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Chapter One


I know something is terribly wrong the moment I wake up, my head pounding and my thoughts jumbled. Peeling myself from the hardwood floor, my heart races, skin clammy. Hazy images of last night flash through my mind, but none of them form a coherent picture.

Everything feels distorted, like I’m trying to piece together a shattered mirror.

Slowly, I begin to feel the pain in the small of my back. Twisting my body, I find the toy car my little boy left. Lucas must have forgotten it when he left last night, I think, a pang of guilt stabbing my chest.

Last night. That’s right. I got to see my baby boy. Though at six years old, he’s not much of a baby anymore.

How did I end up here again? Questions swirl in my mind as I try to piece together the fragments of last night. I glance at the clock—four thirty in the morning. Too early for most, but this time is familiar to me. I have two hours to regain my composure before the day begins.

Standing, I catch my reflection in the hallway mirror. My dark, wavy hair is a tangled mess, and my once bright, almond-shaped eyes now look hollow. I barely recognize the person staring back at me. The smooth skin on my face looks pale, drained of its usual warmth. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to keep this up. The thought lingers, heavy and unshakeable.

The floor beneath me creaks as I take a step, a reminder of the quiet house and the solitude that has become my constant companion. Lucas’s laughter used to fill these halls. Now it’s just echoes and silence. I have to keep moving, have to keep pretending everything’s normal. Because that’s what you do when your life is falling apart and you’re the only one who can see it.

My feet drag to the end of the hall, to my bedroom. I walk into the bathroom and turn on the shower faucet, letting the steam rise around me. I reach for the bottle of anxiety medication and swallow a pill, splashing water from the sink into my mouth. Just enough to get through the day, I tell myself, a mantra of survival.

Stepping underneath the hot water, it pelts my skin, washing away the final remnants of last night’s haze and fatigue. Maybe today will be different, I hope, though deep down, I know it’s just wishful thinking.

After the shower, I wrap myself in a towel and head to the closet. I pull out a clean blouse and skirt, slipping them on. My hands move on autopilot, buttoning up and smoothing out wrinkles. My fingers tremble slightly as I fasten the buttons. Appearances matter, even when you’re falling apart inside.

Once I apply makeup to hide the dark circles around my eyes, I make my way into the kitchen and start the coffee. My hands continue to shake, and I spill a little of the grounds on the counter. The scent of the coffee begins to fill the kitchen, a small comfort in the midst of the chaos.

When the machine begins to brew, I clean up the mess, my mind drifting to Aurora. She seemed distant yesterday, I recall, a knot of worry tightening in my stomach. What’s going on with her? I’ll have to be sure to ask, but I’m concerned she’s pulling back.

My iPhone beeps on the charger, and I grab it to look at the text notification.

“We’ll need to talk about when you watch Lucas. –Ethan”

I respond to the text, telling him I’d be happy to take Lucas again, possibly this weekend. Staring at the phone’s screen, I wait until finally three dots appear, indicating I’m about to get a response.

“I don’t know, Tess. We’ll have 2 see how it goes”

I clutch the phone so tightly it feels fused with my hand, a soft, frustrated groan escaping my lips. He always does this. The familiar sting of disappointment washes over me.

It’s like dangling a candy a child desperately craves, then ripping it away, leaving nothing but shame and longing. But I’m not really surprised at the response. Like everything in my life, I hope things will change between us. Yet, they never do.

The beeping signals that the coffee is ready, bringing me back to the present. I pour a mug, adding a splash of cream and a teaspoon of sugar. Sitting at my kitchen table, I sip my morning drink, opening my calendar app.

Focus, Tessa. Focus on today. One day at a time. One second at a time.

Today is Thursday, which means a packed schedule: morning check-ins with students, a meeting with the school administration, counseling sessions with Aurora and a few others, and an afternoon spent on paperwork and planning for the upcoming college day.

My iPhone buzzes again, this time with an email notification from work. I open the message and scan through it. It’s from Principal Meyer, reminding everyone about the staff meeting.

I put my iPhone down and lean against the table, closing my eyes, desperate for the remaining headache to go away.

With a frustrated huff, I pick up my Jane Austen book from the edge of the table, I begin reading where I left off, hoping it’ll waken me slightly, but I can’t get into it.

My iPhone vibrates against the table, and when I look at it, I see it’s my sister calling. I don’t want to, but I set the book aside and answer. “Hey, Emily.”

“I tried calling you last night. Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I was taking care of Lucas for Ethan. Then I went to bed after they left.” I stand, and after pouring another cup of coffee, I walk to the front door and step out.

The cool breeze of the early morning air greets me. Daylight filters through the trees, casting a gentle, radiant glow. Birds chirp softly, and a faint scent of blooming flowers fills the air. The quiet neighborhood is just beginning to stir, with only a few distant sounds of cars and morning routines breaking the silence.

“Right. Ethan mentioned you were babysitting.”

