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For Sunny Thank you for your proud, wild heart



ONE YEAR AGO . . .

The forest was on fire. Flames licked at the darkness, stripping bark from the trees and turning the leaves to ash. Inside the great, glimmering inferno was a car, the front hood dented and the windows cracked.

Inside the car was a boy.

They didn’t know, at the time. The firefighters were just arriving on the scene, and the police were keeping onlookers from getting too close. From their vantage point, they could see only red, ominous light pulsating from the forest.

Then everything went white. Smoke curled over the world, settling into their lungs and forcing their eyes to close. Ash covered whatever it could touch, and soon, outlines formed in the dark woods.

That was when they saw the vehicle. Paint flaked away by the heat. Leather seats sunken and distorted. They prayed aloud that no one was inside, but deep down, in the marrow of their bones, they must’ve known they would find someone. Cars didn’t drive themselves down long, twisting roads. They didn’t slam into trees, flip several times, and explode.

Not on their own. But when cars made friends with mortals, they could do all these things and more. They could transform a beautiful forest into a wasteland. They could transform a beautiful face, with moon-pale skin and startling blue eyes, into a candle of wax, dripping and contorting until none of the loveliness remained.

The fire had stripped away almost everything. Where there had once been long, lithe fingers, now there was bone. Smoke billowed off of him, as if his soul was slipping into the sky. People whispered that they would need dental records to identify the remains.

But that would come later. For now, the authorities made their little calculations, focusing on the things they could control. How would they wrench the door open? How would they get the body out?

Farther back, in the darkest part of the forest, a girl made calculations too, counting off suspects on a gloved hand.

One, two, three . . .

Four? The specifics were fuzzy, but time would reveal everything. Time, and a carefully crafted plan. Until then, the girl would put on a mask and sit like a doll on a shelf, waiting patiently. It was the only way to survive. That smoldering skeleton had once been a boy, and that boy had been loved.

Held.

Kissed.

Not anymore. The fire had transformed him into a creature of ashes and bone, and the sight made the girl tremble, tears sliding down her cheeks. She needed to be strong. No, she needed to be cold, like an unfeeling doll. Porcelain limbs couldn’t tremble, and a heart made of plastic couldn’t ache this terribly. It couldn’t break. It couldn’t bleed.

But glass eyes could watch everything. And now, as the girl turned away from the wreckage, new images unfolded behind those eyes. There was a beautiful mansion, high up on a hill, and a very exclusive guest list. A gloved hand striking a match. And maybe, if everything went exactly as planned, her porcelain limbs would turn back into flesh and her heart would soften to red.

But first, there would be fire.



1.


CLASS ACT

Juniper Torres woke with a smile. Today was the day. She knew it, though there was no particular reason to think today would be different. The sun wasn’t shining. The sun was barely even up, but it didn’t matter much. The universe was speaking to Juniper directly, lighting a fire in her veins and making her heartbeat thrum. It whispered to her in a soft, lilting voice:

Today is the day your life is going to change.

She sat up in bed. Kicking away her tangled sheets (and running a hand through her equally tangled hair), she crawled to the window, looking down. And there she was. The blond, bedraggled mailwoman was leaning over the mailbox, stuffing a host of envelopes inside. Juniper couldn’t tell for certain, but she had a sneaking suspicion the envelope was among them.

She raced from her room. Down the hallway she went, past her baby sister’s nursery, and the bedroom where her parents slept, their limbs entwined like the branches of neighboring trees. Soon the family would wake, and she wouldn’t be able to scour the mailbox in secret. But if she was very quiet (avoiding this floorboard, and that creaky step), she could slip outside without anyone noticing.

So she did. Out of the olive Victorian she went, into the white, winter world. Overnight, the yard had been transformed. Icicles dangled from the oaks, threatening to impale Juniper as she passed beneath them. And at the end of the yard, the snow-frosted mailbox stood out like a sore thumb.

Juniper yanked it open. Her fingers danced over advertisements, brushing the edges of a coupon packet, and then she was pulling the envelope out of the darkness. She knew it was the envelope she’d been waiting for, even before she saw it. It was big, and it was fat, and the writing was . . .

Blood red? The envelope leapt from her hand. It fluttered slowly, like the snowflakes falling around her, and by the time it hit the ground, she’d registered two things: This was not the letter she’d been waiting for. It was an invitation.

She scooped it out of the snow. Someone had written, You are cordially invited to a night of murder and mayhem! on the back of the ebony envelope, and Juniper turned it over, confirming that it was addressed to her. It was. Thanks but no thanks, she thought, ripping it in half. She had zero interest in getting wasted with her classmates, and even less interest in pretending death was hilarious. The only reason she was stalking her mailbox was because she was expecting an acceptance letter from Columbia University. Their online system was down, which meant she’d be getting her news the old-fashioned way.

