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Chapter 1

 

A BLOODCURDLING SCREAM SHATTERS THE MORNING stillness. Loud enough to wake everyone in the sorority. The first thought to cross my mind isn’t to find out what’s happening outside. No, my first thought is, I need a screamer like that for the final assignment of my Advanced Cinematography class. Lungs with that capacity don’t come around often, especially not ones carrying a specific aura.


If there’s something I’ve learned in the years I’ve been studying film at Westbrook College, it’s that anyone can scream, but not everyone can convey the true essence of horror.


And that girl screaming like a banshee outside is exactly what I need.


I’ve already used all my contacts from previous projects, both for school and personal, and held auditions at the auditorium. So far, nothing matches what I’m hearing.


It’s not like a lot of people are willing to work with you now.


I jump from my seat, leaving behind the half-eaten bowl of Cheerios, and I rush out along with the other Kappas to find my perfect scream queen. My bare feet slap against the floor tiles. I know I should probably run upstairs to find my slippers, but I can’t miss this. What if I wait and she’s gone when I go to find her?


This can’t wait.


By the time I make it outside, there’s a group of people gathered around the main fountain in the roundabout. A mix of frat guys and sorority girls have begun to crowd the area, making it impossible for me to see what’s happening. Murmurs become loud and the shrieks of my missing scream queen cut through them, creating a dissonance. Whoever is screaming is clearly in a serious amount of shock.


“Excuse me,” I say, elbowing people as I make my way through the crowd, trying to catch the conversations around me.


“Where’s my emergency whistle? I never leave without my emergency whistle!”


“Lavender, the emergency whistle is for alive people; the guy is clearly dead,” someone responds.


Lavender—she might be a Sigma, but I don’t recognize her—lets out a shocked gasp that transforms into a sob. Why is she crying?


It doesn’t seem like she knows the dead person.


“How will the cops find him then?”


Two girls next to Lavender begin to softly pat her back in an effort to calm her down, explaining they should call 911 instead.


“Does anyone know who it is?” someone asks.


“Glenn, you know everyone. Can you see if he’s one of us?”


Us. He means another frat guy. Someone I’ve probably seen around on campus or at parties. A person we might have been in class with. Realization begins to settle in my limbs, stopping me in my tracks. For a moment, I become paralyzed by the news. A person died today.


The screams were full of horror because someone found a dead body.


My stomach churns with embarrassment and nerves. Have I truly become so desensitized to horror that I no longer consider a scream a call for help? My first thought . . . Jesús. What’s wrong with me?


“No way,” the guy, Glenn, replies instantly. “I’m not going anywhere near that.”


“I’ll check,” another guy offers, and while I can’t see the owner of the voice, I recognize it.


Danny Singh.


Inevitably, like the main character of a cheesy chick-flick, I feel my breath hitch, getting stuck somewhere in my throat. Pure heat makes its way to my cheeks, even though the sun hasn’t fully warmed up yet. My body betrays me, and I can’t help but stare down at my bare feet on the gravel to find a distraction to prevent me from looking at him.


I haven’t talked to Danny in days, possibly more than a week now. Not after The Incident.


“Don’t dead bodies have diseases? You could get, like, rabies or something from getting too close,” a girl supplies, her voice thick with concern.


“I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work like that, Paris, but I’ll take it into consideration, okay?” he says in a calm and even tone.


Danny always knows what to say and how to calm people around him. His aura exudes peace and trustworthiness. That’s why he’s the president of Delta Phi. There’s probably not a single person on campus who doesn’t like Danny.


Including me. Especially me.


Ignoring the way his voice makes my stomach flutter, I attempt to swallow through the dryness in my mouth. I need to get it together. As much as a big part of me wants to run away and continue my plan to avoid Danny until graduation day arrives, my feet remain locked to the ground. Aware I won’t move until he confirms if we know the victim, I stay still, hidden among a row of girls.


“Is it one of us?” the guy presses again.


“No, not anymore,” Danny states, but there’s a secondary layer to his tone, something he isn’t quite saying and doesn’t know how to reveal. “It’s Brian . . . Brian Manders.”


Hearing the name knocks the air out of my lungs.


Cold sweat spreads over my body. A trace of tingles makes my fingers shake.


I push everyone out of the way to get a better look. A wave of nausea rolls through my stomach, but I don’t allow the bile to rise. Instead, I stay still, staring at the gory scene in front of me. I’ve seen plenty of horror movies, from slashers to splatter films, to the point where barely anything fazes me anymore.


But this? This was a murder done with pure hatred and anger.


Brian’s mutilated corpse hangs from the statue in the middle of the fountain. His arms twisted in an unnatural position. Blood drips into the water, pooling around the center like a red shadow. Deep cuts slash through his face, making him barely recognizable. But it’s not the wounds on his face or the position of his body that make me want to bend over and hurl. No, it’s the way he’s been gutted like a fish. His intestines hang from his abdomen like ropes, reaching his feet. On his chest, the killer has used Brian’s own blood to spell out one word: rapist.


“Mabel.” I vaguely hear Danny call out my name, but it’s barely white noise in the back of my brain. I’m unable to stop staring at Brian’s dead body. The violence lures me in, keeping me in a locked trance as if it were hypnotizing me. A warm hand touches my shoulder, and I jump, startled until I realize it’s Danny. His soft caress pulls me in, but it’s not enough to get me to break free from the spell.


“Please, take a step back,” Danny urges in a gentle tone.


His fingers delicately touch my jaw and turn my gaze from the body to look at him instead. Worry swims in the warm caramel of his irises, grounding me to reality by spreading a flush of comfort through my veins.


