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Do we think there was a second person involved with these crimes or did Thorn act alone? I have zero evidence whatsoever to support this, but I think there was an accomplice. Someone had to help him dispose of the bodies, and whoever helped therefore knows where the bodies are buried.




	/BigDickTracyEnergy
I always thought he had an accomplice too. I just don’t know who. I’m not buying the lumberman theory. It doesn’t sound like Thorn was close to LM at all. They were just acquaintances. Can’t see Thorn trusting an acquaintance with something like that.







	/MacKeys35
Thorn was a loner. There is NO WAY he had a partner. And why would he need help with the bodies? It’s not like he killed all 6 women at once. He offed them one at a time over three years. He could carry one measly body by himself.







	/Whysoserious
@MacKeys35 Totally agree. The man lived in the middle of the woods with his wife and kid. He was working alone. This isn’t a tag team operation.







	/PokemonGoFuc%Yourself
“I have zero evidence . . . but this is what happened” Eye roll. This community is full of idiots.













ONE THE NINTH CIRCLE OF HELL

I press my forehead against the oval window and stare down at the trees and mountains. Acres of land and roofs of log cabins come into focus as the plane descends to the runway. The guitar riff from “Sweet Home Alabama” suddenly plays through my mind.

Of course, this isn’t Alabama. It’s Tennessee. Same difference, though. It’s Southern.

And I’m not.

At least, I haven’t been for as long as I care to remember.

I fiddle nervously with the pendant at my neck as the plane touches down. A soft bump-bump-bump, and then we’re coasting smoothly on the tarmac. Despite the hour-long layover in Charlotte, the flight from Allentown, Pennsylvania, was an uneventful one.

While the plane taxis to the gate, I pop my phone off airplane mode and check for messages.

There’s one from Ms. Callan, the social worker who drove me to the airport. Just text me to let me know you got in all right.

Jess sent a bunch of crying emojis and said she misses me already.

Marco texted a single red heart and Good luck down there.

That’s it.

My lips twist. I wish I could say I had more friends at Liberty High, but other than Jess and Marco, I didn’t. No big send-off party. Nobody generous enough to offer to let me stay with them after Gran died so I could finish my last year of school. Jess didn’t even ask her mother if it was a possibility, but I don’t blame her because we both knew it wasn’t. Her mom can barely afford to feed the two of them, let alone a third person who isn’t even related.

So instead, I’m destined for . . .

Here. The ninth circle of hell.

Otherwise known as Starling, Tennessee.

As the rest of the passengers make their way up the aisle, I stuff my earbuds in to play some Dua Lipa, hoist my backpack onto my shoulder, and fall in line, following them to the baggage claim.

I stand with the other passengers and notice several of them are focused on the television suspended from the ceiling near the arrivals/departures board. It’s tuned to a news program, and since I’d seriously rather watch paint dry, I start to turn away.

Except then a photograph pops up on the screen, making my blood run cold.

It’s a man with graying hair and a full beard. Clad in an orange jumpsuit, he has his cuffed hands together and his head bowed so his face isn’t visible. Doesn’t matter. I know the face he hides. I know it even better than the 24-7 news junkies who’ve been following the case religiously for the past ten years.

Closed-captioned words appear on the bottom of the screen.

gabriel thorn’s most recent appeal was denied, and his execution date has been set for later this month.

My stomach lurches and it has nothing to do with the bad coffee I ingested on the flight.

For a moment, I’m a toddler again, watching my parents dance, barefoot and carefree, on the summer-green grass. Around us, the birdhouses of all colors sway, and I lie in the meadow with my toes in the dirt and a smile on my face, listening to them laugh.

Happier times.

A businessman next to me murmurs, “Let him die.”

I gulp through the nausea as more captions continue to flash.

—continues to refuse to divulge the locations of his victims’ bodies, denying the families closure.

The hum I hear from the passengers is a mixture of disgust and disapproval, along with that chord of fake sympathy for the victims. Or maybe it’s real sympathy. I’m a cynic, after all. Sometimes I have to remind myself that other people genuinely do care. Infrequently, I assume. But I’m sure it happens.

“Can you believe this sumbitch?” the man in front of me growls to his wife. “Gonna take the secret to the grave, eh? Proper psychopath, right there.”

“He oughta unburden his conscience,” the wife clucks. She’s clutching a crucifix.

An alarm blares, and the light on the carousel flashes, jolting me with relief. I move away from the crowd, ready to grab my bag and make a run for it.

It doesn’t stop me from hearing their voices. Their condemnations.

“Lowest of the low.”

“Scum of the earth.”

“Selfish bastard.”

“Is there any shot of them finding the bodies now?”

The businessman moves up beside me, scanning the bags that are now being silently belched out onto the conveyor belt.

“Find the bodies?” he mumbles bitterly to no one in particular. “They dragged that lake for months. Dug up that whole forest too. Nothing. Those six families aren’t getting any peace out of this.”

Seven, I think. Seven families.

People always forget the last victim. My mother.

Maybe because she was supposed to stop him and didn’t.

That doesn’t mean our family has suffered any less. In fact, I’ve suffered more. That night, I lost both my parents. But I can’t talk about that, because that was the old me, a girl named Gabrielle Thorn, and I’m not her anymore.

It was so confusing those first few months, adjusting to my new identity. I’d forget my name constantly, even though I was the one who picked it. I’m sure Gran deeply regretted charging a child with such a monumental task, but I suspect she thought it would make me feel better at the time. Hey, Gabs, your mommy’s dead and your daddy’s a monster and the life you’ve always known is gone. Pick a name, any name!

Thorn became Mayfair, which was Gran’s surname. Her attempt at giving me some agency in my own life failed, because for a first name I picked Ryan.

In my defense, I was seven. All I remember is there was a kids’ show I used to watch with a character named Ryan, and I loved his name.

Gran balked. “That’s a boy’s name.”

“You said I could pick!” I protested. “You said it could be anything.”

“But . . .” She stopped and shrugged. Gran could hold a grudge like nobody’s business, but she picked her battles. “I suppose that’s not the worst name. It’s unique. Ryan Mayfair. Has a certain appeal.”

Not even eighteen years old, and I’ve already lived so many lives. Been so many girls.

