of me, the five cars of my estranged friends loom like silent giants, their metal bodies aglow in the mercurial vapor emanating from BREAKOUT Escape Rooms Inc.’s LED-lined storefront. I mentally check them off as I roll past: Guinevere’s glittering Mercedes. Tobias’s hatchback. A banged-up Chrysler that must be Santo’s sitting a little too close to Malachi’s smiling black-and-pink company minivan. I pull my rusted Jeep into the moon-silvered space next to Charity’s brand-new BMW and kill the engine.


Jesus. I can’t believe I came.


Midnight is just over an hour away. By now, every self-respecting business run by managers with a modicum of work-life balance in Friendship Springs, Tennessee—population 2,834—should be closed. Except BREAKOUT hasn’t been a self-respecting business for a while. And judging from the empty vehicles parked around me, we’re all here.


Wordlessly, I reach for the crisp invitation sitting atop my armrest console. It’s been there since I fished it out of my mailbox a week ago, piled in among IT’S NOT TOO LATE TO APPLY! college brochures, an overdue EMDR therapy bill notice from Call-Me-Diana, and a couple of graduation gift checks. I bite my bottom lip as I assess the cardstock for what feels like the hundredth time. There’s an xed-out smiley face on one side—BREAKOUT’s company logo—and bright pink words on the other.




READY TO PLAY AGAIN?


NEW LOCATION, SAME OLD RULES.


Wednesday, May 20 @ 11 PM.


Sevier County Plaza, Suite 263.


An escape room in honor of Matteo Luca Cesari.


Arrive 15 minutes early.


Because secrets won’t keep themselves.





“It’s a threat, right?” I ask Dr. Quack, the founding member of the rubber duck army currently wedged between my Jeep’s wind-shield and the dash. Talking to an inanimate bathtime object isn’t ideal, but as far as my hypnotherapist is concerned, there are worse mechanisms for coping with what I’ve been through—the divorce and everything that happened with Dad in the aftermath, my traumatic brain injury, the fallout of the horrible accident last spring—than asking a rubber duck doctor for a second opinion.


Besides, I know who sent this invitation. At the very least, I know who I want to have sent it. And with him here tonight … Well, that changes everything.


Dr. Quack side-eyes me from underneath his molded head mirror. He always looks like that, though, so instead of taking his MD skepticism to heart, I reassess the view ahead. Most of the storefronts in the strip mall are peppered with COMMERCIAL SPACE FOR LEASE signs; the businesses that are still operational include an obscure big-box retailer, a Chinese restaurant with faded menu photos plastered against its darkened windows, and an arcade that reminds me of the bowling alley I used to work at back in my hometown.


My fingers twitch with suppressed memory: Liberally applying FunkAway to disgusting synthetic foam insoles for $10.50 an hour. Holding my breath as Guinevere won a glow-in-the-dark rubber duck for me from the claw machine. Booing Charity for rolling every one of her strikes using the EZ-Bowler ramp. Listening to Malachi complain about incorporation paperwork over slices of too-greasy pizza. Watching Tobias realize he’s allergic to Red 40 after his first bite of said too-greasy pizza made him break out in hives. Soaking in Santo’s easy laughter every time Matt botched a spare. Editing blog posts on bathroom breaks.


After what happened last May, though, I stopped showing up to Perfect Strike until my manager stopped calling me in. Quiet-firing, my best friend would have called it. But that doesn’t matter now, because tonight I’m in Friendship Springs, and Friendship Springs is nothing like Cedar Creek.


Despite being only twenty-eight miles away, Friendship Springs is one of the exurban Sevier County offshoots whose businesses were left behind in the mad scramble to turn other parts of East Tennessee into glitzy tourist traps—Come climb North America’s longest tree-based skybridge at Anakeesta! Snap photos with shrunken human heads at Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Ride the Lightning Rod at a theme park dedicated to country music icon and local legend Dolly Parton!—which means the death throes of the American shopping center are visible in every razor-scraped, paint-peeling inch of this place. It looks defunct. Dismal. Depressing.


Except Suite 263, that is. It seems that not even the slow, steady creep of small-town deindustrialization can diminish the allure of BREAKOUT; from here, an enticing kaleidoscope of colors staccato through the franchise’s frosted glass windows: purple, yellow, red, blue.


I glance back at the card in my hands. Because secrets won’t keep themselves.


“It looks open,” I hedge, aware that I’m walking on eggshells. That I’m suggesting something dangerous. Dr. Quack stares at me silently in the neon-lit escape room’s glow. In response, I tuck a strand of bright red hair behind my industrial-pierced ear and stare at the sign pasted just below the company’s smiley-face window decal: THIS AREA IS SUBJECT TO CCTV SURVEILLANCE MONITORING.


God. Twelve months ago, this would all be routine: getting out of my car, walking toward the building, meeting up with the others in the air-conditioned lobby. Except we haven’t spoken to one another in a year, and our high school graduation is tomorrow, and there’s a not-insignificant part of me that wants to tear up the ominous cardstock invitation, hit play on Dad’s old Sawdust CD, and gun the engine until I’m back at home. This isn’t a good idea. The accident is still so raw for the six of us … and even without the gaps in my memory, my dreams are haunted enough by woodsmoke, burning flesh, and crackling bone for me to recognize a waking nightmare when I see one.


But I came here for answers, and the people who know me better than I know myself are already inside. So instead of hitting the gas and reversing out of the parking lot, the flapping soles of my broken Converse sneakers stay rooted to the Jeep’s footwell. I am here, in this moment, and I know what I need to do.