And so it went. Juniper raced to the mailbox on Monday morning, then Tuesday. By Wednesday, her confidence had started to ebb. Why was she so convinced she’d be getting an acceptance letter? Yes, her grades were mostly stellar, but last winter, after that party up in the hills . . .

Juniper shook herself. She’d only fallen off track for a month, and most of her teachers had let her make up the work. Even if she didn’t get into the college of her choice, she had a couple of safety schools that would take her far away from this town. She’d still go to med school. Cure people. Save lives. Everything would go according to plan.

She was about to return to the house when a black envelope caught her eye, way back in the corner of the mailbox. A shiver skittered up her spine. She already knew what the envelope was. An invitation to “a night of murder and mayhem!”

They’d probably mailed two by mistake, she thought, rolling her eyes. But as she drew the envelope from the darkness, an undertow of guilt started tugging at her limbs. This was how it always happened. She’d be going about her day, not even thinking about Dahlia Kane’s Christmas party, and out of nowhere, her limbs would get heavy. She’d feel herself sinking, the way a body sinks to the bottom of a swimming pool, while people stand by, laughing—

“Junebug!” Mrs. Torres appeared in the doorway, her face flushed from standing over the stove. “Breakfast, mi amor. What is that?”

Crap. Juniper’s reflexes were dulled this early in the morning. Two hours (and three cups of coffee) from now, she’d never have let her mother see this envelope. But now she was trapped, and she couldn’t very well shred the thing in front of her mom. She’d have to play this just right.

Forcing a smile, she jogged up to the doorway. “Just some dork’s idea of a good time,” she said, holding up the invitation. She wasn’t offering it to her mother; she had a very good grip on the envelope. But Mrs. Torres must’ve seen a night of murder and mayhem! scrawled across the back, because she snatched it out of her daughter’s hand.

“Ooh, a party. You should go.”

“What? No.” Juniper scrunched up her face. “It’s probably on Saturday. I’m watching Rudolph with Olive.” Olive was her baby sister, and now that the kid could walk, Juniper was pretty much on permanent call. She chose to think of it as practice for when she was actually on call at the hospital of her choice. Better get used to functioning on two hours of sleep, right?

“Junebug, she’s my kid.” Her mother disappeared into the hallway, and Juniper followed close behind, plotting to retrieve the invitation. “Believe it or not, I like spending time with my kids.”

“And yet, you’re forcing me out of the house.”

“I’m just making a suggestion.” Her mother pulled out a chair at the kitchen table. Olive was in her high chair, giggling and dancing in that I-can-see-invisible-fairies way that babies had. “Don’t you want to have fun with your friends?”

“They aren’t my friends. They probably sent one to every senior at school.”

“All the more reason to go,” her mother said, swooping in with the old, chipped coffeepot. “Just think about it, okay? It wouldn’t kill you to go to a party.”

It might, Juniper thought, her hands starting to shake. She took a gulp of coffee, hoping her mother wouldn’t notice her jumpiness. Luckily, Mrs. Torres was busy fussing with the tostadas on the stove. But somebody did notice, and when coffee sloshed over Juniper’s fingers, her baby sister frowned, reaching for their mother’s purse. Two years old, and she’d already decided makeup was the cure for sadness. Juniper wasn’t sure where she’d learned it. This wasn’t exactly a beauty pageant house. But wherever the lesson had come from, Juniper didn’t mind being her sister’s living dolly. Olive’s eyes got so bright and her mouth got so smiley.

“Tip-sick!” the baby announced, pulling out a vibrant burgundy gloss that would make Juniper look like she’d been eating berries. Or drinking wine. It was kind of pretty, and Juniper was okay with looking kind of pretty, as long as it didn’t eclipse her other accomplishments. She felt a pang as Olive dabbed the gloss on her lips, wishing she could stay in town and teach her sister about making people better, rather than beautiful. But she couldn’t stay after everything that had happened—she couldn’t—and besides, nothing she could say to Olive would be as influential as becoming the doctor she’d always wanted to be. She’d do everything she’d set out to do, and one day, she’d whisk her family out of this creepy little town, away from all of its secrets.

Its ghosts.

After the lip gloss was on, Olive clapped her hands, squealing, “Pretty!” and Juniper felt the cracks in her heart close.

“You are, baby girl,” she said, as tiny fingers encircled one of her own. Meanwhile, their mother had gone completely silent by the stove. Juniper turned, goose bumps rising on her arms, to find Mrs. Torres leaning against the counter, staring at a single page.

“What? Mama, what?”

Her mother didn’t answer, so Juniper snatched up the invitation. She made no attempt to be sly about it. One second the paper was fluttering in her mother’s fingers, and then it wasn’t. One second the breath was filling Juniper’s lungs, and then it was gone.

Dear Miss Torres,

Due to your achievements in ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE, you are cordially invited to a murder mystery dinner! Prepare to be challenged as you, and five of your esteemed classmates, fight to unravel the mystery and apprehend a killer!

The world will become a stage!

A friend will become a foe!

Costumes will arrive later this week!