Babysitting? I’m the kid’s mother. The thought tastes bitter in my mouth, but I swallow it.

“I’d like to see him more.” I bite my lip. “Maybe you can talk him into letting me?” I feel foolish for asking my little sister to talk to my ex-husband, but I know they’re close with each other, even now. She’s a prominent figure in my son’s life. More so than me. And I hate her for it.

“I don’t know, Tess.” Emily’s words are slow, and she sighs as she speaks them.

“That’s the same thing Ethan said.” My words unintentionally come out sharp and biting. I draw in a breath, letting it out slowly. “He’s my little boy. I deserve to see him.”

“Listen, why don’t we talk about this later, okay?” She’s trying to keep her voice upbeat, but I know it’s forced. “Let’s get together sometime this week.”

I search my mind for something that would convince her I’m fine. That I’m better. But nothing comes up, so I end up saying the only thing I know she’ll accept.

“Sure. I’d like that.”

“Things will get better for you, Tessa. I promise. I’m always here for you. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m glad. I have to get ready for work. I’ll talk to you later about meeting with you, okay?”

I nod, though she can’t see me. She ends the call before I answer, and I sigh.

Across the street, a neighbor waves my way, and I return the gesture before stepping back inside. I put the now empty coffee mug into the dishwasher, my movements sluggish.

I need a break. Maybe a weekend away at Lakewood Resort would do me some good. The thought of escaping to the quiet cabins by the lake, even for just a couple of days, seems tempting. But I know better than to think I can just up and leave everything behind.

Glancing at the clock, I realize it’s almost seven. Time to get ready for work, I remind myself. Time to pull myself together. I gather my things, making sure I have everything I need for the day.

Keys, phone, wallet. Check.

My muscles ache as I move, the fatigue from the lack of sleep and the emotional toll pressing down on me. But I do the same thing I do every weekday: I walk outside, locking the door behind me.


Chapter Two


“So there haven't been any further incidents with Cora?” I lean back in my chair, staring across the desk at Julie, studying her carefully.

The school counselor’s office is a small, cozy room designed to be a safe haven for students. Soft light filters through the partially open blinds, gleaming off the walls adorned with motivational posters and student artwork. A bookshelf in the corner holds a mix of educational resources and fiction books, while a potted plant on the windowsill adds a touch of greenery to the space.

Julie shifts in her seat, her gaze darting to the window for a brief moment before meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” she replies, her voice steady, but there’s an edge to it that catches my attention.

I nod slowly, rubbing my temple briefly to ward off the lingering headache. “And how have you been feeling about everything else? Any concerns or things you’d like to talk about?”

Julie fidgets with the hem of her shirt, a small tell I’ve noticed that she’s holding something back. “Everything’s fine,” she says, forcing a smile. “Just the usual school stuff.”

I tilt my head, trying to read between the lines. “The usual school stuff,” I echo, maintaining eye contact. “If there’s anything bothering you, even if it seems small, you can always talk to me.”

Julie’s smile falters for a split second, and she takes a deep breath. “Thanks, Ms. Parker,” she says softly. “I’ll let you know if anything comes up.”

There’s a pause, a moment where it feels like she might say more, but then she closes her mouth and looks down at her hands. The ticking of a small clock on my desk fills the silence. I decide to switch tactics, leaning forward slightly.

“How’s everything going with your extracurriculars? Any challenges there?”

Julie’s eyes flicker again, and she hesitates before answering. “No, everything’s good. The team is doing well. Coach is, uh, really pushing us, but it’s all good.”

“Pushing you how? Is it manageable?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. Just a lot of practices and stuff.” Julie’s voice is a bit too bright, too forced. I press my lips together thoughtfully.

“What about your studies? Last month, you were failing science. Have you been able to bring your grades up?”

“Uh, yeah. I’ve been doing a lot of extra credit. It’s been hard, but…” She looks at me. “…I’ve been doing a lot better. I really appreciate you helping me.”

I manage a smile, though it feels heavy. “It’s my pleasure, Julie. You’re a good kid. You deserve as much chance as anyone else. Keep up your hard work, and I’m sure you’ll make it into Stanford.”

She grins at me. “You really think that?”

“I do.”

“Thanks. My mom went there before she…” Julie trails off, her head lowering.

I lean forward, resting my elbows on the desk, and speak softly, “Your mom would be very proud of you, Julie. I hope you know that. You’ve been doing everything you can to follow your dreams.”

I glance at my clock. It’s almost eight-thirty.

“All right, Julie, that’s all the time we have. I don’t want you to be late for class. Just remember, my door is always open. If you ever need to talk about anything, I’m here.”

“Thanks, Ms. Parker.” Julie stands, smoothing out her shirt. “I appreciate it.”

As she walks out, I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something more going on, something she’s too afraid to say. I jot down a quick note to follow up with her soon.