Don’t get stuck. Make a decision. Choose.


“Okay. Okay, okay, okay.” I press the backs of my palms into the skin under my brow bone and inhale, counting every second of the four it takes my lungs to expand. You’re already here. I hold it for seven. You already made the choice. I exhale for eight. You have nothing to lose. I lift my hands from my face and blink at the judgmental rubber duck militia. “I’m going.”


I slip the invitation into my leather trench coat, twist my keys out of the ignition, and hop onto the concrete of the parking lot. The arid air smells like gasoline, urine, and mid-May heat. I tip my chin to the starless sky; we’re overdue for a storm. In front of me, BREAKOUT strobes like a siren song. OPEN. OPEN. OPEN.


“Wish me luck,” I tell Dr. Quack as I lock the car. His unimpressed stare bores into my back as I shake out my hands to stave off the pre-room jitters, but I don’t let it faze me. I did it. I’m here.


And now, it’s finally time.


As soon as I step into the escape room lobby, a cold blast carrying the warring scents of nacho cheese, over-sprayed cologne, and shea butter lotion erupts goose bumps over my skin. I shiver, then pull my coat tightly over Dad’s worn the Killers T-shirt and count my inhalations in my head. It’s probably not a great sign that I’m already on edge, but it’s not like I have a choice. My point of no return was approximately a quarter gallon of gas ago.


To keep from spinning out, I turn my focus to the interior of Suite 263. The BREAKOUT Escape Rooms Inc. franchise of Friendship Springs, Tennessee, has the same lobby components as any other escape room business: a counter adorned with laminated QR codes linking to an online waiver; a row of shelves displaying an array of photo-ready props with slogans like WE (ALMOST) ESCAPED, TRUE DETECTIVE, and MY MOM SAID I WAS SMART; and a kiosk with the kind of branded garbage (logo-stamped shot glasses, hoodies, ugly vinyl stickers) that would immediately knock off a half star from the “Merchandise Offerings” rating on my blog. But I don’t run There’s No Escape anymore. And despite the tacky wares the company is peddling, the rest of BREAKOUT is effortlessly elegant: walls illuminated with color-changing LED strips. Dark black-and-pink-swirled epoxy floors complementing the midnight-black crushed-velvet couches pushed up against the tinted panels of an area labeled the Briefing Room. Neon signs depicting locks, keys, and chains in magenta, cyan, and indigo.


It’s slick. Cool. And nothing like the mom-and-pop vibe of the storefront I remember.


“We’ve rebranded,” the polo-clad teenager lounging behind the lobby counter offers over the ambient white noise of the ceiling HVAC unit. He takes a sip from his BREAKOUT-branded thermos before he nonchalantly looks up from his computer monitor, appraising me, and my entire body stiffens.


Malachi James-May looks the same way he always does—thick locs tied into a high ponytail, wireless earbuds sticking out of his ears, dorky black-rimmed glasses perched above his million-dollar grin—and even though it hurts to see him, his unchanged appearance is comforting. At least something here is still familiar.


“I can see that.” I don’t want to linger in the threshold, so I settle for shoving my hands in my pockets as I take a small step toward the counter. “I mean, this is a huge change, right? It looks nothing like the old one.”


The old one. It’s a quaint euphemism, especially when you consider the Cedar Creek BREAKOUT is now a smoothie and juice bar built on top of scorched earth, but I give it to him. Our Game Master can have it.


Malachi sets down his thermos. “That’s kind of the point, Z.” He spreads his dark-skinned arms. “Welcome to our flagship location. This is our prototype for investors and franchisees. Hopefully, there’ll be a BREAKOUT Escape Rooms Inc. in every state in the South before too long. As you may have noticed, we’ve made a lot of improvements: We have a new air filtration system, a redesigned website, and an up-and-coming social media presence, thanks to yours truly. You should drop us a follow—we’re @BreakoutEscapeRoomsTN on almost every platform.” Malachi nods to a custom-made sign hanging behind him. “Oh, and we’re also a PokéStop.”


“Cool,” I tell him, even though I’d rather gouge out my eyes than have anything BREAKOUT-related on my feeds. “And impressive. A few coats of fresh paint can truly cover up anything, huh?”


A shadow passes over Malachi’s face, but it’s gone as soon as I register it. Maybe I imagined it—a trick of the LED lights. “It’s good to see you, Z,” he says. His tone is warm enough, but his dark eyes remain guarded. “I know it’s been a hard year.”


“For both of us, I thought.” My gaze drifts to the merchandise kiosk. “Seems like your parents are doing fine, though.”


“We’ve been lucky,” the Game Master says. “Got a deal on the lease in exchange for improvements to the property.”


“Improvements?” I scoff, but there’s a lump forming in the middle of my throat. “I didn’t know Sevier County Plaza sponsored a negligent homicide discount.”


Malachi doesn’t take the bait. “Well, it’s about time you showed. You cut it to the wire, actually—a few more minutes of waiting, and we’d have to start tonight’s game without you.”


“You knew I was coming?” This time, my words are raspy. Wrong. Jesus, Steffi, get a grip. I’m glad my hands are in my pockets so Malachi can’t see them shake.


He shrugs. “It’s tradition, isn’t it?” he asks, clearly relishing my disarmament. He picks up a nacho from the dregs of the checkered carton in front of him—mass-produced arcade food from next door, no doubt—and swirls it around in what’s left of the radioactive-orange cheese. “Y’all booked a room. Arsonist’s Revenge, 11:00 PM.”