And, of course, the winner will take home the coveted $50,000 Burning Embers Scholarship, to be used at the school of his or her choice.

Your humble benefactor,

The Ringmaster

“It’s a scam.” The words were out of Juniper’s mouth before she could stop them, and even after she’d spoken them, she felt no desire to take them back. Even after her mother sank into a chair, studying the invitation in shock.

“You were right, it is on Saturday,” Mrs. Torres said. Her voice was breathy, and Juniper hated the thought of disappointing her. “They must’ve had a last-minute opening—”

“Mom, it’s a scam. Real scholarship offers don’t sound like this.” She’d never even heard of the Burning Embers Scholarship. She’d never heard of it, and she didn’t like the sound of it.

“It isn’t an offer,” her mother said calmly. “It’s a contest.”

“Real scholarships don’t make you compete,” Juniper insisted. “Not like this. Not at a murder mystery dinner.”

“Misery dinner!” Olive shouted, and Juniper cringed. She did not want her sister repeating that.

“Calm down, baby girl. Eat your Cheerios.”

But it was an exercise in futility. Juniper’s own breakfast sat, forgotten, on the stove. Even her coffee cup couldn’t entice her now. “Look, I’ll do some research,” she said, plucking her mother’s phone from the table, “but I’m pretty sure scholarship foundations don’t sign their letters ‘The Ringmaster.’ ”

“They’re trying to make it fun.”

“They’re trying to make money off me.” She typed Burning Embers Scholarship into the search engine, waiting for zero hits to come up. “Just wait. The day before the contest, I’ll get a second letter, asking for an entry fee. If there isn’t a website . . .”

Juniper trailed off, clicking the first of several links. Not only did the Burning Embers Foundation have a website, it looked legit. There was an “About” page that highlighted the project’s aims (finding unique and exciting ways to reward students who excel in academics, fine arts, and athletics) and a “Contact” page with a phone number, an email address, and a physical location. Juniper made a vow to contact them in every way possible before Saturday’s event, to prove that real people worked at the foundation.

Or rather, to prove that they didn’t.

She wasn’t certain why she was being contrary at this point. A fifty-thousand-dollar scholarship would change her life. Hadn’t she spent the past six months applying to every scholarship she could find, hoping for one-fifth of that amount?

“I never applied for this,” she mumbled, her last-ditch effort at logic. “I would’ve remembered—”

“Sometimes teachers submit you. Guidance counselors. You’re such a good student, and you were going to be valedictorian.”

Yes, I was going to be valedictorian. Then I went to a party, last December . . .

“Wait, let me see that.” She smoothed out the invitation on the table. It didn’t take long to locate the date of the event: December 21. One year exactly since Dahlia Kane’s Christmas party.

“Mom—”

“This money would be a big deal for us,” her mother broke in softly. “Your father could use the good news.”

“I know.” Juniper glanced at his empty chair. After fifteen years of teaching music at Fallen Oaks Elementary, a recent round of budget cuts had left Mr. Torres jobless. Now Juniper could hear him milling around upstairs, choosing the perfect tie for another set of dehumanizing interviews.

“Are you going to tell him you’re passing up fifty thousand dollars?” Her mother fixed her with a stare. “After everything he’s been through?”

“Of course not.” Juniper swallowed, her chest tightening. “I just don’t understand who would submit me for this sort of thing. I’m the world’s worst actress.”

“Maybe Ruby did it.”

Juniper blinked. She could see her mother staring at her, could see her baby sister bouncing in the periphery, but she felt completely displaced. Like she was floating outside of space and time.

“I’m just saying, she has quite the flair for the dramatic. This sort of thing is right up her alley,” Mrs. Torres explained. “Why don’t you give her a call and ask about it?” Then, almost too quietly for Juniper to hear, she added, “I miss that girl.”

I miss her too. Juniper’s vision blurred as she thought of Ruby’s smile, Ruby’s laugh, Ruby’s touch. She pushed off from the table, her chair screeching behind her. Too bad she doesn’t miss me.

+  +  +

Juniper slammed her bedroom door, leaning against it. She knew she was overreacting, but she didn’t know how to stop it. It was like being in one of those dreams where you are yourself, and see yourself from outside your body. Like being God and Jesus at the same time.

She shook her head, crossing the room. If she was any kind of religious, it was casually Catholic with atheistic leanings. She just wasn’t sure she believed in anything anymore. Still, she’d always been fascinated with the idea of being God and Jesus at the same time. Of being inside your body and watching from high above. Maybe that was what it meant to have a body and a soul, to be at one single point, and everywhere, all at once.

Juniper dug her phone out of her purse. She told herself these thoughts were random, the musings of a girl who still desperately needed her morning caffeine, but deep down, she knew the truth. After everything she’d done to Ruby, she wanted to believe in the possibility of redemption.

She wanted to believe she had a soul.