Gabrielle Thorn, the broken child who lost two parents in one night.

Ryan Mayfair, who spent ten years trying to piece herself back together.

And now Ryan Shipley, the shiny, blank-slate girl with no past and absolutely no closet skeletons whatsoever.

Or so the story’s supposed to go.

Next to me, the businessman lunges forward to grab his bag, nudging me slightly and temporarily knocking me off-balance.

“Pardon,” he says, putting a hand on my elbow to steady me.

As I scoot to the side, I spot my purple suitcase pop out. I scuttle around the waiting passengers and, with the help of a flannel-clad older man, manage to wrestle it out of the carousel.

“Thanks,” I tell him.

He smiles and tips his cowboy hat at me. “No problem, miss.”

They would not be taking to Gabrielle Thorn so kindly. No one would. They’d be sure to keep their distance.

Around here, the name Thorn is as prickly as it sounds.

I pull up the handle on my suitcase and meander toward the sliding doors, since that seems to be where everyone else is going after they’re sprung from baggage claim. Outside it’s hot for mid-September. I scan the faces around me.

Then I hear my name, from the direction of a battered pickup idling at the curb. In front of it stands a short woman with curly brown hair and white cropped pants that are almost the same shade as her calves.

“Ryan?” Her voice rises an octave.

Looking at her big blue eyes and pale skin dotted with freckles, I have the strangest sense of déjà vu. It evaporates as quickly as it hits me, but I’ve got a scrapbook full of photographs of my mom. This woman is a softer, shorter, older version of her.

“Aunt Maggie?” I ask when I reach her.

“That’s right!” she says, as if I’ve won Final Jeopardy. I recognize her voice from the phone call I had with her shortly after Gran died. That was when I learned I’d be coming to live with the Shipleys. Permanently.

She leans in to give me a stiff hug. “Aw, honey. You look tired. How was your trip?”

“It was fine.”

Maggie waits for me to elaborate. When I don’t, she awkwardly claps her hands together. “All right. Bag in the back.”

I struggle to lift it up and throw it in the bed of the pickup. Then I climb into the two-seater next to the total stranger who is my last living relative. Well, at least one who isn’t on death row for murder.

Maggie takes off, both windows down, the wind blowing past my ears while some country song I’ve never heard of blasts through the speakers. It’s too loud to talk comfortably. And that’s fine with me. After we navigate out of the city and onto the interstate, I spend the time watching trees, trees, and more trees pass by in a blur.

When we get off the highway, the wind dies down and Maggie lowers the volume on the radio. I can feel her gaze boring into the side of my face.

“What?” I glance over so she knows I know she’s staring.

“Ah. Nothing.” Her eyes shift to the road. Then flit back to me. “You don’t look like her. Or him, for that matter. Although”—she squints a little—“I suppose you have her eyes, only a bit darker. And your fath—um, Gabriel’s hair. It was a lighter shade of auburn. But . . .” She shakes her head. “You don’t bear a strong resemblance to either of them.”

“Gran used to say the same thing. That I looked like both of them equally and therefore like neither of them.” My heart clenches a little. I miss Gran. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to move past this crushing sense of grief.

The conversation dies again, the soft hiss of the wind and quiet strains of the radio filling the truck. But my aunt is clearly the kind of person who isn’t comfortable with prolonged silences, because she clears her throat and interrupts my thoughts once again.

“Ryan, honey,” she says gently. “You know what we talked about on the phone?”

I nod.

“And you’ll remember? Your name is Ryan Shipley?”

“Sure.” I’m not an idiot, lady. I get it.

She must see something hostile in my expression because she lets out a sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m being pushy. I just don’t know if I did a good enough job on the phone stressing the importance of keeping silent about this. It’s for your own good, really. You’ll see.”

Another nod. “Okay.”

“When we moved back to Starling seven years ago, we had no idea the kind of vitriol we would face. Our last name isn’t even Thorn,” she marvels. “And we aren’t related to your fath—um, to Gabriel. And yet there were some folks in town who blamed us. Or at least, associated us with that monst—”

She stops abruptly. Poor lady’s looking more and more flustered. I almost feel sorry for her.

“It’s all right,” I assure her, my tone dry. “You can say the word monster. I know what he is.”

“The twins were only nine when we came back here,” she continues. “Up till that point, they’d spent their entire lives in Chicago, but Dan’s momma remarried and moved to Florida and left us that beautiful property—we couldn’t pass up the opportunity, you know? Raise our kids in a cramped town house or on hundreds of acres of wide-open space? It was a no-brainer, really. Starling is a better place to raise kids.”

“Why did you move away in the first place, then?” I ask.

I told myself I wasn’t going to get close to these people—I’ll be leaving town the second I graduate—but I can’t fight my curiosity. Gran rarely spoke about Aunt Maggie.

“Dan was offered a job in Chicago not long after we got married, and we decided it would be best for him to accept it.” She pauses. “I don’t know how much your grandma told you about what happened between us—”

“Absolutely nothing,” I interject helpfully.

Maggie gives a faint smile. “Yes. That sounds like my momma. The truth, darlin’, is painfully cliché—your grandmother didn’t approve of the boy I wanted to marry. And your momma sided with her, which put a strain on that relationship too. Oh Lord, the screaming matches between the three of us! A lot of words said that couldn’t be unsaid.”

“Did Gran approve of my dad?” I can’t help but ask. “I mean, I know she despised him after, but did she like him . . . before?”

It’s something I’ve always wanted to know, but Gran refused to speak about my father. She had every right to loathe him, though. He stole her daughter from her.

“She did, for the most part,” Maggie says. “I don’t think she loved that he whisked y’all off to live in a cabin in the woods, but the truth is, your momma preferred it. Sarah spent so much time at the hospital, surrounded by noise and patients and people, that she liked coming home to the solitude. I think your grandmother eventually came to accept that, and they spoke frequently. Every day, I imagine. Can’t say I wasn’t envious of that, but I was too stubborn at the time to try to make amends.”

Maggie drums her fingers on the steering wheel and stares out the side window for a moment. When she speaks again, her voice is grim.