My stomach lurches. Blaring alarms. Sweat pooling at the base of my spine. Choked screams, acrid bile, and stinging eyes. I blink to clear the fragments of memory, unable to tell if they’re real or imagined, and refocus on Malachi. “Let me get this straight. Your family is in the middle of a high-profile lawsuit for a fire that started at one of their locations, and now BREAKOUT is offering an escape room named Arsonist’s Revenge?”


Malachi’s smile widens. “What can I say? People are curious, and curiosity is good for business.” He crunches the nacho between his too-white teeth. “You of all people should understand that.”


I want to ask so many follow-up questions. But even though Malachi is part of my former friend group, he’s not who I need to talk to tonight. “The others,” I say instead. “Are they here?”


“Malachi. If she’s not coming, then let’s get this over with,” a scathing voice demands before the James-Mays’ only child can answer, and my throat tightens as the paneled door of the Briefing Room slides aside and Guinevere Mitchell-Moore stalks into view.


She’s taller. Tanner. Her long half-up caramel-brown hair is adorned with tiny star-shaped claw clips, and she’s wearing a cream linen crop top, a Madagascan sunset moth forewing necklace, and the low-cut neutral-toned patchwork pants she thrifted with me at the Underground after we both bombed our APES exam sophomore year. Her storm-gray eyes cut to mine, and her full lips curl into a sneer. “Oh, good,” she says, the word slicing straight across my sternum. “You made it.”


“Didn’t know the party started without me.” I give my invitation a little wave, and Guinevere rolls her eyes. In the glow of the lobby, with the colored lights glinting off her bare oliveskinned shoulders, she looks indestructible. Divine. But since the accident, she’s been through it, too: a slew of psychiatric evals, a top-rated equine therapy rehabilitation program all the way in Lenoir City, too many prescribed and then discarded mood stabilizers to count. I know, because I’ve devoted myself to it—to piecing together her postfire life, bit by incandescent bit, from her hotshot federal judge father’s Facebook photos and Cherokee Affinity Club Google Alerts and newspaper clippings from the Tennessee Star.


Guinevere crosses her arms, her track-star muscles tensing, but the bottled rage swirling in her gaze isn’t my problem. She’s been pissed at everyone—and everything—since Matt died. As if dating him for four out of the nine months that he and his brother lived in Cedar Creek gives her the right to grieve more than the rest of us. As if she can blame me for the fact her boyfriend was my best friend. As if it’s my fault she kissed me after his funeral.


“Before we get started, Z, I’ll need you to fill out the liability release form,” Malachi says, tapping the laminated QR code taped to the lobby counter, and I blink to clear the phantom taste of Guinevere’s warm lips from my mind. Back in professional Game Master mode, I see. “Bathrooms are down the hall. Everything else is already set up, so once you submit your waiver, we’ll be ready to—”


“ZAMEKOVA?!” an incredulous voice bellows, and before I can blink, I’m being crushed in a bear hug clouded by sandalwood and aromatic aftershave. Guinevere’s hurricane glower dials up to Category 5, but it doesn’t matter.


Because Santo Xavier Cesari, the person I came here to see, is suddenly beaming at me.


“Hey,” I say, voice breathless, lungs recovering as I take a step back to soak in Matt’s brother. Unlike Malachi, Santo looks so different now compared to the last time I saw him—stringy bleach-fried curls flopping into his thick eyebrows, a smattering of new moles around his glittering eyes, a fresh piercing punctuating the edges of his healing purplish-orange skin—but he’s still my dead best friend’s identical twin, which means the only way to fend off the grief that rolls through me at the sight of his burn-scarred face is to bite down on my own tongue so hard that it almost bleeds. “You’re back in town.”


“Hey yourself,” Santo says, casually adjusting the collar of his crewneck—tour merch from the Hu, his favorite band—like everything is fine. Like it couldn’t be better. The ghost of a smile tugs at his mouth, and my chest constricts with the familiarity of the gesture. Trying to get through this next hour might just kill me.


After his brother’s funeral, Santo wiped his socials and vanished from Cedar Creek, opting instead to finish his senior-year GED requirements as an exchange student in Perugia, Italy. As a result, he mostly managed to escape the death threats, hallway rumors, and scathing op-eds that plagued the rest of us in the months after Matt’s death. But Santo didn’t just succeed at avoiding the local hate mail; over the course of the past year, my increasingly desperate attempts to reach him went unopened, unanswered, and unread. When I brought up the fact that he went no contact to Call-Me-Diana, my hypnotherapist, she said Santo likely needed space to process what happened to us. But I don’t understand how he felt okay with disappearing after everything we went through. And I definitely don’t understand how he can stomach being back in BREAKOUT so easily, standing here in the wash of the now-purple LEDs as if we’re not all stained with the exact same tragedy.


“I like the hair,” I tell him, praying he doesn’t notice the tremor in my voice. “It’s …”


Less like Matt’s, I almost say. But then I don’t.


Santo grins. “Yeah. Different, right? Figured I needed to cover up these fucking burns somehow.” He flicks an untoned yellow-blond strand out of his face, revealing a single charm—a silver cross—dangling from his right earlobe. “I wanted it to be more platinum, though, so I’m not sure how long I’ll keep it now that I’m back in town. I’ve already gotten strange looks from basically a million baby boomers while pumping gas at Pal’s.” Behind the counter, our Game Master clears his throat. “And Mal thinks it’s weird,” Santo adds, rolling his eyes with equal parts exasperation and endearment, “but he’s wearing outdated Jordans, so his fashion opinion is henceforth null and void.”