With trembling hands, she typed out the message, Did you submit me for the Burning Embers Scholarship? Ruby’s number was still in her phone. She couldn’t bring herself to erase it, which was definitely ironic, considering the thing she’d erased from Ruby’s life.

The person.

She hit send, then dropped the phone onto her bed. She absolutely would not wait by the phone like a sad little girl on prom night, hoping and hoping while her heart sank to her knees. But maybe Ruby had been waiting for her. The phone pinged almost instantly, and she found herself scrabbling to pluck it from the bed, her eyes scanning the message frantically: No.

Juniper started to laugh. It was the cold, brittle kind of laughter, like twigs snapping underfoot. Of course Ruby hadn’t submitted her for the scholarship. Of course Ruby wasn’t looking out for her from behind the scenes. Their friendship was over. It had been over for a long time.

She sank down to her bed. When her phone lit up again, she was surprised to feel her heart leap. How could she still have hope after everything that had happened? Her heart was a bruised and bludgeoned thing. A Pandora’s box filled with grief and regret. But somewhere, hidden in the darkness, hope was glittering. It caused her breath to falter as she read Ruby’s text.

I didn’t submit you, Ruby wrote, but I’m going to the party. Maybe we can solve the mystery together?

Juniper didn’t trust herself with words, so she sent back a smile.



2.


DRAMA QUEEN

Ruby Valentine was a lit firecracker ready to pop. Her skin crackled and her fingertips buzzed. Ever since she’d received the invitation from the Burning Embers Foundation, she’d been bouncing from foot to foot, brimming with excitement. What a fabulous opportunity! Strange, yes, but strange things were always happening in Fallen Oaks. People appeared out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly. Pretty girls fell head over heels for monsters. Boys were transformed into fire, into pure, glittering light.

A town of freaks wearing beautiful masks, Ruby thought, looking away from her reflection. She knew a thing or two about putting on a show. And now, before she could leave for the party of the century, she’d have to perform for her mother. Wrapping a robe around her red sequined party dress, she dusted some blush over her nose.

A ruddy complexion would help sell the story.

Out of her room she raced, like a princess fleeing a beast. Someone else would’ve tripped. But unlike Juniper Torres, who couldn’t balance on one foot for more than ten seconds, Ruby had been born with a ballerina’s grace, and when she was determined, her limbs filled with light. She floated. Slipping into the living room, she knelt at the back of the ratty old sofa and whispered in her mother’s ear. “Mom? I can’t sleep.”

Her mother turned. So did Scarlet, Charlotte, and May. Four pretty red heads turning. Four sets of eyes trained on her. “What time is it?” Mrs. Valentine asked with a yawn. Her ginger hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and her floral nightgown had seen better days.

“After nine,” Ruby said, glancing at her phone. The party started at ten. “You girls should get to bed.”

Her sisters started to fuss, and Ruby’s mother sighed, already sinking under the weight of responsibility. Once upon a time, Mrs. Valentine had had a husband, and that husband had helped put these little girls to bed. He’d helped get them up in the morning too, and helped make their lunches. Now he was gone, and Ruby’s mother had four girls to raise on her own. Most nights Ruby shouldered the burden, but she couldn’t tonight. She had to imitate going to bed so she could sneak out of her window. But first, she needed access to the safe in the basement.

Mrs. Valentine studied her daughter. They had the same pale blue eyes, the same freckles along the bridge of their noses. The same terrible taste in men. “Five more minutes, girls,” she said after a moment. “Charlotte, you’re sleeping in my room tonight, so you don’t bother your sister.”

“She doesn’t bother me,” Ruby said. “My brain bothers me. When I can’t sleep, I—”

“Are you having the dream again?”

Ruby froze. She honestly hadn’t thought her mother would bring up the nightmare. When they’d first discussed it, Mrs. Valentine had gone completely white. Considering all the girls in the family had milky-pale skin, it was a sight to behold. Ruby had watched her mother transform into a ghost, and it scared her more than she would ever admit. Ruby wasn’t scared of life, and she wasn’t scared of death, but she was scared of ghosts.

She had good reason to be scared.

“I was just lying there, trying to fall asleep,” she began. “But I kept thinking about the dream, and trying not to think about it, and that only made it worse.” Ruby lowered her head. If she came on too strong, she’d have to go back to that psychiatrist. But if she didn’t come on strong enough, her mother wouldn’t let her into the safe.

“I only need one pill,” she promised. “I can bring up the bottle, and you can count—”

“Don’t bring it,” her mother said. “I have to trust you with it. That’s the point.”

Ruby nodded. Now give me the code, she thought, sniffling softly. Reminding her mother that she was a young, innocent girl. Not a survivor, oh no. Just a child who needed her mom.

Mrs. Valentine smiled, lifting a hand to Ruby’s cheek. “Three-eleven-nineteen,” she said, and Ruby exhaled, replying, “Thank you. Last one.” She rose to her feet. It took all the restraint in her body to keep her movements fluid and slow. She wanted to flee. To get the hell out of there before her mother changed her mind and ruined everything.