“When we moved back to Starling, the twins had it hard at first. Connor, especially. Gossip travels fast in these parts. Wasn’t long before everyone knew who their uncle was. They’ve had a helluva time climbing out from under that shadow. We all have. So trust me, it’s better if we stick with the story I told you.”

I look over at her. “I understand.”

“I should also warn you, just so you’re not caught off guard when it happens, but Gabriel Thorn is a regular topic of conversation among the locals. The town’s never quite recovered. Ten years and still it’s all the place ever talks about. And then we get all these internet sleuths showing up. Nosing around, thinking they can uncover more details. It’s gotten even worse with the anniversary approaching.”

“The anniversary?”

“The ten-year anniversary of your fath—of Gabriel’s arrest.”

You mean the ten-year anniversary of my mother’s death?

I stop myself from blurting that out at the last second and instead say, “You can use that word too.”

“What word?”

“Father. I’m well aware of who spawned me. It’s all good, Auntie Mags.” There’s a hint of challenge in my voice. I’ve found that one of the best tests of a person’s character is to call them a nickname you know they’ll hate. But the moment it slips out, I sort of regret testing Maggie. She seems decent, if a bit fragile—

“Auntie Mags?” she echoes, then throws her head back and laughs. “Oh my God. Please call me that in front of my husband. It sounds like a character from the awful British soap Jazzy got him into.” She’s still giggling. “What a truly awful nickname. I love it.”

Maybe living with the Shipleys won’t be so bad.

“I wish . . .” Her laughter fades. She pauses, as if trying to come up with the words. “I wish I’d been more of a presence in your life, Ryan. The rift between your grandmother and me was a deep one. And it pains me that we couldn’t come to terms before her death. It’s my fault. After everything with Sarah—your mom—I wanted to distance myself from it all. That wasn’t fair to you. Sarah and I didn’t always get along, but we’d just started talking again, when . . .” She stops abruptly. Regroups. “Your momma was a very brave woman. She wanted the best for you. That’s why she tried to leave when she did.”

I don’t realize I’m gnawing on my lower lip until I taste the metallic tang of blood. It’s a smell, a taste, I always associate with that night, cowering under the bed, wishing I could disappear.

“I know,” I say, or maybe I just mouth it. I really don’t want to talk about this. I’m feeling sick enough as it is.

Turning toward the window doesn’t help. Because in that instant, I catch a swath of midnight blue in the distance, nestled among the trees.

Sturgeon Lake.

The place where my father supposedly dumped the bodies of all but one of his victims.

My stomach lurches, and now I know I’ll be sick.

But suddenly my aunt reaches out and places a hand on the knee of my shredded jeans, giving it a squeeze. “Ah, it’s good to have you here, darlin’. Your cousins are eager to meet you. I know we don’t know each other well, but I want to change that. I want you to be happy here.”

I swallow back the nausea and the knot of doubt in my throat. Every good memory I have of this place is tainted by a bad one.

Happy.

I’ve never been that in my life. And I don’t know how it’s possible to start in the place where a monster once lived.






TWO UNCLE PSYCHO

The Shipley house is a sprawling brick ranch on a crapload of land. When we head up the long, winding driveway, there isn’t a house in sight at first, but then the thick trees part and there it is, almost as if it’s about to be swallowed by the forest. It looks clean and well-kept, with a little decorative well in the front, its bucket spilling with purple flowers, and a lamppost with a sign that says the shipleys.

It takes me a second to remember I’m a Shipley now.

Legend has it, I’m the daughter of Uncle Dan’s older brother, who lives overseas and is kind of a dick. I’m here because my mom just died and he didn’t want to deal with me.

“Home sweet home,” Maggie says as she cuts the engine. “Do you like it? After my mother-in-law moved to Florida, we renovated the entire house. Stripped it down to the studs, added the extension in the back . . .”

She prattles on, but it all goes in one ear and out the other. All I know is that it’s a far cry from my cramped attic bedroom in Gran’s row home on Chew Street in Allentown. The house where she died. I came home from my first day of senior year two weeks ago to find her sitting in her recliner, just as she’d been when I left for school . . . but pale and ice-cold.

“It’s great,” I say, stepping out onto the gravel drive.

“I told your uncle to pick up some fried chicken from Maryville as a treat for dinner. I hope you’re okay with that?”

I nod, though my stomach’s churning. The last thing I want to do is eat.

The screen door opens and out bounds a girl with dark brown hair styled in long, cascading waves. She’s wearing tight jeans and a white crop top.

“Cousin!” she squeals.

A tall, leanly muscular boy in sweatpants and a black T-shirt follows her but doesn’t speak. The resemblance between them is uncanny.

“Ryan,” Maggie says, beaming. “These are the twins, Jasmine and Connor. They’re sixteen.”

I give a half wave. “Hi.”

“Seventeen in five months and three days,” Jasmine reminds their mother. “Full driving privileges.”

Maggie rolls her eyes. “As if I could forget! Remind me, Ryan, how old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

Jasmine brightens. “You have your full license?” Clearly she has a one-track mind.

“Uh, yeah, but I didn’t have a car, so—”

“Of course not. I bet in Europe, they bike everywhere, right?” Connor joins the conversation. “You must have serious calves, biking those Alps.” His gaze falls to my legs.

“Um—”

Jasmine rushes forward and links her arm through mine. “I’m so psyched you’re here. You and I are bunking together, cool?” The words escape in a tumble. “Come with me.”

She practically yanks me through the door.

“Whoa, Jaz, think you might want to let her breathe first?” Connor says, following us. “Wait, were you close to Germany? You go to any of the clubs there?”

“Well . . . not reall—”

“Or Paris? You probably have such sick clothes. You think we’re the same size?” Jasmine asks, looking me up and down.

Maggie calls, “Guys, give her a little space.”

Jasmine doesn’t listen. She pulls me down a hallway full of photographs of the twins in every stage of life, from first birthdays to baseball games to family vacations on the beach. I don’t even have time to be envious. She tugs me past a gourmet kitchen that smells like freshly baked cookies, then down another hallway, only pausing to look back at her twin.

“Get lost, Con,” she growls at him, leading me into a room and slamming the door behind her. “He’s so clingy.”