I blink, suddenly too aware of what’s happening. It’s not the fact that Danny is touching me, his thumb drawing invisible circles over the fabric of my T-shirt. I had approached the fountain. I’m not sure why. I simply . . . did.


Rising tension cramps my lungs.


What the hell was I thinking?


“That’s it,” Danny praises, offering me one of his radiant smiles. But I’ve spent too much time observing him in the past to not know it’s forced. There’s a slight tremble making the corners of his lips waver. It’s not real. Danny’s real smile is blinding and breathtaking. “Keep looking at me, Mabs.” Without breaking eye contact, he lures me into him, gently shielding me with his arms. “Don’t look at him. Focus on me.”


But while I try to keep my gaze locked on his, the murmurs are distracting.


Somehow, me approaching the body like a horror freak has caused a stir. Everyone is staring at me, including the only two people I want to protect from this view. Behind Danny, I see the beautiful light brown curls of my sister’s hair as she rushes up with my best friend.


The world seems to shift on its axis. Although every cell in my body doesn’t want me to, I take a step back from Danny’s touch. Giving in to his initial request to step away from the fountain, I run to stop Carmen and Cerys from getting closer. The first person I reach is my best friend and I wrap her in my arms, shielding her from seeing this gnarly scene.


The murmurs grow around us, so loud it’s deafening.


“What happened?” Cerys asks, with a small tremble in her voice. “Who is it?”


My heart constricts in my chest.


“It’s Brian,” I announce. I’m surprised my voice doesn’t break with the fear of what’s to come. “Someone murdered him.”


And it’s only then I realize I’m hugging the person who will become the prime suspect: my best friend.


Because, a few months ago, Brian Manders raped her.
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Chapter 2



One year later


TEXTING LITTLE SISTERS IS LIKE BEING GHOSTED, SEEING as they both have one outcome: no response. Annoyance prickles along my skin, right under the layer of sweat pooling at the back of my neck, as I send Carmen another angry message. I stare at the delivery confirmation and wait fifteen seconds. Then, thirty more.


Come on, Carmen.


No response.


A groan vibrates in the back of my throat, threatening to spill free, but I don’t allow it. Instead, I shove my phone in my back pocket. Fine. If she plans to ignore my messages, I’ll just have to find her. Carmen might think she’s being sneaky, but I know her better than she knows herself. I know all her preferred hangout spots and secret hideouts. Westbrook College might have a big campus, but it’s not that big. I’ll find her before the day is over.


It’s not like I have another choice.


The pink folded envelope becomes heavy in my backpack. For a split second, it almost feels as if I am carrying a bag of bricks, when it’s merely paper. Although, deep down, I’m aware it’s not just a piece of paper. No, it’s a dreadful reminder of why I desperately need to get a hold of my sister, why I’ve decided to return to Westbrook after leaving last year with no intention of ever returning.


Using the back of my hand, I wipe the pearls of sweat gathering at my hairline, and take a moment to breathe, dropping my backpack onto a bench. Memories flood my brain, but I do my best to keep them at bay, focusing my mind on simple tasks. I remove my jacket and push it into my backpack. Tie my hair into a high ponytail to prevent it from getting frizzier with the humidity than it already is.


Clearly, I’ve chosen the worst day to walk all over campus. It might be mid-February, but the Florida sun can be unforgiving.


I glance around, hoping to catch a glimpse of my sister, but all my eyes catch are clingy, loved-up couples and a bunch of rose-colored flyers stapled all over campus. I ignore the first and focus on the latter. They’re promoting a Valentine’s Day event in the Kappa house.


Anxiety bubbles in the pit of my stomach.


I know what I have to do, yet I don’t feel confident in my options. I wish I could find Carmen right now and drag her ass to a plane far away from this nightmare of a place, but the universe won’t have my back on this one. If there’s one thing I’ve gotten accustomed to, it’s Murphy’s Law.


What can go wrong, will go wrong.


And it’s my worst fear.


I check my phone one last time and sigh. Still no response from Carmen, which leaves me no choice but to go straight to the source: Kappa house.


My old home.




It takes me fifteen minutes to walk across campus to Greek Row. With every step I take, my heart beats faster. The nerves crawl up my system, heightening my senses. I’m hyperaware of every person walking by me, of every corner of the buildings, of the replaced water fountain in the roundabout where Brian Manders’s body was found last year.


The image of his gutted body is still engraved on my brain. Maybe if I were a special effects make-up artist, I would find that image more inspiring than I do working as an Assistant Director for BSIX Studios.


I shake my head and walk to the main entrance of Kappa house. The doors are wide open, and inside, the Kappas are preparing for the party, decorating the place and organizing even the tiniest details. I prepare for cold and aloof reactions to my presence in the house. After all, when I left here I was public enemy number 1.


When Brian’s body was found, the police investigation led to Cerys, and while she provided an iron-clad alibi for the crime, everyone was still pointing the finger at her. They didn’t need to find the real culprit when they had already made up their minds, especially when Brian’s rich daddy was leading a witch hunt against my best friend. The harassment took over her life. They practically drove her to leave campus and lose all her professional opportunities. Cerys had always been a spectacular student who dreamed of becoming an attorney. Yet with Senator Manders’ influence wrecking her reputation, having a 4.0 GPA and a spotless CV were worthless. She wouldn’t even get into the weakest of law schools.


I always stood by her side.


Cerys is innocent, and I have no doubt about it.