With thirty minutes left until the first counseling session of the day, I check my email, then answer a few pressing ones, flagging others for later. A few parents wish to schedule a meeting with me, so I check my calendar and reply with potential dates.

The gnawing feeling returns and deciding that maybe I need a little something to eat, I open my desk drawer, grabbing a granola bar. I eat it slowly as I complete my mundane tasks, and soon, my attention’s jarred by a knock at the door.

Looking up, I see Brian Coleman standing there, his book bag slung over one shoulder. Today he’s dressed in baggy pants, slipping down a little too far down his waist. No doubt a teacher mentioned it, but I still raise a brow.

“Looks like you need a belt.”

Brian shrugs as he tosses his bag on the ground and slumps into the chair, legs wide apart as if he were trying to be a cool gangster.

“So?”

I chuckle lightly. “So I think you’d better show up tomorrow with your clothes a little tighter.”

“If we’re talkin’ ‘bout how I choose to dress, save it. I got better things to do. Don’t gotta come.” He stands, grabbing his bag as he does.

“Actually, Mr. Coleman, you do.” I lean back, crossing my legs. “Mandatory, unless you prefer suspension. That won’t look too good on college apps.”

“Who says I’m goin’ to college?” He’s still standing at the doorway. Because he hasn’t yet walked out, I’m sure he’s ready to listen.

“I realize last week you decided you didn’t want to…how did you put it? ‘Do the whole college thing?’ But what if you change your mind? Do you want a college to pass on you because you were suspended near the end of your junior year?”

The office’s quiet for several long minutes until finally, Brian’s bag drops to the floor with a thump and he sits.

“Didn’t think so.” I feel a slight sense of satisfaction.

“I just want this over with.” He stares hard at me across the desk.

“We only have a few sessions left. Let’s make the most of them, all right?”

He shrugs. “Ask away.”

“How have things been going with you?”

Again, he shrugs, keeping silent. I know his intention is to sit in the office, playing staring games with me. He’s done it in the past. But today, I’m too worn out and mentally drained to deal with it.

I roll my chair to the filing cabinet, unlock it, and start sifting through the folders, searching for his name. My hand stops when I notice Aurora’s file is missing. I frown, trying to remember where I last had it. I don’t recall taking it home, but with her case consuming so much of my attention lately, I must have.

“Uh, Ms. Parker?”

Brian’s voice jars me and I blink several times before turning to him.

“I’m sorry, did you say something?”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” Quickly, I find his file and pull it out. “Is there something specific you want to talk about today?”

Brian leans back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Not really. Just here ‘cause I have to be.”

I flip his file open, making a note. “I understand that. Sometimes it helps to just start talking. Anything on your mind lately? School, friends, anything?”

He shifts uncomfortably but remains silent, staring at a spot on the floor.

“Brian, I know you don’t want to be here, but I’m here to help. If you don’t talk to me, I can’t do that,” I say, trying to keep my tone gentle but firm.

He glares at me, his arms tightening across his chest. “I don’t need help. Just need everyone to leave me alone.”

I lean back, considering my next words carefully. “I get it. It feels like everyone’s on your case. But shutting people out isn’t going to make things better.”

“What do you know?” he snaps, his eyes flashing with anger. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

“Maybe not exactly,” I admit, holding his gaze. “But I do know what it’s like to feel overwhelmed. And I know that talking about it can make a difference.”

He rolls his eyes, looking away. “Whatever. This is a waste of time.”

“Maybe it feels that way now,” I say calmly. “But I’m not going to give up on you, Brian. I’m going to do whatever it takes to help you. You’re going to get through this. Whether you believe that or not right now, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m here for you.”

He doesn’t respond, his jaw clenched. I decide to give him a moment, turning back to the filing cabinet and organizing some papers.

After a few minutes of silence, I look back at him. “Whenever you’re ready to talk, I’m here to listen. We don’t have to do it today.”

He huffs, but there’s a slight softening in his posture, even if his stubborn expression doesn’t change. “Fine. But don’t expect me to spill my guts or anything.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I say with a small smile. “Let’s just start with how your day is going.”

He shrugs, still defiant but slightly more engaged. “It’s just another day.”

“Fair enough,” I reply. “We’ll take it one step at a time.”

We chat for a few minutes, and then I decide to let him go early. Brian seems all too happy when he finally leaves. After finishing my notes in his file and returning it to the cabinet, I begin searching through each section, hoping to find Aurora’s.

Unfortunately, it’s nowhere to be found. Making a mental note to look for it at home later, I’m interrupted by another knock at the door.


Chapter Three


I turn to see Aurora standing in the doorway. She’s seventeen, with pale blonde hair neatly parted to one side, cascading in soft waves over her shoulders. Her blue eyes, striking and intense, lock onto mine with a mixture of curiosity and something deeper, something harder to pin down.