I blink to buy myself a few seconds to register everything Santo just told me. His voice, like his updated aesthetic, is more difficult to understand now that his larynx is lined with vocal scars. Then again, none of us escaped the fire unscathed: Tobias’s asthma—and, strangely enough, laundry list of allergies—worsened from the smoke inhalation. Guinevere developed COPD symptoms. Charity has keloid scarring straight across her upper chest. Malachi managed to avoid physical injury, but his online fanbase across his influencer accounts, @Mal.The.Reel.King, plummeted as a result of his affiliation with BREAKOUT’s scandal. And thanks to a charred beam that knocked me unconscious around the time the flames first erupted, I don’t remember anything from the night of the accident besides the kind-faced paramedic who held my hand in the flashing ambulance. How I managed to give eyewitness testimony to Sheriff Stallard for fifteen minutes without him realizing I had a severe head injury is beyond me, but that’s the kind of expertise I’ve come to expect from the Sevier County Sheriff’s Department.


For the past year, though, I’ve had to live with the fact that not only do I not know how I managed to stumble out of the flames ravaging Cedar Creek’s BREAKOUT Wanderland escape room last May, but I can’t remember why my best friend—why Matteo Luca Cesari—didn’t.


Malachi sighs, grounding me back in the BREAKOUT lobby of Friendship Springs. “I’m telling you, it’s not your look.”


“When did you?” I ask Santo. “Get back, I mean.”


He furrows his bleached brows. The left one has a shaved slit in it; the other sports a studded curved barbell. “A week ago? I flew in for graduation. Though I should say”—Santo slips a ring-adorned hand into his baggy pants and pulls out a rectangle of black-and-pink cardstock that’s identical to mine—“this is one hell of a welcome.”


Guinevere snorts just as the door of the Briefing Room slides open to reveal a short, pale, skinny girl with her hair in two ash-blond Dutch braids. “You came!” Charity Noelle Adler squeals with a level of enthusiasm only a well-seasoned student body president can pull off. Her face is sharper than I remember. There’s something clutched in her skeletal hand—her own invitation, maybe?—but before I can get a good look, she’s squeezing my midriff and adding a note of nauseatingly sweet perfume to Santo’s lingering aftershave and our Game Master’s cologne.


“It’s wonderful you’re here,” she sings as she pulls away. “We missed you!” In the glow of the lobby, it’s easy to notice the level of understated coordination between Charity’s Tennessee-River-pearl-studded earlobes, smart black slacks, and houndstooth-patterned blazer. She’s dressed like she’s about to take charge of a board meeting or artfully cuss out a PTA member instead of play an escape room, but there’s nothing subtle in the way her overplucked eyebrows lift in surprise when she notices what I’m wearing.


“I’m not late, am I?” I ask, attempting to distract her by emulating her fake-ass sincerity. “I know the invitation said to arrive fifteen minutes early, but …”


Her gaze lingers on my leather trench coat for a half-second too long before her attention darts to her watch. “No, you’re fine! You’re just the last to arrive, so Gee said you weren’t going to make it. But”—Charity’s doe-brown eyes flit back up to my face—“here you are!”


“Here I am,” I repeat.


She pouts sympathetically. “How are you?”


“I’ve been better,” I tell her. I’ve definitely looked it, if the LED-lined mirror behind Malachi is anything to go by. There are fragments of my junior-year self visible in the graduating senior who stares back—the split ends of my blunt curtain bangs as fire-engine red as the Swiss Army knife attached to my car keys, the barely visible U-shaped shackle of the shitty stick-and-poke padlock tattoo my friends helped ink below my collarbone at the start of last summer when the seven of us felt invincible, the pockmarks by my chapped lips where my old snakebites used to sit—but that’s all they are. Individual pieces. Not me.


“Good,” Charity says distractedly, throwing a quick look over her shoulder at the hallway door. “I’m doing better, too.” She smiles, and I’m instantly reminded that after the accident, my childhood best friend didn’t see a trauma specialist or double up on melatonin gummies or resign from even one of her prelaw extracurriculars. Instead, she spent the summer after Matt’s death canvassing for proposed amendments to the Tennessee Fire Code, and her fall reaping the benefits of fundraising for the Cesaris’ legal funds through writing self-aggrandizing college essays.


Now that she isn’t trying to suffocate me, I realize she isn’t clutching her own BREAKOUT invitation but a folded-up square of paper. Charity’s smile tightens. “My graduation speech,” she says by way of explanation, tucking the page into the front pocket of her blazer. “Don’t tell my mom, but it’s not finalized yet.”


Huh. It’s funny: Even though Charity and I met in first grade during a heated game of four sqaure that culminated in us both being sent to the principal’s office—leading to my mom and Congresswoman Adler deciding that scheduled playdates may help their children resolve their creative differences, and the two of us subsequently spending a year beheading Barbies in the playroom of Charity’s pristine McMansion—I still can’t tell when she’s lying.


“Where’s Tobias?” I ask her instead of probing further because there’s no point in attempting to get a high school politician to tell you the truth.


Charity rolls her eyes. “Bathroom.”