“Mabel!” The loud chirp makes me jump, but it’s not the yell that catches me off guard. It’s the fact that it sounds . . . happy? Could they really be glad to see me after everything that went down? “Girl, what are you doing here?”


I barely get a chance to brace myself before I’m almost tackled by Leighton. Last year, she was one of the new pledges of Kappa. She was always sweet and had a bright smile.


A few other girls also share hellos and smiles.


It’s so jarring, like no one even remembers why I left in the first place.


Behind Leighton, I spot Bethan, and I bite the inside of my cheek to stop the sourness from showing on my face, although I don’t doubt she can feel the intensity emanating from my glare. Bethan used to be one of Cerys’ closest friends, as they both come from the same town. While I wasn’t too tight with her and she was a year younger, we used to hang out a lot. Until she decided Cerys was lying about Brian abusing her and didn’t care to even defend her when things got rough. She was never a real friend to Cerys.


Regardless of my reaction, Bethan blinks and smiles welcomingly, pushing her perfectly styled auburn hair over her shoulder.


“Mabel, it’s good to see you,” she greets me, politely. “Carmen mentioned you were working in LA.”


I nod. “Yes, I am.”


“I always knew you would make it to Hollywood.” She places a manicured hand on my arm, and I subtly take a step back. If she notices my rejection, she doesn’t comment on it. Her broad smile remains the same. “What are you doing here?”


“I missed Carmen too much and had some free time between productions,” I say nonchalantly. The lie comes out effortlessly. I might not work as an actress, but I’ve written enough scripts to know how to come up with lines on the spot. “Have you seen her? I want to surprise her.”


“Oh, I haven’t! But you can wait in her room. I’m sure she’ll turn up soon. We have the V-Day party tonight. You should stay around for it. It’ll be a perfect night.” Bethan beams and clasps her hands together. “You know the way to the sophomore rooms. Please, make yourself at home.”


I pass by her and go up the stairs to find Carmen’s room. While I haven’t been here since I moved out, I know where her room is located thanks to my stalking skills. She has posted enough photos on the gram for me to know her room is the only one that has a direct view of the fountain. I got assigned the same one back in my sophomore year.


Going unnoticed by the other Kappas proves to be an impossible task. The girls keep trying to make small talk. It feels like I walked straight into an alternate universe where everyone is suddenly friends with me. I’ve always joked that being part of a sorority was almost like being part of a cult, but it doesn’t seem so funny now when they’ve collectively decided to forget all about last year.


When I’m almost at my sister’s room, I bump into the first sign of unpleasantness. Relief washes over my body. Finally, a natural reaction to my presence in the house. Sophia, Zelda and Elodie are a mix I expected to happen—up to a certain point.


Sophia and Zelda were always mean girls, the epitome of the sorority cliché. Hypocritical, superficial and shallow. I would feel bad about describing them in such an ill-spirited way, when girls should be supporting girls, but they’re the first ones to break the code. I remember them pointing their fingers at Cerys, calling her all sorts of names and making her existence in the house a pure living hell.


However, Elodie? I’m surprised she’s clung on to the evil twins. When she was a pledge, Kappa appointed me as her big sister, and while I can’t say we were the best of friends, we always had a polite and friendly relationship. Elodie always carried herself with kindness, being a friend to everyone.


“You’re not welcome here, Mabel,” Zelda says now, crossing her arms over her stomach.


“You and your little liar friend cost us the Greek Cup, breaking our winning streak of a decade. Our legacy, if you even care.”


“Clearly, she doesn’t care, Soph. She always ruined the vibe.”


I roll my eyes.


“Right, because rape and murder are always a party booster around here.” Sarcasm drips from my tone.


Sophia and Zelda purse their lips and disregard my comment, strutting down the hall. However, Elodie stays behind, giving me an apologetic smile.


“I’m sorry. They’re a bit . . .”


“Bitchy?” I supply.


The corners of her mouth twitch. She’s fighting a laugh.


“I wouldn’t use that word, but sure,” she accepts. “It’s good to see you, Mabby.”


She leaves me alone and I manage to make it to my sister’s room without any other issues. Her room is a mess of clothes sprawled all over the place, make-up spilled over her dresser, and an unmade bed.


Oddly enough, I find her mess comforting.


Out of the two of us, she has always been the messy one. Maybe because I always indulged her, taking care of her as if she were my own child. Our parents weren’t bad by any means. I value how they both worked multiple jobs to provide for us and sustain our household. It hasn’t always been easy for them, considering they moved across an ocean with us when we were little. But that also meant they were too busy and tired to be overly present in our lives. Since I was the oldest, I always put Carmen’s needs above my own. She needed a role model, a person who could take care of her.


And I’ve always been that person.


On her nightstand, I find a photo of us as kids, and I can’t help but smile. She can ignore me all she wants, but she has me near her when she sleeps.


“What are you doing here?”


I turn around on my heel and face Carmen, standing with her hand on the door handle. Judging by her slightly widened eyes, she’s clearly stunned to see me. A frown wrinkles her forehead. Her lips are pressed together into a thin line, the same way they always do when she’s unhappy.


Tough shit, sis.


I scrutinize her with squinted eyes, checking if she’s truly in one piece. Carmen has her curly hair pushed back from her face, presenting her flawless skin. She wears a short black skirt and a blue crop top that contrasts perfectly with her light brown skin. In her right hand, she holds her phone, confirming my suspicion that the little brat has been avoiding me.


But my muscles still release some of the tightness I’ve felt since I got the pink envelope.


She’s okay.