She’s dressed in a simple, pale blue dress that contrasts sharply with the intensity of her gaze. Her posture is unnaturally stiff for someone her age, as if she’s been taught to stand perfectly still. There’s an air of controlled composure about her, a maturity that seems at odds with her youthful appearance.

As she steps into the room, the light from the hallway casts a soft halo around her, making her look almost ethereal. Despite her composed exterior, there’s a subtle tension in her expression, a hint of the complex layers hidden beneath the surface.

“Good morning, Aurora.” I close the filing cabinet and turn in the chair to face her.

“I’m early.” She scratches at the tattoo of a purple heart on her wrist, chewing her lip as if she’d done something wrong, and she was afraid of repercussions.

“That’s perfectly fine. Have a seat. How are you doing today?”

“I’m all right.” She narrows her eyes. “You look really tired today, Ms. Parker. Didn’t you sleep well last night?”

“Aren’t you the observant one?” I laugh softly.

She shrugs. “Only when I care.”

“Speaking of looking tired, you look like you’ve got a lot on your shoulders,” I tell her, motioning to the chair on the opposite side of my desk. “Want to talk about it?”

She hesitates, then sits with a sigh, resting her head in her hands. “I just got here, but it seems like everyone’s against me. They all hate me. I don’t know why they can’t see I’m just trying my best. All I want is to do my studies, and leave school.”

“Tell me what’s going on,” I say.

Aurora’s silent for several minutes before lifting her head. Her eyes are brimming with tears. “They’re just like the girls at my old school. They call me a freak and a rat. And worse.

“Who calls you that?”

“The Royals.” She chews on the inside of her mouth. “I kinda told Mrs. Hancock that Trish cheated on her test on Wednesday. I…I didn’t mean it. She gave me a C, and I was upset.”

I fight back a frown. It’s not like Aurora to do poorly on a test. Ever since she transferred to Lakewood High, she’d done nothing but showed how bright she is.

“I studied so hard,” she continues, “but of course Trish gets an A. And she’s bragging to everyone. She doesn’t ever study.”

“How do you know she cheated?” I ask.

A flash of fury crosses her eyes, but it’s fleeting. “I saw her. The answers were written on her arm. I knew the answers. Really, I did. I didn’t need to cheat, but when I saw Trish’s answers, I panicked. I didn’t want to be accused unfairly. Then I found out she got an A. I was so mad. Mostly with myself, but everyone else, too. She’s having to retake the test today, and now The Royals are after me because if she fails, then she’s off the cheerleading squad. Lakewood has no tolerance for cheating.”

I nod, leaning forward slightly. “It sounds like you were really frustrated and wanted to be heard. It’s important to talk about these feelings. What do you think you could have done differently in that situation?”

Aurora shrugs, her eyes still glistening. “I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m still the new kid. I shouldn’t cause trouble.”

“I understand why you felt the need to speak up, especially if you saw something unfair happening. It’s also important to consider the consequences. Have you thought about talking to Mrs. Hancock directly about how you felt regarding your grade?”

Aurora hesitates, then shakes her head slowly. “I don’t know. I don’t think she’d listen.”

I can see the pressure on her shoulders. I’ve seen this before, with other students, and even in my own life. The feeling of invisibility, the constant need to prove oneself, it’s something that never truly goes away.

“I can help you set up a meeting with Mrs. Hancock if you’d like. It might be a good opportunity to express your feelings. And regarding The Royals, remember that it’s okay to set boundaries and seek support. You don’t have to face this alone.”

“They’re just so popular. People side with them just because they have money, and their parents practically own the school.”

I nod, understanding all too well. The Royals exude that air of superiority, largely because their parents fund many of the school’s extracurricular activities, technology upgrades, and special programs.

“And when they look at me, all they see is a rat who can barely afford second hand dresses.” She tugs at her sleeve, her fingers brushing against a small, blue enamel charm shaped like a star dangling from her bracelet.

She uses the heel of her hand to rub her eyelids with a sniffle, then leans forward to grab the stress ball off my desk. For several minutes, I watch as she squeezes the ball, waiting for her to speak.

“They just make my life miserable. Whispering in the hallways, giving me dirty looks, excluding me from everything. I wish I never came here.” She releases a tearful snicker. “I thought convincing my parents to let me transfer would be better.”

“Do you want to talk about what happened at Stonebridge Prep?”

She hesitates, her eyes red-rimmed, and shakes her head. “I just want to move on. They hate me there. And they hate me here, too.”

“I’m sure not everyone here treats you the way they did at Stonebridge,” I say, trying to offer a comforting smile. “But, soon enough, school will be over, and you’ll have the summer to reset before college.”

She shrugs, her voice hollow. “I don’t know. Sometimes it feels like being here is better than home. At least you care about me. No one else does. Not even my parents.”

My chest tightens. “Things haven’t improved at home?”

“No.” She shakes her head, staring down at her clenched fist, gripping the stress ball. “They’re always fighting. I’m stuck between them. And now, Mom thinks Dad’s cheating.”