“Where else would he be?” Malachi adds, which makes Santo and Charity laugh. A smile tugs at the corners of my lips, but then Guinevere scoffs, and I immediately feel a twinge of guilt for wanting to join in on a joke at the expense of someone who isn’t here. It’s not Tobias’s fault that he has IBS and spends a lot of our group gatherings running from toilet to toilet. Then again, he showed up completely shit-faced to the last escape room we did, so it’s fifty-fifty on what’s actually holding him up tonight.


“Just so you know, Mal,” Santo says as the hallway door behind Charity opens, “I’m not liable for drop-kicking you if you jump-scare us during our game.” He pauses. “Hold on. You’re not planning to do that, are you?”


Malachi shrugs. “I like to be behind the security camera, not in front of it. But Game Masters never reveal their secrets.”


“Not unless they’re legally required to.” From the hallway, Tobias Quinton Matthews pushes his tortoiseshell glasses up the bridge of his crooked nose until the lenses flash against the cold LED lights. The air thickens as he strides forward, wiping his freckled hands on his maroon CEDAR CREEK HIGH SCHOOL CHESS CLUB sweatshirt, but Malachi—to his credit—manages a smile. “Hi, Steffi,” Tobias adds. “We didn’t think you’d show.”


Charity wrinkles her own nose. “You’re, like, one to talk, seeing as you’ve been in the bathroom for the past”—she checks her watch—“seventeen minutes?”


“Keeping tabs on me, Adler?” There’s a calculating hardness behind Tobias’s hazel eyes as he stares at Charity, dropping his over-the-shoulder duffel bag to the epoxied floor, and danger prickles the back of my neck for the first time since I stepped into BREAKOUT. None of my friends have ever made me feel unsafe, but that was before the fire. Before the invitation showed up in my mailbox. Before I got this chance to recover my memories. Though if Call-Me-Diana knew I was attempting to restore my amnesia through immersing myself in the escape room franchise where I first got my TBI, I’m pretty sure she’d drop me as a client forever. Then again, she’s an unlicensed hypnotherapist, so who’s to say?


Whatever off-putting vibe Tobias is curating, though, Charity must sense it, because her gaze falls. He nods, effectively ending the conversation, and pulls out his phone. Within a minute, he’s completely tuned out from the world. There. That’s the Tobias Matthews I remember, too.


Without realizing it, I let out a soft sigh, which makes Tobias glance up at me. Seconds later, my own phone buzzes with a notification: Keep your eyes to yourself.


I send a quick message back: cool thanks, i probably won’t. btw nice sweatshirt. ironic, huh?


Tobias instantly scowls, and a little thrill goes through me. Two can play at this game.


“Great!” Santo says, clapping his hands together. His fingernails are painted with cracking black nail polish. “Now we’ve gathered all six of us.”


“Right,” Guinevere says. “So …”


Santo blinks. “So what?”


When she doesn’t answer, I pocket my phone and meet Santo’s gaze. “So,” I continue for her, trying to ignore the apprehension swirling in my stomach, “when are you going to cut the theatrics and reveal why you invited us here?”


The accusation is a no-brainer; the cardstock is completely Santo’s style. One last spontaneous getting-the-gang-back-together hurrah for our broken friend group: part grad party, part Cesari twin birthday celebration, and one hundred percent opportunity.


Santo laughs. “Hang on,” he says, his eyes dancing between us. “I’m confused. This isn’t, like, something y’all planned to surprise me?” His smile strains as he turns to Malachi. “I thought you sent the invites.”


“No,” our Game Master says. There’s a glob of cheese dotting his embroidered company polo. Santo’s shoulders slump, but before I can dwell too much on the current state of his situationship, Guinevere’s accusatory glare cuts to me.


“Malachi didn’t send the invitations; Stephanie did.”


A strangled, surprised bark bursts from my lips. “Me? Are you serious?”


I found my invitation in an unmarked envelope last Wednesday afternoon. No return address. And even though I almost let my social anxiety get the best of me, I drove to Friendship Springs tonight because I was hoping for some goddamn closure. Because I need to know what happened. Because I can’t remember the night of the accident, and no amount of bilateral tapping or nature hikes or literal hypnotherapy sessions can tell me what the people standing in the franchise that killed my best friend can.


Because even if we haven’t truly spoken since the night that he asphyxiated a year ago, everyone currently inside BREAKOUT was there when Matt drew his final breath. Which means that playing tonight’s escape room is my last chance to learn the truth from the only people who know it.


“Honestly,” I tell Guinevere, ignoring the dark voice in the back of my mind that whispers my post-accident memory isn’t quite what it used to be, “I wish I’d been smart enough to come up with something like this.” Pathetic. Monster. Fraud. “But I didn’t plan tonight.”


“Didn’t you send them?” Tobias asks Charity before Guinevere can respond, pausing with his thumbs hovering over his phone screen. “As our student body president, you’re our answer to problems faced by the modern teenager: generative AI plagiarism, club treasurer embezzlement, surreptitious bathroom vaping …” He tilts his head, and the LEDs catch on his russet curls. “And you’re always organizing little bake sales and 5Ks and blood donation drives. This kind of event planning seems right up your alley.”


Charity shakes her head, but the motion is more like a sharp snap; a clipped right-left that leaves no room for discussion. “I thought it was you.”


“And Santo thought it was Malachi, and Guinevere thought it was Steffi, and Steffi thought it was Santo.” Tobias blinks, and I frown. His eyes look unfocused. “The point is, none of us are taking credit for organizing this. So why are we here?”