Twenty seconds later, she stood before the basement door. It opened with a twist of the knob, unleashing a torrent of dust onto her head. The basement was off-limits to the younger girls, who could trip and crack their heads open on the stairs. They could get lost in the labyrinth of boxes or get nibbled by mice. It really wasn’t worth it for them to come down here. But Ruby liked being in the one place in the entire house where nobody would follow her, tug on her sleeve, or fill up the silence. Even cold, even dark, it was pleasant.

It was her sanctuary.

Then, with the simple pulling of a string, the light came on and the room became what it really was: a basement. A wasteland of discarded clothes and decapitated toys and small puddles of water that no one could trace to a source. On the far wall, there was a bookshelf her father had built, which had once held the family photo albums, but now the shelves stood empty.

Ruby tore her eyes away from it, blinking back tears.

She would not cry for real. Tears were for the stage, and for her mother, in times of desperation. Tonight, she desperately needed to get into the safe. As she neared the small, black rectangle, chills raced through her body.

She knelt and turned the dial. Three. Eleven. Nineteen. The little safe clicked, and Ruby yanked open the door, pulling an object out of the darkness. It was heavier than she expected, and cold.

After Ruby’s father had disappeared, Mrs. Valentine had invested in two items: a bottle of sleeping pills and a revolver she’d found in the back room of an antique shop. But while the pills were a prescription for Ruby (and thus, had spent their first few months on her bedside table), the revolver had taken up residence in the basement safe. Several refills later, Mrs. Valentine had locked the pills away as well, insisting on monitoring her daughter’s drug intake.

Now, two years after their family had been fractured, Ruby had almost forgotten about the pills. She hadn’t forgotten about the revolver. She traced her finger along the curve of the weapon, keeping the barrel pointed away from her. She knew how dangerous it was. She’d taken a class on gun safety after her father disappeared and her mother got paranoid about men kidnapping her daughters. According to Mrs. Valentine, men could kidnap you at any moment. Walking to school in the sun. Sleeping in your bed at night. And while Ruby knew these things happened, she was much more frightened of her sisters stumbling onto the revolver and thinking it was a toy. She’d convinced her mother to purchase the safe that week, to keep the weapon locked away in a place they could reach if they needed to without risking the safety of her sisters. And so the gun had rested, hidden in the darkness and collecting dust, more a symbol than a weapon.

Until now.

The safety was on. Ruby made sure of it, before she slipped the gun beneath the folds of her robe. Closing the safe with a clang, she spun the dial. She knew her mother wouldn’t come down the stairs that night. She wouldn’t check the bottle of pills to make sure her daughter hadn’t taken too many. Over the past year, Ruby had earned back her trust. And now, with the revolver pressed against her hip, Ruby would cash in on that trust.

No one would suspect a thing.

She climbed the stairs on soft feet, stopping behind the couch to kiss her mother’s cheek. Then she kissed each of her sisters, one by one, before hurrying down the hall. Once she’d closed the door to her bedroom, she slid the weapon into her red sequined purse.

It was part of her costume. The purse had arrived in the mail yesterday, along with the dress, the gloves, and the shoes. Everything matched. Even her lipstick would match, once she had a minute to put it on. But first, she threw off her robe and tucked it under the comforter, making it look like a body was sleeping there. It was an amateur illusion, and it wouldn’t fool most parents, but Mrs. Valentine lived in a kind of blur. She’d lost herself, completely faded into nothing when Ruby’s father had disappeared, and while she’d been getting herself back day by day, she was a long way from solid.

Ruby was banking on that. She was also banking on the fact that nobody would disturb her if they thought she was sleeping. Charlotte had learned her lesson two years earlier, when she’d gone racing across the room at the sound of Ruby’s screams. She’d tried to wake her sister, and Ruby had thrashed about so terribly, poor Charlotte had been hurled to the floor.

Ruby felt guilty about it, even now. After their father had disappeared, the bruised arms and legs were supposed to go away. Those little girls were never supposed to worry about being tossed aside, so carelessly, like they weighed nothing at all. Ruby had asked for the sleeping pills that night, hoping they would make her limbs so heavy, she couldn’t hurt anyone again.

It hadn’t really been about eliminating the nightmare.

The nightmare was vivid. It always started the same, with Ruby sitting up in bed. She’d think she was coming awake, and then the humming would start. Soft and low, the pretty tremble of a baritone.

“Daddy?” Ruby would whisper.

First came the fingers, curling around the slightly open door. Then a face would appear, framed in shaggy ginger hair. Soft brown eyes. Smiling eyes.

“Daddy?” Ruby would ask again.

It was a foolish question. Of course it was him. Even with maggots falling from his eye sockets. Even with skin so pale, it was impossible to believe he was alive. And yet, he pushed the door open farther, stumbling on limbs that were starting to decay. Sometimes a bone snapped and he fell to his knees. But still, he would get to her.

Walk, stumble, or crawl.