“I don’t pay your phone bill for you to ignore me when I text you, Carmen Lucía.” I use her middle name because, while it annoys her, it makes her fall in line. It’s something I’ve always done since I started taking care of her.


Carmen rolls her eyes and turns to close the door.


“Aren’t you being a little dramatic? I was busy. You didn’t need to fly all the way from LA just because I missed one text, Jesus.”


“One text? Try thirty.”


“Whatever,” she mumbles, and walks past me to lay her things on the bed. “Did you come to scold me, or did you want something?”


“I’m worried about you,” I confess.


“Because I didn’t answer your texts? Psycho alert,” she singsongs. “No wonder you never got a boyfriend.”


I disregard her words and dig into my backpack, pulling out the pink envelope. The edges have started to peel from my constant touch through the flight, but it’s still in one piece for her to see. I pull out the contents, revealing the folded letter. Handing it to her, she unfolds it without bothering to fake interest. Her expression falters for a split second. Short enough that it wouldn’t be noticeable to the average person, but enough for me to know she’s been taken aback.


It’s a single photograph of her, taken from outside her window while she was getting changed. Her underwear covered the essentials, but it was enough to make me concerned, even without the red writing scribbled over it. Someone had been stalking my sister, and she hadn’t noticed. But the cherry on top is the two words written over the image. She’s next.


“Dude, you’re such a creep,” she whistles under her breath. “When did you even take this?”


“Me? I didn’t take anything. Someone sent this to me,” I argue. “Carmen, you have a stalker.”


She snorts and shoves the photo back into my hands.


“Now you’re being overdramatic.”


“Overdramatic?” I echo, aghast. “This room is on the second floor. It’s not easy to spot from outside, yet someone managed to take this intimate pic of you. What do you call that?”


She shrugs.


“I don’t know what you want me to say, Mabel. Yes, it’s a bit creepy that someone took a photo, but what do you want me to do? College is full of creeps.”


I dig my teeth into my bottom lip.


“I want you to come stay in LA with me for a few weeks until we can disregard this threat.”


“Threat?” she croaks out. “C’mon.”


“What do you think the message means? She’s next?” I snap. I refuse to let her brush this off as if it were nothing, because it’s not nothing. “Carmen, I believe this message came from the killer.”


Her dark brows shoot up high on her forehead. “The killer?”


“Brian’s killer.”


Her expression transforms from slight amusement to anger.


“Now you’ve truly lost it,” she spits out. “Maybe you should take a break from working on shitty horror movies and think about what you’re really doing here.”


“Shitty horror movies?”


I almost want to laugh bitterly, I feel it simmering in my system along with my own anger.


Carmen has always had a spitfire mouth, but I’ve never been the target of her ruthless tongue. Until now. It stings right in my chest, and my heart speeds up, pumping hot blood through my burning veins. I want to understand where she’s coming from, but I can’t make sense of it. Yes, I’ve been exposed to horror. I spent my college years creating short horror films for class and I loved every single second of it. They’re what got me my current job at BSIX. Pride doesn’t even begin to cover what I feel for my accomplishment because being able to work alongside important horror figures while being so young in the industry is a big deal.


Yet she’s minimizing my labor only because she doesn’t like what I’m implying here.


I might be a hardcore fan, but this entire scenario is one step away from becoming a slasher film. And while they can be fun to watch and create, I can’t say I would want to live it, especially when my sister appears to be the next target.


My eyes travel across the room to the window, where I can spot the statue in the fountain where the killer hung Brian’s body.


It might only be a matter of time before the next body shows up, and I don’t want it to be Carmen.


Bile rises in my esophagus, and I swallow it down.


“Listen, let’s leave the screaming match for another time. I don’t like the idea of someone stalking and threatening you. That’s all.”


“You’re being silly. This is clearly just a prank or something.” She shrugs again, and there’s something about the way her muscles stiffen that makes me wary of her words.


“A prank?”


“Yes, señorita. A prank.” She opens her nightstand drawer and pulls out another pink envelope. “I received this some time ago and I ignored it, like any sane person would do.”


I snatch the envelope from her hands, pulling out a photo. However, this time the object of the photo isn’t my sister. It’s me. Very similar angle, taken from a distance when I was still a student here at Westbrook and a Kappa. I’m wearing a wet Kappa shirt and some shorts. This was taken last year.


Someone has been watching me since last year.


“You ignored this?” I hold it at her eye level. “Are you insane?”


“You’re being stupid, Mabel. I know how your mind works; you always let yourself get carried away by these silly horror plots, but this isn’t a movie. This is real life, and you could absolutely ruin mine.”


“I’m not trying to ruin your life, I’m trying to save it,” I correct her. “I’ve always kept you safe.”


Carmen glares at me.


“It’s not your job to keep me safe. You’re not my mother,” she snaps back. “As much as you would like to be, you’re not.”


I take a step back as if she slapped me. She might as well have punched me in the gut. It would’ve hurt less because, right now, my ribs ache and my lungs are constricting. It feels like the oxygen has completely abandoned my body with no intention of returning.


Her words hurt. They hurt more than anything I’ve ever experienced before.


Carmen’s right, I’m not her mother. I haven’t pretended to ever be her mother, but I have taken care of her. I’ve worked my ass off to help her pay for acting lessons so she could completely focus on her studies. Growing up too fast to ensure she had the life I didn’t get to have. Supporting her dreams meant more to me than she could ever realize. I doubt she’ll ever know. I’ve never expected her to be grateful, but the way she stomps on my effort like it’s worthless ignites a flame of anger.


“I’ll stop acting like it when you stop behaving like a child.”