It’s a good fucking question, especially when the invitation showing up in my mailbox means there’s someone out there who refuses to let sleeping dogs lie. Who knows that secrets won’t keep themselves.


Slowly, we turn to look at Malachi, who freezes with another nacho halfway to his mouth. Guinevere points at him. “You’re in charge of reservations. You don’t like any of us anymore, especially with the ongoing lawsuit—”


“Nah, that’s between our families,” Malachi says. “We’re chill. Besides, I’m not trying to create more work for myself. The only reason I’m here tonight is because Arsonist’s Revenge got booked.”


“But you don’t know by whom?” Charity presses. She’s always been great at getting answers out of people—why isn’t the Stomp Out Cancer bake sale garnering more publicity, why didn’t we put up as many posters for her student body president reelection campaign as we promised, why didn’t all of BREAKOUT’s sprinklers go off on the night of the fire—and even Malachi isn’t immune to the beguiling capabilities of her inquisitive head tilt.


He shrugs. “Prepaid gift card.”


“Oh,” Santo says, suddenly staring at his cardstock invitation like it might burn him. “Weird.”


A silence descends over the escape room lobby. Save for the buzzing OPEN sign plastered against the smiley-face-decaled window—and our collective breathing—everything is quiet. And I can picture the end of this moment so perfectly: Malachi shrugging. Charity worrying the strands of her freshwater pearl necklace. Guinevere stalking out through the EXIT doors. Tobias tucking his phone back into his pocket and nodding goodbye. Santo turning his back on me.


It could be over so easily, this freak misunderstanding, this flame-eaten photograph, this already-unforming memory. I could watch everyone walk away; I could leave Friendship Springs without learning how the fire stared; I could be forced to stop clinging to the past I can’t remember. But then I catch another glimpse of myself in the mirror behind our Game Master, where the same anxious, stomach-sick, worn-down version of myself that I’ve become in the past year stares back, and it hits me, here in this lobby with its glowing lights and its corny merchandise and its promise of the brainteasers I fell in love with because of Dad: If I allow myself to turn away from BREAKOUT now, nothing will change. I’ll get back in my duck-filled Jeep and I’ll choke down my burning questions about the fire and tomorrow I will walk across an elevated stage at the LeConte Center at 7:00 PM in Pigeon Forge knowing I robbed myself of the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to get real answers.


And I can’t let that happen, because I’m wearing Matteo Cesari’s leather trench coat, and the seven of us used to play monthly escape rooms together back when he was still alive, and I’m so tired of feeling lost without him.


Before I can overthink it, I take out my phone again and scan the first QR code my camera latches on to. “What are you doing, Stephanie?” Guinevere hisses, eyeing my device as the waiver loads on my screen. But I fill out the first text box. Then the second. And the third, because I need to hold on to this feeling. I want to get closure. I’ve been baptized with tears and ash and plastered blood, and even if the details of the night that tore our friend group apart keep slipping through my fingers like smoke—even if secrets won’t keep themselves is a threat—I need to stay, because tonight is the night I’m going to find out how my best friend died.


So I shrug, turn to face Guinevere, and say the words, knowing this is the first time we’ve all been back together since the fire killed Matt exactly a year ago: “I want to play the game.”
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Wednesday, May 20, 2026 10:56 PM


I can feel everyone looking at me. Their heated stares burn into my dead best friend’s coat, spiking my heart rate, but I force myself to keep my hands still as I scan the unfamiliar verbiage of the waiver. I’ve already filled out all the boxes at the bottom, mainly out of spite, but it seems like a good idea to read through the black-and-pink legal jargon before I hit SUBMIT. At any rate, this wording seems a lot more airtight than the document’s past versions.




BREAKOUT ESCAPE ROOMS INCORPORATED


Sevier County Plaza, Suite 263


Friendship Springs, TN 37876







PARTICIPANT AGREEMENT, WAIVER, AND RELEASE OF LIABILITY







I hereby release and agree to hold BREAKOUT ESCAPE ROOMS INCORPORATED harmless from and waive on behalf of myself, my heirs, and any personal representatives any causes of action, claims, demands, damages, costs, expenses, and compensation for damage or loss to myself and/or property which may be caused by any connection with any services received from BREAKOUT ESCAPE ROOMS INCORPORATED. I understand this release discharges BREAKOUT ESCAPE ROOMS INCORPORATED from any liability or claim I, my heirs, or any personal representatives may have against the escape room with respect to any bodily injury, illness, medical treatment, property damage, or death which may arise from any services received from BREAKOUT ESCAPE ROOMS INCORPORATED.







I CERTIFY I HAVE READ THIS DOCUMENT IN ITS ENTIRETY AND FULLY UNDERSTAND ITS CONTENT. I ACKNOWLEDGE THIS IS A RELEASE OF LIABILITY AND A CONTRACT AND I SIGN IT OF MY OWN FREE WILL.





I glance up at Malachi. “Or death?” I question.


He nods before taking another sip from his thermos; I catch a whiff of black coffee. “Covering our bases. You know how it is.”


Do I? I read over the legalese a second time, my throat bobbing, and try not to let my nerves show. This boilerplate is new, probably because of the legal battle the James-Mays are still embroiled in with Illaria Cesari (and a few of our parents) over Matt’s alleged wrongful death, but its underlying meaning is clear: If anything happens while I’m locked inside the escape room, I can’t sue BREAKOUT. And neither can anyone else.