“I didn’t do anything!” she’d tell him. It was what she’d always told him before, when those bright, twinkling eyes became hooded in shadow.

“You’re a liar,” he would say. “You know what happens to liars.”

Ruby did. She had known since she was a little girl and could still hide inside crawl spaces and under beds. She had known later on, when she’d taught her sisters the same tricks. And when she was fully grown and fully incapable of escaping him, he’d loom over her, and his hand would lash out. Grip her collar or her face. In the dream, his fingernails would dig into her cheeks, threatening to tear her apart. She’d look down and see dirt covering the floor. She’d look up and see trees surrounding her bed. And she’d realize this wasn’t her room anymore.

It was her grave.

The scream would tear out of her, a wild and anguished thing. But nobody would come to her aid. Nobody could hear her, until that one night, when Charlotte came racing across the room, shaking Ruby awake. Charlotte had saved her from him, and Charlotte had paid the price.

Then Ruby got ahold of the sleeping pills, and the nightmare softened around the edges. Now, two years after the fact, it had almost faded away. But as Ruby stared at herself in the mirror, her skin drained of all color, she had the most terrible premonition of standing at her own funeral, trying to convince people she wasn’t dead.

“He isn’t dead,” her mother had promised, the one time Ruby had divulged the contents of her dream. “He left us, Ruby. He didn’t die.”

Ruby had nodded, keeping her thoughts to herself. Alive, her father could return to the family. Turn over a new leaf, or lose it completely. Ruby was ready to be done. Done with missing him, and with hating him.

And maybe she could be. Maybe tonight was the beginning of the end. She would go to the party, solve the mystery, and leave everything behind. This town. Its dirty little secrets.

All the memories of terror and elation.

A clean slate, Ruby thought, tucking her phone into her purse. The screen was lighting up, informing her that her ride was here. She couldn’t exactly drive off in her own car. Her mother would notice that.

And so, she rolled back her shoulders, telling herself it was only a short drive. She didn’t even have to speak to the driver. Ruby flicked off the light. Pulling on her shoes, gloves, and purse, she climbed out her first-story window and disappeared into the night.



3.


GOLDEN BOY

Parker Addison could not believe his good luck. Ruby Valentine was climbing into his car. His Ruby, the girl he’d lost his virginity to. The girl who owned his heart. One year ago, she’d slipped out of his grasp.

Tonight he was going to win her back.

Parker shifted the rearview mirror, checking his reflection for the fiftieth time. His suit was a deep forest green that made his emerald eyes pop, and his blond hair was perfectly tousled. Touchable. Just the way Ruby liked it. But he didn’t try to kiss her, not yet. Didn’t put a hand on her knee. He would play this right, and she would fall back into his arms.

Beside him, Ruby sighed.

“What’s wrong, babe?” The word slipped out of his mouth. No other name would’ve felt quite right. Still, to remedy the mistake, he added, “You look hot, by the way.”

Ruby snorted, looking out the window. “Just drive.”

Parker’s skin flushed as he pulled onto the road. “Damn it, Ruby, why won’t you give me a chance?”

“To do what? Go back in time? Become a different person?” She wouldn’t even look at him, and that was worse than the snarling. Worse than the laughter. If she’d look at him, she’d remember why she loved him, and all of this would be different. They could stop pretending they weren’t meant for each other.

As Parker sped down the street, his eye caught on every restaurant they’d gone to, every movie theater they’d made out in. But Fallen Oaks was filled with generic chain restaurants stuffed between mini malls. He couldn’t exactly point to the Dairy Queen and conjure up some romantic memory.

Still, a memory came to mind as they passed the parking lot of a run-down thrift shop, and Parker tapped the window, drawing Ruby’s attention. “Remember that Halloween, sophomore year? You were heading into the shop with Juniper Torres—”

“I remember,” Ruby said softly. She wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t scowling, either. It was a start.

“You were the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.”

“You’d seen me before.”

“I know,” Parker said. “But every time was like the first.”

Ruby looked down. He wanted to crawl into her mind and read her thoughts. He almost reached for her hand. Instead he peered out the window, thinking back to that night.

It had been after sunset. Parker had been waiting for a while. He’d heard the girls talking at school, plotting to meet at the thrift shop after dinner, so he’d driven over to the strip mall around five thirty and waited in his car. When the girls finally arrived (almost an hour after he did) he was psyching himself up, listening to 102.5 The Rock at full blast, practicing what he was going to say.

I love you was far too much.

I want you would never go over well with a girl like Ruby.

I need you would make him sound clingy, and Ruby would laugh.

But he did need her. He wanted her desperately. And he’d loved her for longer than he could remember.

Parker climbed out of the car. The girls were crossing the parking lot, chattering as they neared the thrift store. He knew, based on snippets of their conversation at lunch, that they were going as zombie versions of Romeo and Juliet for Halloween. Beyond that, Parker didn’t really care. It was enough to know that every douchebag in town wouldn’t be catching flashes of Ruby’s behind. Her pale, curvaceous thighs. The breasts that kept bouncing, even when she stopped.