I glance around the bedroom, which is twice the size of mine. I take note of the red-and-white cheerleading pom-poms on the floor, and the impressive collection of photo booth strips and movie ticket stubs scattered on the dresser and tacked onto a bulletin board over the desk. There’s a double bed pushed against one wall, and a twin bed across the room.

“I know it’s smaller than mine,” Jasmine says, following my gaze, “but it’s all we could make fit in here.”

I walk over and drop my backpack on the plaid bedspread. “It’s fine. I don’t need a lot of room.”

“I cleared out the bottom two dresser drawers for you, and there’s space in the closet. Do you have a boyfriend?”

The change of subject is so abrupt that I blink in confusion. “What?”

Jasmine flops onto an overstuffed chair by the closet and picks up a giant polar bear stuffed animal. She leans back so that her shirt rises, baring a stripe of flat, tanned stomach. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

“Not exactly.”

She wrinkles her nose. “What does that mean? Do you have a guy or not?”

“It means not exactly. Marco was more of a friends-with-benefits thing.”

“Marco. Oooh, that name sounds sexy. What is he? Spanish? Italian?”

“Italian,” I say, which is true. He told me he was one-sixteenth Italian on his mother’s side. What I leave out is that he’s also one hundred percent American.

“Oh, that’s so freaking hot. Did you go to school with him, in . . . ?”

This is where I have to abandon the truth completely. “I was in boarding school in Switzerland. It was an international school for expats’ and diplomats’ kids, so the students were from all over the world,” I say with a casual shrug, hoping she doesn’t ask me any more about it. And seriously, don’t ask me for pictures.

“Wow. I’ve always wanted to go to Switzerland. And oh hell yes, a European boy? He must’ve been so hot. Better than the losers around here.” She eyes me for confirmation.

“He’s all right.” I get a little fluttery thinking about him. The way he looked into my eyes, the way he smelled, like soap and peppermint, the way he kissed . . .

I quickly squash that when I remember the bland Good luck down there he texted me when I told him I was leaving for good. He didn’t even come to Gran’s funeral. No one from school did.

“How about you?” I ask my cousin.

“Eh. They’re not all losers at our school. There are definitely a couple of hotties. Maybe not as sophisticated or as hot as Marco, but you’ll see. Nikki, my best friend, has a brother who’s a senior like you. He’s quarterback for our Falcons. And he is fine.”

“Right. The hottest guy at your school is the quarterback of the football team?” I snort. “So is your whole high school a cliché, or just that part?”

She shrugs, oblivious to my sarcasm. “I can’t wait for you to meet everyone.” She tilts her head and inspects me, from my dark red ponytail to my combat boots. “So what’s your vibe like? What are you into? Clubs, sports? Cheer?” she asks hopefully.

I shake my head. “Didn’t have cheerleading in Switzerland. It’s not really a European thing. And I’m not into team activities. I’m more of a loner.”

Jasmine seems disappointed by the answer. I can already tell she’s the kind of girl who’s into all the things—cheerleading, boys, fashion, and from the perfection of her makeup, online beauty tutorials. Nothing wrong with that. But it means we probably don’t have much in common.

It’s only when she says “That’s a great necklace” that I realize I’m fidgeting with my necklace again.

“Thanks,” I say as she comes up to inspect it.

A heart-shaped diamond pendant dangles from the thin silver chain. It’s actually a tiny locket, but you can’t tell unless you squint really hard at the silver backing until you see the tiny groove that pops it open. And once it’s open, you have to squint even harder to make out the teeny initials engraved inside the heart.

G.T.

G for Gabrielle, not for my father’s name. It’s the only item I own that has my real initials on it. Other than my original birth certificate, which I’m sure is stashed in one of Gran’s paperwork boxes that Maggie arranged to be put into storage after her death.

“Careful,” I say when she tugs on it. “The clasp is a bit loose.”

“Is that a real diamond?” Jasmine demands.

“Uh, yeah,” I admit.

It’s much more than that, though. It’s a cremation diamond, made from my mother’s ashes.

“From Marco?”

“No. My grandmother gave it to me.”

I’m also not telling her that the grandmother in question was her grandmother too.

“You should get it fixed so it doesn’t fall off.” She lifts the little heart to get a better look. “How sweet!”

I smile. “Yeah. She was the best.”

That’s no lie. It wasn’t just that Gran swept in and took care of things when Mom died. Strong and stubborn, she always had my back, filling in as both mother and father despite her failing health. It makes total sense to me that she and Aunt Maggie had a falling-out. Gran was never lukewarm about anyone. My grandmother loved—and hated—hard.

Jasmine’s bottom lip plumps out in a pout. “I feel bad. I always wanted grandparents to spoil me. Nana and Pops—my dad’s parents—don’t even call us on our birthday. They live in Florida. I can’t remember the last time we saw them. My parents keep to themselves a lot, and not just because my dad thought your dad was a dick. It’s because, well . . . the other side of my family is psycho.” She spins a finger around her ear.

She’s waiting for me to ask more. I don’t want to, but I know it will be suspicious if I don’t.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Our uncle’s a serial killer.”

I feign shock. Hopefully the gaping jaw isn’t too over the top. I’m not the best actress. “Are you serious?”

“Uh-huh. Totally offed six women. Well, seven. He killed Aunt Sarah too—Mom’s older sister. Not that I ever knew her. That was like ten years ago. Anyway, I always knew my dad had a brother, but I didn’t know you existed until last week. You being in Europe and all. Talk about wild news.”

“Yeah, wild,” I mumble.

“I’m sorry about your mom.”

I scrape my teeth over my lower lip. “Thanks. It was a shock.”

Ten years ago.

“Dad said she died in a car accident?”

Gunshot. Inflicted while trying to escape the Starling Slayer.

But car accident works too.

“Guys!” Maggie calls down the hallway, and the interruption fills me with relief. “Dad’s here with dinner!”

Jasmine heads to the door and I follow. In the kitchen, Maggie and Connor are digging into the bags of takeout, and there’s a very tall, bearlike man standing at the sink, washing his hands.

“Well, if it isn’t my niece, Ryan,” he says with a big smile, air-drying his hands before giving me a hug.

I manage a polite smile. “Hey, Uncle Dan.”