I regret the words the second they come out of my lips. My wounded pride only wanted her to feel as hurt as she’d made me.


“Get the hell out of my room,” she mutters through gritted teeth. “Mabel, I mean it. Get the hell out!”


Nodding, I swallow back all the words I still haven’t said, and push both letters into my backpack before leaving her room. No longer having the energy to fight her on this, I might need to take a step back and re-evaluate my approach to get her to a safe place. While I’m angrier than I’ve ever been with her, I won’t let her be killed.


I would rather die than live a day knowing she’s gone.


Keeping my head down, I rush out of the Kappa house. I’m so caught up with my thoughts and trying to get out of there fast that I don’t notice the barrier of human flesh standing in my way. It’s solid and unyielding, almost knocking me on my ass if it weren’t for the strong hands holding on to me.


“Whoa, easy there.”


That voice.


No, it can’t be him. Perhaps I am losing my mind, because there’s no way he’s standing in front of me. He shouldn’t be on campus. The last time I saw him, he was walking across the stage to receive his diploma. We didn’t even talk. Our interaction consisted of one long glance before leaving.


Slowly, I raise my gaze to his face and, when I’m greeted by soft, caramel-colored eyes, I confirm it’s him.


Danny.
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Chapter 3



DANNY ALWAYS HAD PUPPY EYES. IT’S PROBABLY WHY I considered him to be half golden retriever and half man. I remember the first time I saw them. Although we lived in Greek Row for years, I saw him for the first time at the library. It’s such a cliché, but I swear I lost my ability to speak properly when he set his gaze on me, and something in me melted a little.


Then he smiled, and I knew a guy like that would be dangerous. Not because he’s a bad person. No, the Danny I know—the guy who promoted mental health services on campus, volunteered to be the designated driver at parties—wouldn’t hurt a fly.


He’s dangerous because he makes me vulnerable. And being vulnerable means he has the capacity to hurt me.


Underneath my layers of protection, I have a fragile ego and, as my grandmother would say, un corazón de pollo—a chicken’s heart. Tender and soft. Yeah, getting too close to Danny could leave me scarred and broken, and I don’t know how to handle that. I can barely handle looking at him after The Incident.


He continues to stare deep into my eyes, and I spot a flicker of relief swimming in his irises as they roam my face. I can’t tell if he’s trying to make sure I’m okay or if he’s glad to see me. Is he glad to see me? A foreign sensation flutters in my stomach. Am I? Glad to see him?


“Are you okay?” he asks, letting go of my shoulders.


I had almost forgotten I slammed into him.


Almost being the key word, because the phantom of his touch on my arms still tingles over my skin. I fight the need to shudder.


“Yeah,” I mumble and then cough to clear my throat. Get it together, Mabs. “What are you doing here?”


Danny chuckles a little, shaking his head. There’s a sense of awkwardness lingering in his stance, which is unusual for him, as he always carries his body with confidence. He seems almost nervous.


“I should be asking you that question,” he retorts. “You’re the last person I expected to see here.”


“I came to visit Carmen,” I respond, and my words come off strained and more hostile than I intended them to. “If anything, I would say it’s weirder to see you.”


Danny cocks his head and arches a brow.


“I didn’t say seeing you was weird. It’s surprising,” he clarifies, trying to clear up the misunderstanding. “It’s great to see you.”


I ignore the way my heart does a flip at his words.


He’s being polite, I can tell. But I would be lying if I said the feeling isn’t mutual. After my argument with Carmen, Danny is a sight for sore eyes.


“So what are you doing here?” I inquire, shifting the subject.


“It’s complicated, but it’s a good thing you’re here,” he says, before pressing his lips together. A slight wrinkle creases his forehead and his stance becomes tighter. More serious. “We need to talk. It’s important.”


Nothing of what he just said sounds good. If anything, it’s the opposite because he’s being ominous and secretive about it.


“Okay.”


“Really important,” he emphasizes. “And private.”


“Okay,” I repeat, because I don’t trust my voice around him.


Danny’s fingers grab mine for half a second, and then he drops his hand by his side, as if I were made of fire. I try to not let it bother me so much. Physical touch has never been my forte. There’s not an actual reason why it should matter if Danny dropped my hand. I should be glad he did it, because we’re currently on awkward terms.


Once upon a time, Danny had become a close friend, someone I could trust. Beyond any lingering crush I had on him, I always valued that he took the time to listen and care about me. Not many people in the Greek life understood my personality, but he did.


Then, he ruined it.


Or I did.


It doesn’t really matter.


“Where do you want to go to talk?” He puts his hands in his pockets as he speaks, almost like he’s trying to get a grip on himself. “I would prefer it if people didn’t see us . . .”


I frown and my spine straightens.


What the hell is that supposed to mean?


“Ashamed of being seen together?”


Danny seems to catch on and his eyes widen with regret.


“What? No, no, no. I didn’t mean it like that,” he assures me and sighs. “The topic is . . . sensitive.”


“I have no preference whatsoever,” I say. “You choose.”


He nods in agreement and leads me to the pool house behind Delta, which I’m grateful for because I would rather not go in there. Danny might’ve kicked out Brian when Cerys accused him of rape, but too many guys supported him. I don’t trust anyone who defends a rapist.


“How have you been?” he asks as we cross the backyard around the pool to reach the pool house.


I raise my brows. “Making small talk now?”


He gifts me a lopsided smile and scratches the back of his neck.


“I know you hate it, but indulge me.”