“I’m sorry, Aurora. That’s a lot to deal with. Do you think staying with a friend for a few days might help? Give you some space from it all?”

Her head lifts, her expression blank. “I don’t have friends. Nobody wants to be around me. I’m just the freak everyone avoids.”

I pause, choosing my words carefully. “Maybe it’s time to reach out. You don’t have to be alone. There are clubs over the summer. It could help you meet new people.”

“Maybe.” She smiles briefly as she stands. “Anyway, thanks for being here for me. I mean, I know it’s your job and all but, I don’t know…I always feel better after talking to you. It’s almost like you're my big sister.” Her eyes suddenly widen. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

Standing, I walk around the desk to her. “Don’t be. I’m glad I can help encourage someone. Even if it’s one person, it can make a world of difference.”

“You probably inspire more than you think.”

“I want you to know, I do understand where you’re coming from,” I tell her softly. “The bullying in school isn’t anything new. I’ve been through it. And I haven’t spoken to my parents in over a year. It’s tough.”

Aurora looks at me, her eyes widening slightly. “Really?”

I nod, offering a small, sad smile. “Yeah. Sometimes, family relationships can be really complicated. But you find ways to cope and move forward.”

“Out of sight, out of mind.” She wraps her arms around me, and I hold her in an embrace until she pulls away. “Thanks, Ms. Parker.”

“You’re welcome,” I tell her. “And, I really do get it, Aurora. Sometimes, you just need a break from everything. When I feel overwhelmed, I find that spending a weekend away somewhere peaceful like Lakewood Resort helps me clear my mind. It might not fix everything, but sometimes a change of scenery can help you see things differently. I was thinking this morning about going sometime soon.”

“I wish I could,” She says. “I've never been. But I don’t think my parents will be up for letting me go. Maybe one day, things will change.”

“I hope so.” I give her an encouraging smile.

She sets the stress ball on the desk, then opens the door, thanking me again.

“Hey, Aurora.” I retrieve the ball and hold it out. “Why don’t you take this?”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

She takes it with a smile. “Thanks.”

After she leaves, I hesitate for a minute before walking to my window. A lingering tension remains in the room, a reminder of the vulnerability hidden behind composed facades.

I part the blinds slightly, letting my eyes adjust to the bright morning light. The early sun bathes Lakewood in a soft, golden glow. The lake, not far from the school, mirrors the sky, its surface smooth and still, except for the occasional ripple from a gentle breeze.

Glancing at my watch, I see that my next counseling session will be shortly, but I want to have a conversation with Mrs. Hancock sometime today. I’d like to help Aurora if possible.

Sitting back in my chair, I scribble a sticky note to remind myself to speak with her before school lets out, then reach into my desk and grab a notepad. Because I don’t have Aurora’s file with me, I’ll have to make do. I’ll recopy my notes once I find the file.


Chapter Four


By early afternoon, I sit in my office, the faint sound of students bustling in the hallways filtering through the closed door. My mind keeps drifting back to my earlier session with Aurora.

I can’t help but wonder how she’s managed throughout the day. But I still need to speak to Mrs. Hancock. After I finish sorting through the final details of the career fair for next week, I log out of the computer, then leave the office.

The heel of my shoes thump softly against the tiles as I make my way to Mrs. Hancock’s classroom. At the end of the hallway, I see Aurora standing at her locker.

She’s placing her books inside, then closes it, and when she turns, our gaze meet for a moment, and I give a small wave. She gives me a faint smile. I understand. Not all students want to be seen chatting with the guidance counselor. It could lead to teasing, and Aurora definitely wants to avoid that.

She starts off in another direction, bumping into a student. Her books scatter to the ground.

“Oh, Taylor, I’m so sorry,” I hear her say.

“Watch where you’re going, freak.” Taylor runs a hand through his spiky black hair. The other students laugh as they walk by. He drapes an arm around Lacey’s shoulder, one of The Royals, and they continue down the hall together.

“Classy, guys,” I say as they near me.

They make no response, and I go to help Aurora, just as Jamie kneels to pick up a book that slid across the hall. She holds it out.

“Don’t let The Crows get to you,” she says.

“The Crows?” Aurora raises her brow with a smirk playing on her lips. “I like that.”

“As do I,” I say, helping gather scattered papers. “But you didn’t hear me say that.”

“Say what?” Jamie asks.

Aurora laughs. “Thanks for the help.”

“Us peasants should stick together. I’m Jamie Nolan.”

“Aurora Clark.” They shake hands. “I’ve seen you around. You’re in my history class, aren’t you?”

With a nod, Jamie says, “I thought it was cool when you ratted Trish out to Mrs. Hancock.”

Aurora shrugs. “It was just a slip-up. I didn’t mean to.”

“But still. Someone needs to stop The Royals from running the school and doing whatever they want.” Julie looks down at Aurora’s wrist. “That’s a pretty tattoo. If I got one, my folks would probably kill me.”