Jasmine pulls out a chair. “Sit here, next to me, Ryan.”

I sit. They bow their heads to say grace, so I do too. Then they pass around the food, and I take only a small drumstick, a roll, and a tiny dollop of mashed potatoes, hold the gravy.

“Thought you’d be hungrier than that after your trip, darlin’.” Maggie frowns at my plate.

“Yeah,” Connor says, already stripping clean a drumstick. “How many hours is the flight from Zurich to here? You have any layovers?”

“It was twelve hours. I had a layover in New York,” I say, glad I Googled.

“Do you speak fluent Swiss?” Jasmine asks.

Her twin gives her a look. “Swiss is not a language, dumbass.”

She wrinkles her forehead. “Well, what language do they speak in Switzerland?”

“They don’t speak Dumbass, that’s for sure.”

Dan holds up his hands. “All right, all right. Let’s stop quizzing our guest. She’s obviously tired.” He gives me a wink. “Let’s talk about something else. Connor. How’d football practice go?”

“Great. Coach said I’m killing it.”

Jasmine rolls her eyes. “Like the last thing anyone needs to hear about is a member of our family killing anything.”

Everyone stares at her.

“What?” she says between bites of her roll. “It’s true. And it’s only getting worse now that his appeal failed and his execution date’s coming up. All I ever hear is Oh, Jazzy, do you talk to him? Oh, Jazzy, are you going to get a ticket to watch your uncle die? Hey, Jasmine, you should write to your uncle in prison and ask him to come to prom! Seriously. It’s so embarrassing!”

Dan clears his throat and wipes his mouth with a napkin. “Now, that’s not really a topic of conversation we should be—”

“It’s not a secret, Daddy. Everyone knows. I told Ryan all about it.” Jasmine’s tone becomes haughty. “She needs to know if she’s gonna go to school with us. It’s a black mark on our family, and it’s gonna affect her too, so the sooner she knows, the better.”

Maggie glances at me, then chides her daughter. “Jasmine. Don’t be so dramatic.”

She huffs. “I’m not being dramatic. You try going to high school in this town, and you’ll see.” She turns to Connor for confirmation. He doesn’t confirm—but he doesn’t deny it, either.

“It’s totally gross how obsessed everyone is with it. They’d rather have the Starling Slayer at their prom than me.” Jasmine drops her fried chicken. “Seriously, Ryan. You should be happy you don’t have to deal with Uncle Psycho.”

I lower my gaze to my plate. No, all I have to deal with is Daddy Psycho.

“Jasmine, that’s enough,” Dan says, his voice raised slightly.

She grimaces. “Right. I forgot. We’re not supposed to bring up the name of Gabriel Thorn ever, especially at dinner. Someone might throw up at the thought of all the women he slaughtered—”

“Enough, young lady!” Maggie barks. “This is supposed to be a nice welcome dinner for your cousin. She doesn’t want to hear about our family!” My aunt’s eyes lock with mine. “Right, Ryan?”

I shrug in response and silently stare at my food, my appetite entirely gone. Sure. Whatever. I’ll be this Ryan Shipley they want me to be, but something tells me my past will never completely fade away like they want it to.

Like I need it to.






THREE ARE YOU GOING TO KILL ME NOW?

The floor creaks loudly beneath the soles of his boots. It creaks and whines and creaks some more until the footsteps stop and the room grows silent.

My heart trembles in my chest.

Where is he?

I can’t hear him. Can’t see him. But I can smell him. His citrusy scent mixes with the odor of urine that makes my throat burn with shame. I couldn’t stop it from happening.

I hold my breath for as long as I can.

Five seconds.

Ten.

Fifteen.

Sixteen.

It’s not long enough. My breath explodes out of me, and a shadow falls over the hardwood floor in front of my fear-clenched fists.

“Hi, little sparrow.” He pokes his head under the bed. He’s crouching.

I weakly lift my head.

“Hi, Daddy.”

My voice is a squeak. I don’t want to be scared. I want to be brave, like Mom told me to be.

He studies me. I wonder if my face looks the way hers did before she screamed. I wonder what her face looks like now. I can check. I can just turn my head. But I stay rooted in place, cowering under their bed. When we heard him coming down the hall, she abandoned the suitcase, forgot about the clothes strewn on the bed.

She whispered, “Hide, Gabby,” so I hid.

I stare into my father’s eyes and ask the question hanging in the air between us.

“Are you going to kill me now?”

His face collapses. He breathes in hard. “I would never hurt you, Gabby. Ever.”

I do it. I look over at my mom. She’s not moving. She landed face down, and a red puddle has formed around her tummy. It oozes outward, getting bigger and bigger and bigger. How big will it get? Will it eventually cover the whole room? My eyelids get hot and sting and my throat shrieks silently with pain. I don’t want to be in here when the puddle reaches me.

I’m scared. I’m so so so scared—

“They’re going to say I did things. Bad things.” He pauses. “I suppose they’re right.”

I force my gaze away from Mom. I force myself not to look at that spot on his left temple, stained with her blood when he wiped the sweat away with the back of his palm.

“Ah, Gabby. There’s no suppose about it. I did it all. But I need you to know two things. Okay? Are you listening closely?”

I manage a tiny nod.

“Good girl. First thing you need to know is that I love them very much. No matter what anyone says, no matter what brush the world will try to paint me with—this is the truth. They’re precious to me.” He smiles. “I take care of them. And they’re so grateful because they know I keep them safe. They are safe and loved, always and forever.”

My head hurts. I don’t know what he’s saying to me. I don’t understand. But I nod and pretend, because if I don’t, he might get mad again.

“The second thing—the most important thing—is that I never wanted to hurt your mom.”

But you did. A sob fights to free itself from my lips. I bite it back.

His head cocks to the side, waiting for me to answer.

I have no answer. No voice. No mother. I have nothing at all.

I’m so scared. So scared. I am so scared so scared so scared so scared—

“Come out from there, sweetness. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

I whimper.

“It’s all right. I’m not mad that you wet yourself. I promise.”

As he reaches for me, I see the blood on his fingertips. I smell it, sharp and coppery. I shrink back, pressing myself against the wall. The shadows are closing in on me. I can’t breathe again, and his hand is getting closer.