“Okay, then,” I accept, cringing internally for saying okay for the hundredth time since we started talking. I lose my words whenever I’m around him. “I’ve been good. Got a nice job opportunity working at BSIX. I rent a room in LA because the cost of living is insane, but I manage.”


“BSIX, huh?” he muses. “Seems like we both went after the big leagues.”


His comment piques my interest and I tilt my head slightly to the side. When I left Westbrook, I did my best to stay away from everything that reminded me of the past, only keeping in touch with Carmen—who ignored me half of the time—and Cerys every once in a while. But Danny? My wounded pride wouldn’t allow me to stay in contact with him. No matter how much I missed him sometimes.


“Big leagues?” I dare to say in a soft whisper, partly ashamed I had to ask in the first place. “Did you end up following baseball after all?”


He lifts his hand in front of us and tilts it. “More or less. I got into law school, and I’ve decided I want to pursue sports law. Close enough, right?”


“What does your dad say about that?”


Danny’s laugh rumbles and I’m suddenly transported to last year, when we used to climb to Kappa’s rooftop and talk for hours while we shared nankhatai that his grandmother would send him. I’ve always felt like Danny laughs like a child, the corners of his eyes creasing and his head tilting back, letting the cackles rip through the air. A shiver trails down my spine, and I feel the tug of yearning squeezing my insides. My knees turn to jelly and my mouth dries. It should be embarrassing to admit that something so simple as a laugh can disrupt my collected system, almost sending it into overdrive.


Dangerous.


The alarm beeps in the back of my brain, giving me a bitter reminder. Why is it that he has so much power over me, yet he doesn’t acknowledge it? Well, maybe it’s more like he doesn’t want it.


Last year, before Brian’s murder happened, he chipped away all the boundaries I had around my heart to protect it and I let him into my soul. What started as a little crush became much more with every deep conversation, with every moment we shared together. All the times we avoided cleaning after a party to go to the rooftop to gaze at the stars and talk. I would get too cold, and he would lend me his hoodie that always carried the scent of his cologne. I remember every inside joke, and the way he would save his biggest and most radiant smiles for me. He even started carrying green apple gummies because he knew they were my favorite. It was easy to fall for him.


Because Danny wasn’t just a good guy, he had a beautiful soul. Has a beautiful soul, and I liked him. I thought, for a deluded second, that he felt the same way about me, so I made a move and kissed him. If I close my eyes and wander to that moment, I can almost feel the warmth of his soft lips over mine. For a second, I swear he let out a little moan before he kissed me back.


But I surely must’ve heard wrong, because apparently the idea of kissing me wasn’t so appealing. Or maybe I’m just a terrible kisser. After those seconds of pure bliss, he grabbed my arms and pulled away before mumbling words I will never forget: This isn’t right.


It was over before it even truly began.


I had been drinking and partying a lot, but I remember every detail about that night. The memory of it haunts me.


“Oh, I’m hoping to find out soon enough.”


“You haven’t told him?”


“Telling Papa I won’t pursue corporate law?” He shakes his head with a hint of humor. It vanishes quickly as his eyes turn somber for a second. “No. I haven’t told anyone.”


“Oh,” I mumble, the sound escaping me as my brain struggles to process the meaning of his words.


He hasn’t told anyone, yet he told me.


My throat closes and I blink rapidly, because for a moment it feels as if we’re the same people we were last year. Two friends confiding in each other, expressing dreams that were far too scary to say in the daylight. It gets harder to breathe the more I dwell on it.


I want to say I’m happy for him, that I’m grateful he still trusts me enough to share this with me. But all I can think about is how I’ve lost a friend because I was stupid enough to develop feelings for him. Now, we’re nothing but strangers and his confession is just a weird reminder of that because, as a stranger, I don’t know what to say.


Maybe, in the future, when I’m not tormented by the past and I have better control over my emotions, I could reach out and thank him for trusting me with this news. I would hug him. But, right now, it feels like he’s only telling me because, after we’re done here, we’re probably not going to see each other ever again.


Danny coughs awkwardly and scratches the back of his neck again, something that has become a nervous tic for him. We’ve run out of things to talk about, and we both know it.


We enter the pool house. It’s practically a shed, small and packed with pool tools and floaties used for parties. It’s big enough to walk a few feet inside the place without bumping into each other, and that helps me concentrate, because the last thing I want is to be in a tight space with him. The more time I spend with Danny, the more vulnerable I become. My attraction to him is a weakness.


While Danny peeks out the door to check that we’re completely alone, I allow myself to truly take in how much he’s changed in the past year. Danny has always been tall and lean. He has put on a little bit of weight, but it looks great on him. His chest and arms look fuller under his gray shirt. I don’t let my eyes go below the waist. I’m afraid the sight of his thighs will trigger more dangerous memories, so I stay at eye level. His face has always been a safe place.


Or maybe not, because when his eyes focus on me, warmth spreads through my insides.


I blink rapidly to fight off the effect he has on me and try to focus on the new things I catch about him, like the slight shadow growing on his jaw. Is he growing a beard or did he forget to shave? In contrast, his dark brown hair is shorter, buzzed on the sides and slightly longer on top. It’s a clean cut, showing off his slightly pointy ears that I’ve always found adorable. His appearance fits well for law school.


“I’m sorry I’m taking up so much of your time,” he starts off. “And for being so sketchy about everything. I just . . . I don’t know what to do.”


The seriousness of his tone sends a shock of worry through my skin.


“What’s wrong?”