Parker was halfway across the parking lot when he heard the voice. High and nasally, it hit him at his back, and his entire body tensed. “Yeah, she has great tits, but her family’s trash.”

Parker turned, his hands balled into fists. There, hovering by some garbage cans, was a group of scrawny freshmen with vampire-pale skin. The one in the center was leering at Ruby.

Parker didn’t even think. He just stalked over to the kid and picked him up by the collar. Tossed him into the row of trash cans like he weighed nothing. The rest of the assholes scattered, and Parker wiped his hands on his pants. When he walked over to Ruby, she was staring at him like he was the sun and she’d been living in darkness. She lifted his hand and placed it on her chest.

“Do you feel that?” she asked, her heart beating into his skin. Racing, like she’d run a marathon. “It’s beating for you.”

That was it. He was hers and she was his. Now, as the parking lot disappeared in the distance, Parker asked her if she remembered how she’d felt that day. The heat between them.

“It was warm for October,” she said, and his guts clenched. But after a minute, she added, “It was like something out of a story. You came for me, and you fought for me. Nobody’d ever fought for me before.”

Parker nodded, feeling like something had shifted between them. “It’s definitely not anything your shithead father would’ve done,” he said, reminding her that he wasn’t like the rest. Reminding her that he was better.

“No, he would’ve been more likely to fight with me.” Ruby cringed. “The man loved to argue.”

Parker frowned. He shouldn’t have brought up her dad. The topic made Ruby sad. Even before her father left town, it’d made Ruby sad. “I always wanted to protect you,” he admitted.

“I wanted you to protect me,” Ruby said, startling him with the sound of her voice. “I thought I needed protection, back then. Now I think you’re like the gun my mother bought after my father disappeared. A powerful symbol, but meaningless. What’s the point of a gun if you don’t shoot it?”

“So shoot it, Ruby. Take out the gun and—”

“That’s the other problem, isn’t it? If I pull out the gun, what happens if you turn it on me? Who’s going to protect me then?”

“Shane Ferrick?” he spat, and he wasn’t even sorry. He hated Shane Ferrick. Even now, he hated him. Maybe more, because Ruby hadn’t had the chance to get tired of the guy. To toss him aside, like she had with Parker.

“Don’t you ever—” she began, her face as red as it had been that day in the parking lot. Flushed with fury this time, rather than excitement. Her hand twitched, and she clutched her purse to her chest.

“I’m sorry, Rubes,” Parker said. “I didn’t mean it. Just . . . seeing you again—”

“You see me every day at school,” she spat, still clutching her purse. Holding it close, like she loved it.

Parker wanted to rip it from her hands. “I see you, and you look through me.”

“I do,” she agreed. “I see through you now. I see through the illusion.”

“What does that mean?” Parker slammed on the brakes as a yellow Jaguar zipped past them, almost sideswiping the car. They both jumped, then shook their heads. They knew who the driver was.

“Do you think he’s going where we’re going?” Parker asked, watching the car weave between lanes. The Jaguar, which had been a gift from Parker, was covered in dents and dings.

Ruby shrugged. “It makes sense. Brett had a boxing scholarship. Brett quit boxing—”

“And lost his scholarship. He has to get out of here somehow.”

“What about you?” She leveled a gaze at him. “Can’t your daddy pay for school? How many families did Jericho Addison’s big-box chain put out of business this year? Surely some of that money has trickled down to you.”

Parker didn’t even flinch. He was used to people being jealous of his family’s success. “You don’t get rich by turning down free money, Rubes. A fifty-thousand-dollar scholarship is a big deal.”

“You don’t even need it!”

“You do. Hey, I have an idea. If I win, I’ll tell the foundation I want to split the money with you.”

“You’ll split the scholarship?” she asked, casting him a sidelong glance.

A shiver danced up his spine. He knew she was setting him up for something, but he didn’t know what. “Of course I will, Rubes. You know I—”

“Who are you trying to fool?” Ruby flashed a wicked grin. “Parker Addison doesn’t share.”

They spent the rest of the drive in silence. Parker was fuming, gripping the steering wheel the way he wanted to be gripping Ruby. He wanted to be holding her, kissing her, making her remember how it felt to be completely connected.

Ruby stared out the window, saying nothing.

As they neared the long, twisting driveway that led to the Cherry Street Mansion, Parker’s gaze drifted to the bag in the back of the car. His invitation had asked him to bring a rope to the party. And if anyone tried to stop him from winning back the love of his life, Parker would take that rope and get creative.



4.


MEAT HEAD

Brett Carmichael hated his life. He knew it, with startling clarity, as he neared the Cherry Street Mansion. The estate was guarded by a pair of wrought-iron gates, and when they swung open, Brett envisioned one of the spires sliding into his stomach. Ending it all. Over the past year he’d had thoughts like this quite often, and while he wouldn’t call them fantasies, there was always a moment of pleasure, followed by a moment of panic. Harsh and hot, like flames licking his body. And in that moment of panic, he knew he wouldn’t be climbing the gate and impaling himself.