So scared so scared so scared so scared so scared so scared so scared—

I wake with a start, my scream caught somewhere inside me, my eyes tearing wide open as I bat away a pair of hands that aren’t there.

Gasping, I look around. I’m in Jasmine’s bedroom. Pale early-morning light is filtering through her blinds.

Safe. I’m safe.

On the other bed, Jasmine casts one sleepy eye at me. “Jeez, Ryan,” she mumbles, grabbing her pillow and rolling so that her back is to me. “Nightmare much?”

As my heart rate returns to normal, I reach over and grab the phone I left charging on the night table.

No messages from home. Nothing. Even the social worker didn’t respond to my message telling her I’d arrived safely. Aunt Maggie will be happy; I’ve effectively cut every last tie binding me to Allentown. Now I can truly be Ryan Shipley the Perfect.

Yeah, right. Maybe on the outside. But I’ve been having nightmares like that for a decade. On the inside, I’ll never be normal.

It’s barely six in the morning, but there’s no way I’m falling back asleep. Rolling out of bed, I duck into the bathroom that adjoins Jasmine’s and Connor’s rooms, where I pee and quietly brush my teeth. Then I slip into my ripped jeans and tank top from last night, scrape my hair back into a ponytail, and rummage in my backpack for my camera, a sweet Canon DSLR my grandmother bought me a few Christmases ago. Other than my necklace, it’s my favorite possession. I carefully check to make sure it’s ready to go, then pull the strap over my head and reach for the doorknob.

It creaks a little too loudly, and I wince as Jasmine sits up on her elbows. “Where you going?”

“Taking a walk.”

“Crazy. It’s too early,” she murmurs, still half asleep. She yawns and collapses back in bed, pulling the blankets over her head. “Watch out for bears. And bear hunters.”

There’s no further interruption as I make my way through the silent house. Outside, the grass is covered in dew and the air smells crisp and earthy. It’s cold, but not frigid like Allentown in the fall.

Connor said something last night about a trail behind the house that goes on for miles. Not sure where to pick it up, I step off the porch and meander through the tree line. As I do, two blue blurs, chasing one another, glide into the branches of a tree overhead. I look up and they bow their little heads, regarding me as well.

Indigo buntings. Blue as the sky on a summer’s day, and just as beautiful.

That’s what my father used to say, anyway.

I feel a stab in my heart. I hadn’t remembered that, until now. The last time I was out here, in woods like these, was with him.

That’s when I notice a birdhouse high in the trees. Someone has left one, just like we used to do for all the birds around our cabin. But this one must belong to someone else, because it’s too boring, not intricately carved, and not painted. My father was an artist. In addition to his portraits and black-and-white drawings, he constructed cages and houses for birds and transformed them into beautiful works of art, letting me paint the different wooden pieces any color I wanted. There’d be a whole rainbow of them, peeking out from the branches of the trees around our home.

For a moment, I picture my old house. The smaller cabin Dad used as his studio was about a quarter mile from the big house. They’re both in these woods somewhere. I could probably find the address online.

Maybe I will . . . one day. After all, this is home now. Or rather, it’s home again. But I’m here until June, so I have plenty of time to gather that courage.

The birds fly off, landing on a far branch, and I remember my camera. I should’ve taken a picture. I continue through the forest, following them but never quite in the right spot to snap a photo. The trail is narrow and marred with a few footprints, and seems to head upward, where it disappears around a bend.

I’ve lost the birds, so I follow the trail. Whenever the trees part, I stop to take in the Smoky Mountains looming in the distance. I don’t notice the elevation changing, but soon the trail winds and I find myself on a rather steep ledge with gorgeous views of the valley below. A placid blue lake, the roofs of a few homes, and the steeple of a church are visible among the tree branches, but other than that, it’s a blanket of soft green, with a backdrop of the larger mountains fading into the clouds.

A perfect picture.

This time I remember. I raise my camera, twist the lens to focus, and right as the shutter snaps, something comes tearing around the corner, obstructing my line of sight.

“Hey!” I step back, at first worried it’s a bear, but then I hear a very human “Whoa!”

Relaxing, I pull my camera down and look at what I’ve captured. A gray blur. Lovely.

The figure stops and turns, breathing hard. “Shit. Sorry.”

My face is twisted into a scowl of annoyance, but it doesn’t last long. Because at that moment, my gaze lands on the single most attractive thing I’ve seen all day, even surrounded by all this natural beauty.

He’s wearing track shorts, a faded gray T-shirt, and white sneakers. He has earbuds stuffed in his ears and a sheen of sweat on his forehead. Looks about my age, with brown hair and a diamond-cut jawline and cheekbones. His eyes are blue-tinged diamonds too.

This guy just demands you do a double take. Which means he’ll turn and run away without another look. Gorgeous, clean-cut jock types like this one usually do.

So I’m surprised when he pops his earbuds out and taps his sports watch. “I’ve run this trail a thousand times. Never saw you before.” He shrugs. “Not that I’m complaining. You’re a much better view than trees and dirt.”

I rarely find myself at a loss for words around guys. Especially snarky words. But here I am, utterly devoid of any speech.

He grins, baring perfect teeth lined up like a regiment of angels and two dimples that make him even hotter, as if that’s possible. With the way he’s watching me, entirely comfortable in his skin, I get the feeling he’s used to having this effect on girls.

“The only house anywhere near here is the Shipleys’. You friends with Jasmine?”

I nod and finally find my voice. “I’m Ryan Shipley. Her cousin.”

“Yeah? Jazzy never said she had a cousin. Where you from? You visiting for the weekend?”

“No . . . I’m . . .” Aunt Maggie’s story, which had once been so firmly entrenched in my brain, now swirls around my head like it’s caught in a twister.

Focus, Ryan. Don’t blow everything.

“Switzerland,” I blurt out.

He chuckles. “You’re Switzerland? Like the whole country? Or are you saying you’re the neutral type who doesn’t have opinions either way?”

I want to stab myself in the throat. Luckily I’m the kind of person who’s fueled by embarrassment. Instead of making me hide and cower, it turns me bold.