He pulls out a pink envelope from his back pocket. My heart drops into the pit of my stomach, dragging me down with it. I haven’t seen the contents, but I’m sure it holds another threatening photo. Slowly, Danny takes out a picture, unfolds it and reveals it to me. It’s similar to the one my sister got: a candid shot of me, but this time, Cerys is in it too. It wasn’t taken the same day as the one Carmen received. No, this was from the night Cerys’ nightmare began. I recognize her blue crop top because it’s what I stared at while she got her rape kit done.


Nausea almost overpowers me, and I press the back of my hand against my mouth. Goosebumps erupt over my skin. I inhale deeply, willing the bile to settle in my stomach.


Finally, when the memories of that night stop invading my brain, I read the threat.


Come back or they’re next.


“I’m sorry if this is too much, Mabel,” he says, placing a hand on my shoulder. Comfort coils in me under the warmth of his palm. “But I don’t know what to do. I showed it to the police, but they brushed it off. They didn’t take it seriously. Seems like these types of letters are way too common. They dusted it for prints but found nothing.”


My stomach twists painfully, anxiety stabbing me.


“I got one, too. It’s why I came back,” I reveal as I grab it from the backpack and hand it to him along with Carmen’s. “My sister got the other one.”


Danny takes his time to evaluate both photos, alternating between them. He frowns with concern and his mouth twists.


“Do you have any theories?” he asks. “They seem to be from the same person.”


I wrinkle my nose and pace around the pool house to find the right words. Unsure of what to say after my conversation with my sister.


“Carmen thinks it’s far-fetched, but I think it might be the killer.”


“The killer?” he arches a brow.


“Brian’s killer.”


His expression dims. “I hate to say this, but I’m with you on that one.”


For the first time, I wish he had told me the opposite. Maybe I wanted Carmen to be right. Somehow, it seems easier to think I’m being paranoid than to believe we might have a killer threatening the lives of the people I care about. I don’t want to carry this worry with me. I’ve already carried guilt with me throughout the last year.


Confusion swells in my brain.


“Why do you think so?” I ask, turning to face him. “That it’s the same killer, I mean.”


He glances around like the answer is obvious. “I’m not the horror fan here, but I’m pretty sure only one person we know got murdered last year, and it’s one we were all close to, one way or another.”


“No, I get that, but why send us the photos? We have nothing to do with what happened to Brian.”


This is what doesn’t make sense to me. The only photograph with a link to Brian is the one of Cerys, but she hasn’t been around. If they wanted her . . . why threaten Carmen or me? Why send Danny a threat too? There’s a big blur; a gap I can’t fill no matter how hard I try. I wrack my brains for the one vital detail that could help us solve this before it turns into a nightmare. For some reason, the killer has dragged us back to this place. Me by putting a target on my sister’s back. Danny by threatening two of his old friends.


Why?


We haven’t done anything.


There are more things I didn’t do than things I did.


“I don’t know, Mabel. I wish I did, but I don’t.”


I groan in frustration.


“If the killer got rid of Brian, why go after any of us? Including Cerys. It doesn’t make sense. I’m missing something important here and I don’t know what.”


“You’ll figure it out. You always do.” His eyes soften as he says the words. The curves of his mouth tilt into a light smile, like he hasn’t been surer about anything else in the world. “Stop beating yourself up for it.”


I snort. “Oh, I’m sure I’ll figure it out like every final girl does: after the killer manages to kill almost everyone and does the big reveal with a villainous speech,” I mutter bitterly. Running my fingers through the dark strands of my ponytail, I bite my inner cheek. This is the part of the movie where people yell at the screen because the characters are making dumb choices. “There’s just one big chunk missing. I refuse to let this bastard harm the people I care about.”


Yet . . .


What if, after everything, it’s just one big prank that the Deltas are pulling to mess with Cerys and me? It’s possible. It could be a ploy to make me waste money for nothing.


“What if we’re wrong?”


Danny presses his lips into a thin line.


“If we’re wrong, then it would be the best possible outcome. But I don’t think we are.”


Deep down, I agree, and I can’t ease the bundle of anxiety and fear creating havoc in my stomach.


“Mabel,” he calls softly. His hand delicately wraps around my wrist, the tips of his fingers caress my skin. He’s not forcefully grabbing me. No, his touch grounds me, allowing my brain to calm the panic coursing through my body. I lift my gaze to meet his caramel eyes, comforting and supportive. Damn him. “I don’t think we’re wrong either.”


Nervousness, both from uncertainty and Danny’s warm touch, drags a pattern along my spine. A shaky sigh sneaks past my lips as I focus on the tingles spreading through my skin as Danny continues to caress me. There’s something in the gentle way he touches me that makes me wonder, for the tiniest second, if I wasn’t imagining things when I kissed him. It’s the sense of familiarity in his touch, the comfort it brings, that leaves me trying to figure out if it means something more.


“What are we going to do?” I ask, once my heart no longer feels like it wants to jump out of my mouth.


Danny’s fingers graze the length of my jaw as he cups my chin delicately.


And, shit, my heart lumps in my throat again. I lose my ability to breathe and my mouth goes dry. The lines of our former friendship blur the more he touches my skin.


“Focus on what we can control.”


“That sounds a lot like waiting around for something to happen.”


“Sometimes it’s all we can do,” he acknowledges, keeping his calm throughout this. I envy him. I wish I could sit around and take one thing at a time, but my brain won’t let me. Knowing everything I know about horror and slashers, I fear the worst. It’s not in my nature to be laidback and collected. “You should keep an eye on Carmen while I focus on keeping Cerys safe at the party.”


“Cerys? She’s here?!” My voice raises in pitch, the panic returning.