God. Even though I’m furious that a four-by-six-inch piece of foil-stamped cardstock is all it took to bring us back together after twelve long months, there’s no turning back now. I need to be decisive, because after the ashes of last year’s fire settled and the six of us emerged from the ensuing media feeding frenzy with only our already-failing interpersonal relationships as casualties, the rest of my friend group was able to just … move on. Santo fled the country. Guinevere weaponized her identity as the grieving girlfriend to guilt her federal-judge father into sending her to bond with ponies and practice horseback, archery, and ax-throwing at a place called Wild Hearts Equine Therapy & Outdoor Sports. Charity incorporated the tragedy into her personal brand and won over $250,000 in scholarships from places like the Rotary Club, the CCHS financial aid office, and our local bank. Tobias channeled his energy into getting reinstated on the CCHS chess team before they promptly kicked him off again. Malachi churned out a series of @Mal.The.Reel.King videos inspired by the accident and skyrocketed his notoriety as a result.


But my estranged friends remember what happened on the night of the fire. They know what went down in Wanderland on the night Matt died; I don’t. Despite my bimonthly hypnotherapy sessions with Call-Me-Diana, my traumatic brain injury can only surface warped, psychedelic, amnesia-fueled flashes: flickering Cheshire Cat smiles. Melting flamingo-shaped croquet mallets. Ticking oversize clocks that run backward until my dreams flood with flames and I wake up sweat-slicked, gasping for air, and convinced I smell smoke. So if I’m going to be in Friendship Springs tonight, then I’m going to re-create the circumstances of last year’s accident in the hopes of regaining my memories. I’m going to check a box agreeing that the system’s carefully generated cursive counts as my signature. And I’m going to hit SUBMIT on the waiver.


Yes, I want to do the escape room. Again.


“Stephanie, we shouldn’t play!” Guinevere snaps. On my phone screen, BREAKOUT’s hot-pink smiley face logo pops up with the words Thanks for helping us keep you safe! We look forward to welcoming you to your one-of-a-kind immersive escape experience. “If none of us are claiming responsibility for sending the invitations, then we have no idea who lured us here.”


“Yeah. I’m, like, with Gee on this one?” Charity says, glancing at the laminated QR codes with her glossy lips puckered in slight distaste. “Going through with the game now seems … weird.”


“Does it?” Tobias takes a step forward, coming into the pink-and-blue neon-sign light, and my breath catches at the dark bluish-purple bruise blooming around his left eye. Despite the fact that his early-life farm exposure should’ve led him to develop a robust immune system, Tobias has always had the constitution of a sickly Victorian child. As a result, his battered duffel contains more first aid supplies than the school nurse’s office, including (but not limited to!) an EpiPen, a bottle of Flonase, Band-Aids, medical gauze, and enough Tylenol to knock out a Clydesdale. But he’s not one for fistfights. So what the hell happened to him?


“We’re already here,” Tobias continues before I can ask about his injury. “Clearly, we arrived intending to play the room whether or not we knew who sent the cards, so our uncertainty surrounding the organizer shouldn’t change our intentions now.”


“It’s up to y’all.” Malachi takes another sip from his thermos, his gaze flicking between us. “I’ve set up Arsonist’s Revenge already, and I’m fine with running your game. But if you guys wanna call tonight off ’cause you’re freaked, then I’ll just need your deposit back.”


I turn off my phone and pocket it, vindicated by the undercurrents of panic, frustration, and rage that’ve been pinballing through my veins since last May. I’m not certain voluntarily locking myself inside a room with a mélange of people who hate me will un-repress my memories, but at this point I’m out of options. To date, my knowledge of Matt’s death is encapsulated entirely by its corresponding Crime column in the Tennessee Star: Seven teenagers walked into an escape room a year ago. Only six walked out.


Despite my many grievances with BREAKOUT, surrendering myself to tonight’s escape room is the only way to glean the truth. It’s why I forked over the necessary cash to the employee at the run-down twenty-four-hour gas station near my house with gritted teeth and drove twenty-eight miles to this ironically named town, despite the fact that my stash of saved tips from late-night Perfect Strike shifts is rapidly dwindling. It’s why I signed the waiver. It’s why I’m here, pathetically stumbling through talking to my ex-friends instead of my rubber duck collection. I’m so desperate to do this. I can’t move on until I understand.


And besides, there’s nowhere else for me to go tonight, anyway.


“It’s supposed to be for him,” I whisper. “That’s what the invitation said, right? An escape room in honor of Matteo Luca Cesari. He died a year ago today.” I swallow, looking at everyone scattered around the LED-lit lobby. “He’s been on my mind a lot lately. The accident and the fire and …” I blink back the tears threatening to well up in the back of my throat and start again. “The way I see it, we’ve been given a chance to honor his memory. His life. The kind of person—the kind of friend—he was, for the first time since he passed. So if we’re putting it to a vote, then I choose to stay. It’s what Matt would have wanted. And regardless of who sent us the cards, that’s why we’re here. Because it feels right to do this. For him.”


I dig my nails into my palms to stave off the awkward silence gathering in BREAKOUT’s lobby. At the same time, though, I can’t help glancing at Santo. I hope that he, at least, understands why I want to go through with the game. It’s been a year of obfuscated facts, of wrongful death claims and sleazy lawyers, and regardless of how unsettled I personally am by the invitations, I can’t help but feel like they’re proof that there’s more to Matt’s death than most of Cedar Creek has been led to believe. They’re a sign.