“I’m from Switzerland,” I correct, crossing my arms. “And trust me, I have opinions. You probably wouldn’t be happy to hear them.”

His smile widens and he takes a step closer. You know how at first glance, something looks great, and then the more you look at it, the more you see its flaws? This guy doesn’t have that problem.

“I love a woman who has opinions,” he says. Is he flirting with me?

“Hmm, well,” I say, lifting my camera as I stare out at the mountains. “It’s my opinion that you’re screwing with my composition.”

“A photographer, huh?” He pushes a lock of sweat-darkened hair from his forehead. “How about this? I’ll let you take a pic of me.”

Egotistical much?

“Pass.” I adjust the lens and try to ignore his curious eyes boring into me.

He doesn’t leave. Of course he doesn’t. I had him pegged right. He’s the type of guy who doesn’t leave a room until he’s owned everyone in it. And he won’t get out of my way until I’ve fallen in line with all the other worshippers.

“How long you in town for?”

I snap a photograph. Too shaky. He’s making me nervous. But I’ve always been good at hiding things, and I’ll hide this too. “Forever, I guess.”

“Yeah? What about Switzerland?”

I shrug. “My mom died. And my dad is too busy with work, so he packed me off here.”

Unlike everyone else, he doesn’t bother to offer condolences on the death of my mom. I’m glad because I don’t want them. It feels wrong accepting them when my real mother’s death was so long ago.

Instead, he says, “You going to Crockett High?”

“Yes. I’ll be a senior.”

“Ah, nice. Me too.”

“Awesome. I can’t wait for us to become best friends.”

“I feel like you’re being sarcastic.”

“Do you, now?” I check the photo, because I know that if I look at him I’ll do something stupid, like smile, and that’s playing right into his hands. Just as I thought, the photo’s blurry. I turn away. “See you around.”

He lets out a short laugh. Maybe he’s never had anyone dismiss him before.

And maybe I shouldn’t be such a jerk; it would be nice to make new friends. But when have I ever had many of those? At Liberty High, I had a friend group of one.

It’s probably better to stay to myself, anyway. It’s less I’ll have to lie.

I focus the camera lens again, but unfortunately the sun is rising up over the ridge, creating too much glare.

“I’m Everett, by the way.”

I turn and realize he’s extending his hand. I don’t shake it, and he smiles again.

“Nice to meet you, Everest. That was really cruel of your parents, naming you after a mountain,” I say politely.

“Everett, not Everest.”

I pretend not to hear him.

“Don’t worry, it’s all good,” he says in a smooth voice. “I’ll let you call me whatever you want on our first date.”

I just stare at him. “Enjoy the rest of your morning, Everest.”

“Everett,” he corrects again, unfazed by my little attempt to get the upper hand. He pops his earbuds back in and takes a step down the trail.

Good. He’s leaving.

Chuckling softly, he skips into a run and heads off at an even pace, but when he’s about five yards away, he glances at me over his shoulder.

“See you Monday.”






FOUR CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

I don’t sleep well the night before my first day at Crockett High. Nerves this time. Not nightmares. I wake early again and go on the trail. I tell myself I’m going to take more pictures, but that’s not the whole truth. Part of me is hoping I see Everett again, but he doesn’t show up, and I wind up getting a lot of predawn photos of the Smoky Mountains instead.

When I return to the house, Jasmine is standing right outside our bathroom, a curling iron looped through her hair. “Where were you? Why aren’t you ready?”

“What do you mean? I’m—”

“We only have twenty minutes before the bus!”

I glance down at my ripped jeans, black tank top, and combat boots. “That’s fine. I’m—”

“You’re not going like that, are you?” she says, wrinkling her nose.

Well, I was planning on it. But now that I see Jasmine’s ensemble, I’m second-guessing myself. She’s wearing a short plaid skirt and a tiny red crop top. Her hair is in perfect waves down her back, makeup fully applied.

I want to blend in so I won’t become the shiny new toy everyone’s looking at, but I also don’t want to look like that. That’s not and never has been my style.

“I’m good.”

“But you’re not even wearing any makeup!” she accuses, peering too closely at my face.

“I have mascara on,” I point out. “And some lip gloss. I don’t usually wear more than that.”

She gives me a look that says Your funeral and trots out of the bedroom in her knee-high boots, hoisting a canvas messenger bag over her shoulder.

I grab my own bag, which Aunt Maggie stocked with tons of brand-spanking-new school supplies, so it’s heavy even before I get my books. I follow Jasmine out to the kitchen, where Connor is standing in front of the open fridge, chugging OJ directly from the carton. He’s wearing ratty gym shorts and a hoodie—funny how he can get away with looking like he rolled right out of bed.

“Ew, stop being so gross,” Jasmine moans, nudging him in the ribs so he lurches and almost spits the OJ out at her. “Quit drooling in the juice and come on. We’ll be late.”

He rolls his eyes. “Counting the days until I get my ride and we don’t have to bus it.”

“Like Mom and Dad will ever get you a ride.” Jasmine snorts. Then she calls, “Mom! We’re going!”

Maggie rushes into the kitchen in her bathrobe. “Don’t forget your lunches!”

Jasmine gives her a withering look. “Mother. We always buy.”

“Yes, but I thought I would make lunch, just for Ryan’s first day,” she explains, handing us each a paper bag from the fridge. Then she looks me up and down. “Oh, Ryan. Are you comfortable in that?”

That’s got to be a Southern way of saying You might want to rethink your wardrobe choice.

Luckily, when I nod and smooth my tank top over my hips, she lets it go. “Well, great.” She rubs my shoulder. “Have a fabulous day, darlin’. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

“Thanks.”

“And, Jasmine,” she calls as Connor opens the screen door to step out onto the porch. “Remember what I told you.”

Jasmine glances back and rolls her eyes, and I catch my aunt shooting a meaning-fraught look at her daughter. I don’t need to be a psychic to know that whatever she told Jasmine has to do with me. Probably something about how she needs to take me under her wing so the wolves at Crockett High don’t attack me. At least I don’t have to worry about anyone at school recognizing me from childhood. My father homeschooled me, so I never really had any friends in Starling. Lucky me.