Aurora laughs. “Yeah, parents are weird about it. The one thing mine actually agree on is that it was stupid of me to get it. My best friend and I got it a few years ago before she…died.” Her voice falters.

“That’s terrible,” I say, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve never mentioned that to me.”

She looks up at me with a small smile. “It was a long time ago.”

“I’m really sorry about your friend,” Jamie says quietly. “Hey, I’ll see you around, okay? I need to get to class. Find me at lunch, if you’d like. We can eat together.”

“That’d be cool,” Aurora says with a smile. “If you don’t mind being seen with a reject.”

Jamie tilts her head back as she laughs. “I think anyone who isn’t considered a Royal is a reject. But, stick with me. My friends are cool. You’ll love them. I’ll see you at lunch.”

Jamie walks away and Aurora turns to me.

“Jamie seems nice. But see what I mean? About the Royals and their so-called followers? I don’t know how much more I can take.”

“You’re a tough young lady,” I tell her, handing over her things. “Keep your head up. At least until you graduate. Then you’ll have the world at your fingertips. In the meantime, Jamie is very nice. I think she’s a good person to make friends with.”

She flashes a quick, small smile as a warning bell sounds. “I should go.”

“Have a good class.”

We walk opposite of each other, and as the final bell sounds, I step into Mrs. Hancock’s empty classroom. She’s at her desk, her short, curly brown hair slightly disheveled from a busy day. A pair of stylish, rectangular glasses perch on her nose, giving her an air of strict professionalism. Her attire—a neatly pressed blouse and tailored pants—adds to her composed appearance.

She looks up from the stack of papers, a small smile forming as she sees me. “Tessa, I’m desperate for a girl’s night out. My husband’s driving me nuts and these kids…well, let’s just say this hour is my favorite hour, next to the going home hour.”

I laugh as I sit in one of the student’s desks. Someone had written, “I’m so bored, I’ll be history” on the surface.

“Tell me when, and I’ll be there. I could use a girl’s night out, too. Anyway, do you have a minute, Rachel?”

“Certainly.” She sets her pen down and reaches for the water bottle on her desk and takes a sip. “Anything to avoid work.”

“It’s about Aurora Clark.”

Rachel removes her glasses and busies herself cleaning the lenses with a tissue before placing them on top of her desk.

“I had a feeling I might be having a conversation with you.”

I nod slowly. “I’ve noticed she’s been having a tough time lately, particularly with her grades and overall engagement. Have you seen any changes in her behavior or performance in your class?”

“I’ve definitely noticed,” Rachel says. “Aurora used to be very engaged, but recently, she seems distracted and her test scores have dropped. She seems more isolated as well. Especially as of late. She failed a test and accused another student of cheating.”

“That’s what I’ve observed too. She mentioned feeling under a lot of stress and struggling with some personal issues, which might be affecting her focus and academic performance. Aurora also confided that she knew the answers but panicked when she saw the cheating, fearing she might be accused unfairly.”

Rachel’s silent for several minutes, and I can tell she’s considering it. Finally, she nods thoughtfully. “I don’t usually allow students to retake a test. However, I’m making an exception for the other student accused of cheating. Given the circumstances, I think it’s only fair to extend the same opportunity to Aurora. She can retake the test today after school, with Trish. I’ve already prepared a different test, so it’ll be fair.”

“I really appreciate it, Rachel. I think it might help ease some of the stress she’s under. She’s a good kid, trying so hard.”

“Absolutely. I see it, too. When she first transferred here, she did really well. Then slowly, things started to change. Remember when we were kids?” Rachel shakes her head with a chuckle.

“Goodness. I’d rather not.” I stand. “It was brutal.”

Rachel raised her brow toward her hairline. “We had our fair share of The Royals.”

“It’s a never ending circle.” I stand, making my way toward the door. “Thanks for giving Aurora a second chance.”

“I’m happy to. I’ll call you later about girls’ night.”
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The administrative meeting ended at almost three, and I unlock my office door and step inside. I have a few more things to do before I can go home. And, Aurora had said she’d be stopping by to let me know how she did on her makeup test.

Taking a seat in my chair, I feel the long day catching up with me. I’ve been getting tired more quickly these days. I wish I had brought a couple of my medications with me. But I’ll be home in about an hour and a half. I just have to last until then.

I log into the computer and catch up on some emails over the next half hour, until I hear a knock on the door. Looking up, I see Aurora through the narrow window. She gives me a small wave, and I motion for her to come in.

She does, closing the door with a click behind her.

“How was the test?” I ask.

Her lips stretch into a wide smile. “I think I passed. I know I did. Thank you so much, Ms. Parker.”

She plops onto the chair with a contented sigh. I can see the vast difference in her demeanor from this morning. Her eyes are brighter, and she looks happier.