“Zamekova’s right,” Santo says after a beat, and my jaw unclenches at his vocal support. “Today’s been … awful. This whole week’s been awful, actually. I haven’t been eating. Or sleeping. My hair is falling out in clumps. Momma’s been so stressed with the job and her lawsuit”—here he throws an apologetic glance toward Malachi, who dips his head in acknowledgment—“that she’s barely at home, and even she’s noticed that I’m fucking falling apart.” He sighs. “You know, what the six of us went through last year … that kind of trauma doesn’t exactly make for a good study abroad icebreaker, regardless of how many depressed teenagers you meet in your Italian gothic architecture class. But when I got the invitation, I realized I didn’t go through the fire by myself. And even if we don’t talk anymore—even if we haven’t talked since my brother died—I’m glad I don’t have to spend the anniversary of the night I lost Matt alone.”


In the glowing lights of the lobby, a heavier silence punctuates his words. But this time, I notice tears free-falling down Charity’s sharp cheeks. Malachi’s lips are trembling. Guinevere’s balled her manicured hands into fists, and even Tobias looks touched.


Santo nods at me across the room, and a rush of gratitude floods me. There, his dark gaze seems to say. Sixty minutes to figure out what the rest of our friends are hiding about my twin brother’s death.


Ha. Now I know I’m imagining things. Thank you, TBI-induced hallucinations.


“Wow,” Charity breathes, wiping her mascara trails with fluttering fingers. “Santo, that speech was, like, beautiful? Maybe you should be on stage at our graduation tomorrow.”


Next to her, Tobias hums in careful agreement. “You’re right,” he tells Santo. “The anniversary effect exacerbates the emotions associated with grief. For me, the invitation came at the right time. I’d like to do this for Matt, too.”


“Fine,” Guinevere snarls, not to be outdone. “Then I guess we’re playing.”


“Excellent,” Malachi says, coming out from behind the counter. In addition to the cheese glob, nacho crumbs litter the collar of his embroidered pink-and-black company polo. “Briefing Room time.”


We follow him into the enclosed space one by one, where our collective body heat immediately mixes into another nauseating combination of smells. It’s dark in here, too. Apart from a row of LED-strip-lined lockers sitting against the wall, the Briefing Room has no real light source. Eerie.


Charity wastes no time in claiming the crushed velvet love seat. Tobias slides onto the other, back to fervently typing, and Santo and Guinevere settle on opposite ends of the three-person couch. Malachi remains standing. The steel HVAC above us rattles as I squeeze into the only spot left, which is between my dead best friend’s twin brother and my dead best friend’s girlfriend. Fan-fucking-tastic.


“All right,” Malachi says brightly. “To begin, welcome to BREAKOUT Escape Rooms Incorporated. My name is Malachi James-May, obviously, and I’ll be running your game tonight.”


“Also obviously.” Santo smiles.


I press my thighs together and attempt one of my four-six-eight breathing exercises from hypnotherapy, flooding my nostrils with bougainvillea and white sage and charring meat.


Growing up, Randall James and Taliyah May were pillars of our community. Their Black-owned business sponsored everything from elementary school musicals to junior prom car wash fundraisers; their hot-pink smiley face logo is plastered across the backs of 95 percent of the CCHS-affiliated T-shirts I own. Once their business in Cedar Creek burned down, though, they stopped being able to donate to events as often. The PTA iced them out, their local fanbase dwindled, and Mal picked up more shifts to make up for the Game Masters who quit their jobs in solidarity—or protest—after the lawsuit was filed.


But even though Malachi’s parents own BREAKOUT, he’s not supposed to be running a game this late by himself. And something about this feels wrong even now—us, back at BREAKOUT for the first time since the accident. Him, standing in front of us with his signature toothy grin. The weight of the ongoing lawsuit settling around the Briefing Room’s empty spaces.


“Here at BREAKOUT,” Malachi continues, “we strive for an immersive escape game experience. That being said, too much immersion can be costly—so please do not jump, pull on, or climb objects within the room. Remember: If it takes more than two fingers of force, you probably shouldn’t be doing it.” He glances at Tobias. “You also won’t need any outside equipment while you’re in the escape room. No pocket screwdrivers, no bolt cutters, and especially no Google. In fact, I’m going to ask y’all for your phones before we enter, so that BREAKOUT can keep things fair for our future players.” At this, Malachi opens the leftmost locker and slides out the plastic bin within expectantly. “Come on,” he coaxes when none of us move. “You know the rules. We can’t have you taking photos or recording audio inside.”


There’s an edge to his easygoing voice, though. An underlying agitation. Briefly, I wonder if it’s because of Cedar Creek Confessions, but I hand over my device before I can think too much about it either way.


A scowl settles over Tobias’s face as his thumbs pause over his screen. “It’s a liability to prohibit players from taking personal electronics into the escape room. What if I need to call for help? Or respond to a text?”


“All player groups will be provided with a walkie-talkie for pertinent communication,” Malachi says. “I’ll also be in contact with you for the duration of the game, and BREAKOUT’s implemented a variety of additional safeguards in our most recent renovation for increased peace of mind. Y’all will see them as we head inside.” He pauses. “Plus, you already signed the waiver.”


Tobias’s scowl deepens. I know I’m probably just being paranoid and whatever he’s doing on his phone—I keep getting glimpses of his screen—is none of my business. But still, I’m relieved to see him hand Malachi his device to place inside BREAKOUT’s smiley-faced bin.
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