We start down the driveway, Connor walking ahead of us in impossibly long strides so that I lose sight of him almost instantly among the pines. Jasmine doesn’t say much; I get the feeling she was excited to introduce me to everyone until she discovered I planned to dress like this.

About halfway down the drive, she says, “Don’t worry. Most people at Crockett are nice. At least to your face, they’ll be.”

That’s reassuring. “So it’s a bunch of two-faced backstabbers? Great.”

“Not everyone’s like that. I’m not. Nikki and Everett aren’t. They’re more—”

My shoulders tense. “Everett?” I interrupt.

“My best friend Nikki’s brother. The hot one I told you about. The quarterback?”

Of course he is. I should’ve put two and two together. He looks like the all-American popular jock. “Right. I met him already.”

She stops dead in her tracks. “You did?”

I know she’s probably thinking I’m insane, since the only place I’ve been since I got to Starling is their house. “Yeah, he was jogging on the trail.”

“Oh. Makes sense. He’s always working out,” she says, sounding a little deflated that she couldn’t be the one to make the introductions herself. “What did he say to you?”

“Nothing really. He welcomed me to town and said he’d see me around. That’s all.”

Her face crumples. “God! Nikki didn’t even tell me! She tells me everything!”

“Maybe Everett didn’t tell her. It wasn’t that big a deal.”

She snorts. “For him, maybe. But you have to admit . . . he’s hot. Isn’t he?”

I keep my voice as neutral as possible. Jasmine seems like the type who’ll pounce at any sign of a crush. Not that I have a crush. I don’t even know the guy.

“He’s all right.”

“All right?” When I don’t say anything in response, she adds, “It’s not up for debate, cousin. He’s like one of those guys. You just know, when he gets out of school, he’s going to be famous. Somehow. If he was on a reality show, he’d be the fan favorite. No matter what he does, he’s going to break hearts everywhere.”

“Dude, he’s not that good-looking.”

Jasmine opens her mouth to argue, but then we both spot a flash of school-bus yellow through the trees. “Shit!”

We have to run the rest of the way. When I climb onto the bus, there are a few students talking, but most are wearing earbuds or headphones and peering out the window, minding their own business. Nobody even looks at me twice. It gives me comfort as I slide into the seat next to Jasmine. Maybe I can just blend.

But then, as I’m about to put my own earbuds in, I notice a guy with a patch on his denim jacket that has a black outline of my father’s mug shot. It says gabriel thorn fan club on it.

Jasmine catches me staring and whispers, “See what I have to deal with?”

“I don’t get it. Fan club?”

She grimaces. “Some people think it’s cool to worship serial killers. But most people think he should burn in hell.”

The guy looks over at us and grins. “Just because I’m a member of his fan club doesn’t mean I don’t want him to burn in hell. Along with the rest of his family.”

She scowls at him. “Fuck off, Trevor.”

He gets up and heads to the back of the bus. I stare straight ahead, my face growing hot.

Jasmine leans in, voice lowered again. “Everyone’s talking about the upcoming execution. You can’t get away from it.” Unhappiness clouds her face. “I just want it to be over with.”

Me too.

I swallow my nausea and turn to the window, wondering why I had to come back to Tennessee at the absolute worst possible time.

[image: ]
Crockett High isn’t that different from Liberty High. Though the building is much newer and nicer than Liberty, it has the same cliques, the same drama, the same dull classes. The only thing I’m not prepared for is how sprawled out all the classrooms are. I’ve already missed homeroom because Principal Healey made me complete a bunch of administrative tasks in the office when I signed in, and now I’m so lost that I’m five minutes late to my AP Government and Politics class.

The first person I see when I finally step through the door is Everett. Lucky me.

I lurk in the doorway. Helplessly, I look at the teacher, who appears to be about a hundred years old and is writing something on the whiteboard, her frail hand moving painstakingly slowly. I’m hoping she’ll notice me sometime this century and show me what seat I can take, but she’s intently focused on her task.

Everett winks at me and calls out from his desk. “Why, Miss Shipley, do you need an escort to your seat?”

The class breaks out into laughter.

“Because I volunteer as tribute,” he finishes with a playful grin, much to the dismay of the gorgeous girl with the highlighted dark hair next to him.

Her perfectly plucked eyebrows slant together in a V as she openly sizes me up.

The teacher finally catches sight of me. “Hello there! You’re our new student, aren’t you, dear?”

No, I’m standing here because I enjoy this kind of torture.

I nod. “Ryan.”

“Yes, yes. Maggie’s niece.”

Somehow I’m not surprised everyone in this town is on a first-name basis with everyone else.

“Welcome to Starling.” She puts her hands on my shoulders and says, “Everyone, this is Ryan Shipley.” Then she faces me toward the firing squad. “Dear, why don’t you tell us all something about yourself?”

Kill me now.

I grit my teeth and address the class. “Hey. I’m Ryan. I’m American, but for the past few years I’ve been attending boarding school in Switzerland.”

Everyone just stares back at me as if I’m speaking in another language. Only Everett looks interested. He’s chewing on his bottom lip and tapping his pen on the desk, eyes slightly narrowed, like he’s trying to figure me out.

From the corner of my eye, I notice the teacher motioning for me to continue. Oh my God. Kill me more.

“I like photography. And, um, dogs. I’m . . . a Gemini . . .” I trail off.

Everett looks like he’s fighting laughter now.

“Oh my, that’s wonderful. Switzerland!” the teacher says, and thank God, she doesn’t open it up to questions from the class. “I’m Mrs. Burle. You can take a seat in front of Sofia. Sofia, raise your hand, dear.”

The gorgeous girl lifts a single manicured finger without much enthusiasm. I walk over to the desk, and as I slide into the seat I catch a whiff of her strawberry perfume.

“Nice
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		Thirty-Seven: Let Me Tell You About Gabrielle



		Thirty-Eight: In His Shadow



		Thirty-Nine: It’s Not That Simple



		Forty: His Pretty Sparrows



		Forty-One: A Bird that Forgot She Had Wings



		Forty-Two: Cursed



		Forty-Three: Wave of Darkness



		Forty-Four: You Make it Worthwhile



		Forty-Five: Your Choice



		Epilogue: What Took You So Long?
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