He wanted the darkness to come, but he wouldn’t be the one to beckon it.

It wasn’t fear, exactly, that was holding him back. It was that tiny, shriveled person that still lived inside of him, and it wanted to survive. It screamed, voice muffled under layers of sadness, layers of guilt, to fight, fight, fight. But Break-Your-Neck Brett had been fighting his entire life, attacking guys in the boxing ring and playing bodyguard to Parker Addison. Fighting had gotten him into this mess.

It couldn’t break him out. Brett knew that now, as the wrought-iron gates closed behind him. There was no way out; only further in. And so he drove, past the garden of topiary creatures, the scent of chlorine tingeing the air. The smell made Brett’s stomach turn. In the back of his mind, he envisioned a boy sinking to the bottom of a swimming pool, his face purpling as his hands scrabbled for purchase. It must have been terrifying to barely escape the depths only to be taken by the flames.

Brett put the car in park. Climbed out. Took a deep breath. He just had to get through this party, win fifty large, and get the hell out of this suffocating town. Sure, he’d been offered a boxing scholarship last year, but after that party up in the hills, he couldn’t turn people into pulp anymore. Couldn’t mash up a boy’s face with a smile on his own. Unfortunately, with boxing off the table, paying for school was damn near impossible. Brett was a straight-C student, and that was thanks to the pity of his more understanding teachers. He’d honed no other talents, learned no other skills. Destruction was his only ability.

That’s why he was going to win this scholarship, he thought, hurrying up the path. He’d go to any school that would take him, as long as it was far away from here. And yeah, even in his desperation, Brett knew the arrangement was odd and the Ringmaster was playing a tricky game. Why else would his costume require brass knuckles?

This murder mystery dinner had a jagged edge.

The house came into view, and it was jagged as well. Brett tilted his head back to take in the sight. The structure was pale stone with black roofing on the turrets. A black arching door. Back in the 1920s, the mansion had been the site of many a lavish party, but as the era of Gatsby bled into the Great Depression, the house had fallen into ruin. Since then, the mansion had changed hands several times, finally landing in the clutches of a wealthy philanthropist who owned more houses than fingers. Mr. Covington Saint James rented the mansion out for a number of events, determined to reclaim its former glory.

But some things couldn’t be reclaimed. Yes, the mansion was breathtaking, but it was also crumbling in more places than it was whole. The ebony door desperately needed a new coat of paint. From Brett’s vantage point, it looked like every room was lit by chandelier, but that light only served to illuminate the house’s flaws.

That was something Brett could understand. From a distance, his face looked cherubic, with rosy cheeks that could rival a porcelain doll’s. He kept his hair shaved, for practical reasons, but that only added to the baby-doll aesthetic. Still, the closer people got to him, the better they could see his flaws. The tooth that had been chipped during his first boxing match. The scar on his stomach. His bright hazel eyes had a feral look to them, as if Brett were a wolf who’d realized his leg was in a trap. Should he gnaw it off or wait for the hunter to find him?

Brett always felt this way, trapped between giving up entirely and destroying a piece of himself to survive. He’d felt it before Dahlia Kane’s Christmas party, even before he’d taken up boxing. But if he could get away from this town, maybe he could get away from that feeling and start fresh.

Now the doorway loomed over him. Brett felt small, like a boy approaching the house of a fabled giant. He’d expected a heavy door knocker, maybe a lion’s head made of polished brass, and the sound of his knuckles against the wood seemed insignificant. He was about to ring the bell when a voice called out to him. Brett spun around, his heart springing to life. There, striding up the walkway, was the only person in Fallen Oaks who made him feel alive.

“I hoped you’d be here,” Parker Addison said.



5.


LONE WOLF

Gavin Moon watched from a distance. He felt more comfortable there. Back in his younger days, he’d wanted to step out into the open, to walk beside the rulers of Fallen Oaks High. It wasn’t some generic cheerleader-jock brigade. Parker Addison would never get down in the dirt (that was what Brett was for), and Ruby Valentine couldn’t shake a pom-pom without knocking herself out with her own boobs. No, the Fallen Oaks hierarchy was ruled by the best and brightest in all categories. That was what made Gavin so mad. Not only was he a prolific writer, his guitar solos could give you an out-of-body experience. In spite of all this, Gavin had never been welcomed into the fold, and so he got used to living on the outside.

He used to hate it, but now he understood that distance could give you a broader perspective. As he ambled up the walkway, he could see the makeup Ruby used to hide the dark circles under her eyes, and the way Parker’s fists tightened in her presence. Meanwhile, Brett kept his fists tucked into his pockets, probably to hide the feeling of blood on his hands. Juniper Torres was the only clean person among them, and even she had a secret.
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