“No need to thank me, Aurora. You did the work. You should be proud of yourself.”

“Maybe, but if it wasn’t for you, I’d have to take home a C to show my parents. They already have pressure on them, and if I had to tell them about that test, they’d be really upset.”

I study her for several seconds. Her mood wavers slightly, then her smile returns.

“Well, I don’t want to bring down morale.” She laughs lightly as she stands. “I dodged that bullet.”

“Your parents haven’t ever…” I search my mind for a tactful way to probe further into her home life. She’s never mentioned her parents being abusive, but I do know there’s a lot of layers to peel back, even as open as she’s been lately.

“You mean, have they ever sent me to my room without supper?” She grins. “No, it’s nothing like that. They mostly yell and then ground me, but I still get to eat.”

“You know if things get too hard living with them, you can always tell me.”

“I know, Ms. Parker. I think I can manage them.”

I look at the clock, then log out of my computer. “Okay, well, I’d better get going home. Would you like a lift?”

“Really?” she asks. “It’s not out of your way?”

“This is Lakewood. Is anything really out of our way?” I wink at her as I grab my handbag and notebooks. “Let’s get you home.”

Stepping out of my office, I lock the door, then we start walking down the hall. Suddenly, Aurora stops, and realizing she’s lagging behind, I turn to face her.

“Can we go a different way?” she asks, her voice suddenly darkened.

“Is something wrong?”

“No. Yes…I mean…” she trails off. “It’s just Coach Thompson. He made me feel uncomfortable earlier.”

I frown, concern growing in my chest. “Did something happen?”

Aurora hesitates, then shakes her head quickly. “No, nothing really. I just…I’d rather avoid him.”

Looking down the hall, I see the coach in conversation with two guys from the football team.

“All right,” I say gently, deciding not to press her further for now. “Let’s go this way then.”

As we walk down the alternate route, I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more to Aurora’s discomfort than she’s letting on. We pass by a few classrooms and head toward the back exit.

Just before we reach the door, Coach Thompson rounds the corner. He stops in front of us, blocking our path.

“Everything okay here?” he asks, his gaze shifting between Aurora and me.

She steps back slightly, her grip on her bag tightening.

“Yes, Coach. I’m giving Aurora a ride home.”

He nods slowly, his gaze lingering on Aurora for a moment longer than necessary. “Good. Make sure you get home safe.”

With that, he steps aside, and we quickly make our way to my car.

As I follow her directions to where she lives, I ask her why he makes her uneasy.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says quietly, squeezing the stress ball I gave her. “I don’t think he’s too happy with me ratting Trish out. They’re, close. Like, he helps her with things. He helps a lot of students.”

I ask what exactly the coach helps with, but Aurora dismisses the question. “Forget I said anything.”

“What Trish did was wrong. You know that, right?”

“Of course. But I don’t want to get on anyone’s bad side anymore than I already am. Don’t worry, Ms. Parker. I’ll manage.” She gives me a small, gentle smile.

When we reach her house, I ask, “Are your parents home? Would you mind if I spoke with them?”

Glancing at the house, she says, “Do you have to? I don’t want them to start worrying.”

I smile at her. “That’s a parent’s job. But if you don’t want me to, then that’s your choice.”

“Thanks, I’d rather handle it on my own. Thanks again for the ride. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She steps out, then leans into the car. “You know, it must be so tiring always listening to our problems. You really should take a break.”

I smile at her. “I probably should. But if I’m helping one student, then nothing else matters.”

“Just take care of yourself, Ms. Parker.”

“Don’t worry about me,” I say with a wink.

She shuts the door and heads for the front of the house. I watch as she enters before pulling out of the driveway.

By the time I’m walking into my own home minutes later, I’m greeted by the familiar silence. The routine of the evening begins to take over, a comforting distraction from the nagging worry.

I head to the bathroom and open the medicine cabinet, the rows of bottles lined up. I grab one and shake out a pill, catching them in my palm without a second glance. My anxiety’s been creeping up all day, the constant tightness in my chest pushing me to this moment.

I swallow it dry, barely noticing the taste anymore. I lean against the sink, waiting for that shift—when everything sharpens just a little less. It’s subtle, almost unnoticeable at first. The knot in my stomach loosens, my back pain fades to a dull throb, and the edges of my thoughts blur, just enough to make things bearable.

But I know it won’t last long. The clock ticks toward bedtime, and I feel the day slipping away, replaced by the heavy, comforting haze of the medication. It’s a temporary escape, but one I’ve come to rely on.

I search for Aurora’s file in my home office, but it’s not there. And I quickly realize it’s not in the other rooms, either. I groan, deciding I must have overlooked it in the filing cabinet. Maybe it’d fallen behind it.

Wanting to read until I fall asleep, I go to get my Jane Austin book, but it’s not on the coffee table. Again, I find myself searching the house, scanning all the other books on my shelves, but nothing.