“I called her after I got the letter. She told me she got one too.”


My blood feels like it’s stopped flowing and my knees seem to get heavier as reality sets in. Knowing what it means, I feel the dread begin to form in my body, stabbing every inch of my skin. Everything is in place for horror to ensue.


A gory introductory murder? Check.


Compelling group of friends? Check.


A stalker threatening their lives? Check.


A party where things can get out of control? Double check.


And just like that, the recipe for a slasher plot is complete.


It’s about to become a bloody valentine.
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Chapter 4



DANNY’S PRESENCE IS BARELY A BLUR IN THE BACKGROUND as my brain struggles to slam the brakes on the multiple scenarios flooding my mind. Cerys being back at Westbrook changes everything. Not only because it means I have another person to worry about when there’s a killer threatening us, but also because it gives a motive. She has become a pariah in this place, constantly linked to and blamed for last year’s dreadful event.


While I don’t understand why the killer wants us back, I can tell it’s a bad omen. Cerys’ return to Westbrook is a guarantee of upcoming chaos and trouble. But I’m missing a big chunk of the motive. Is this all related to Brian and Cerys, or is there another reason?


Blinking rapidly, physically forcing the thoughts to back away from the front of my brain, I focus on Danny. His shoulders are rigid as he observes me, the slight squint of his eyes showing his concern.


“When did she get here?” I ask, holding on to his wrist. I don’t bother hiding the demanding undertone as my fingers tighten their grip. I need to know the details of her arrival because it might give me the information I need to put the puzzle together. Focusing on the mystery is easier than sitting with what’s truly bothering me. She never told me any of this. “Why would she come back to this place?”


Why didn’t she tell me? I want to add, but the words die on the tip of my tongue. I can guess why, and it’s itching under my skin. This is what I’m struggling with, because the truth is more painful than I’m willing to admit. Though painful might not be the correct word to describe it.


Embarrassing.


Yes, it’s embarrassing how terrible I’ve been at keeping in touch with everyone from this place. I’ve never been good at letting people take care of me. It’s always easier for me to hide what I’m feeling than relying on my friends. The last time Cerys and I spoke was a few weeks ago when she called me. Guilt gnaws on my bones. I should’ve tried harder to prevent my life in LA from overcrowding my time. After everything we went through together last year, everything she went through alone, it’s the least I could’ve done for her. But it was easier to let the city consume me and make me forget every awful thing that happened in this place. All the mistreatment Cerys endured—and me by association—the constant fighting to prove her innocence, her final breakdown before she decided to leave. To forget my friendship with Cerys, and the kiss with Danny, ever happened.


It was all too much.


But it still hurts to know she didn’t trust me.


There’s a painful and bitter realization coating the surface of my tongue. While I’ve been happier and thriving in LA, I miss the friendships I had here. I miss hanging out with Cerys and being her biggest confidante. She was pure light and joy, and I was her shadow. I liked having that contrast in our friendship. My sister has been miles away from me, constantly ignoring me. And Danny . . . I don’t even want to think about what I lost with him.


It all makes me too aware of the fact that I’ve been lonely.


It stings deep in my soul.


Instinctively, wanting to protect myself from becoming too vulnerable, I drop my gaze to the ground. I bite the inside of my cheek, hard enough to taste blood.


“Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong,” Danny determines.


I’m taken aback by the decisiveness in his voice. How can he be so sure of what I’m thinking and his conviction to prove me otherwise? He has no idea.


“You don’t know what I’m thinking.”


I recoil defensively, crossing my arms over my stomach, almost building a shield around me. A part of me needs to physically put a barrier between us, to feel like I’m being protected and not attacked.


Danny arches a brow and steps closer to me.


My breath almost hitches, and I hold it in to prevent smelling his cologne. Danny’s fingers find their way to my chin again. Although his touch is soft and lingering, it carries enough strength to force me to stare deep into his warm and caring eyes.


Inevitably, my insides start to melt, debilitating my knees, but I stand with straight shoulders and my arms firmly in place around me. Maybe if I stay still enough, I’ll be able to remain unaffected by him.


“You don’t think I can read you?” he asks, tilting his head slightly. “We might not talk to each other, but you’re as expressive as you were when we were close friends. Whenever you’re having a bad train of thought or dislike something, you show it here,” he points out, softly pressing his index finger between my brows where my forehead is wrinkled. His touch smooths it with a caress before it travels to the edge of my mouth, near the corner of my lips. “And here too.”


My throat goes dry. I’m unable to swallow or utter any words to contradict what he’s saying. I’m too caught up by the fact that he’s touching me this freely, as if he knew exactly what it took to disarm me with just one touch. How can he know my body so well, and still reject me? Am I being delusional again?


Too many thoughts cloud my brain. The scent of his cologne overpowers my senses with how close he is.


It’s not the first time he’s been this close—he’s hugged me before—but it’s the first time since the kiss. I don’t know if he has realized that I can feel the warmth of his breath brushing my face. I can barely contain the way my heart speeds up.


“Daniel . . .” His name spills from my lips in a featherlight whisper, almost hoping to lure him back to me like a desperate siren trying to keep him under a spell.


But the moment has passed. He clears his throat and pulls back, as if he caught himself touching a display item that has a Do not touch sign next to it. His hand drops to his side as he shakes his head like he’s snapping out of the moment. He scratches the back of his neck again.


He’s nervous.


His lips tremble ever so slightly as he struggles to find the words.


“I . . . I went to find her after the police did nothing with my claim, and she had just received her letter. I would’ve tried to find you, but . . .”
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