Sleep begins to pull me under, so I decide to look for Jane Austin later. Maybe I’ll remember where I put it. Walking into my bedroom, I climb underneath the covers and rest my head on the pillow, letting the embrace of slumber take over.


Chapter Five


I hear my alarm shrilling in the silent room, and my arms, feeling heavy, reach out, grasping items on the bedside table until my fingers find the button to turn the infuriating noise off. Rolling onto my back, I wince at the pain, trying to recall what day it is. It’s Friday, I think. I can’t be sure. My mind feels foggy, like I’m moving through thick, sticky molasses.

Maybe I’ll finally be able to sleep in tomorrow. I doubt it, but I’m still hoping.

As I lie there, staring at the ceiling, my thoughts drift all over the place.

There’s so much on Aurora’s mind, and I’m wondering if talking to me is even enough. Maybe I should refer her to a psychologist. Her situation reminds me of my own struggles in high school—the constant pressure, the feeling of not fitting in. I can relate to her more than she knows. Did I tell her that yesterday? I can’t remember, but I think it’ll help her realize she’s not alone in this.

How can I begin to have any hope of helping one of my students deal with so much when I can’t even take control of my own life?

I begin thinking of Lucas, and my heart feels like it’s breaking all over again as I realize how little I’ve seen my son. The pang of missing him hits hard. I hope Ethan will let me have him this weekend. I need to hear his laughter, to feel his arms around me. It’s been too quiet in my life without him.

I sigh, knowing I can’t stay in bed forever. There’s work to be done, and students who need me. Pulling myself up, I wince again as the pain in my back flares up. Another day, another battle to get through. But today, I’ll face it with the hope that maybe, just maybe, things will start to get better.

I slide into my slippers by the closet and make my way downstairs to start the coffee. As it brews, I check my email, then flag a few for later. Today, I plan on scheduling one on one sessions with parents, hoping that they’ll want to meet with me within two weeks.

After the coffee pot beeps, I pour myself a cup, thinking some more about Lucas. I decide to send Ethan another text, asking for at least tomorrow to spend with our son. I wait for a response, feeling disappointed to receive nothing.

A frustrated curse escapes me as I sip my drink. I need to figure out a way to show them I’ve changed. Ethan’s my life and it’d destroy me if I can’t be a part of his.

Pouring another cup, I cradle the warm mug in my hands. The rich aroma fills the air, momentarily distracting me from the gnawing anxiety that has become my constant companion. With a sigh, I make my way back to the bedroom to get ready for work.

I step into the bathroom, intending to take a shower to shake off the remnants of sleep. I reach for the anxiety medicine I left on the edge of the sink, but something catches my eye. My gaze shifts to the mirror.

The mug slips from my grasp, shattering against the tiled floor, spewing hot liquid everywhere. The sound seems distant to my ear, almost like it’s happened in another room.

My heart lurches as I step backward, pressing myself against the wall. My eyes widen in horror, fixated on the words smeared across the mirror in a bold, accusatory writing: “Why did you do it?”

The burgundy lipstick glistens in the dim light, each letter etched with unsettling precision. The message seems to pulse with a life of its own, mocking me, taunting me. Panic surges through my veins, cold and unrelenting.

I try to steady my racing heart, my thoughts whirling in a frantic loop.

Stepping over the shards of broken ceramic, I move closer to the mirror, my reflection distorted by the streaks of lipstick. I reach out with a trembling hand, fingers hovering just above the words. The cold glass beneath my touch is a blunt contrast to the feverish heat of my skin.

“‘Why did you do it?”’ I whisper, the words feeling foreign and heavy on my tongue.

My eyes drift to the sink, where I see my lipstick lying in the bowl, its cap slightly askew. Slowly, I reach for it, my fingers trembling. I remove the top, revealing the smushed, misshapen makeup inside. The once-pristine surface is now marred and twisted.

A chill sweeps over me, and dropping the makeup, I wrap my arms around myself. Snapping my eyes shut, I turn away from the mirror, needing to distance myself from the accusatory message.

Then, when I’m able, with shaking hands, I crouch to clean up the broken mug.

Why did I do it? As the question flitters through my mind, I can’t help but laugh at the irony. I squeeze my arm to see if I’m actually dreaming. The dull pain says I’m not, but I’m fairly certain I’ve felt pain in my dreams before.

I rise slowly, drop the pieces of the mug into the wastebasket, then head for the linen closet to get the mop.

Once I’ve cleaned the floor and scrubbed away the message on the mirror, I strip off my pajamas, stepping into the shower. The hot water beats against my skin, but the shower’s doing little to calm my racing thoughts.

As the water washes over me, I try to collect myself. I need to focus, but the message on the mirror keeps flashing in my mind, a dark shadow I can’t shake.

After what feels like an eternity, I turn off the shower and step out, wrapping myself in a towel.

I take an anxiety pill, washing it down my throat with a scoopful of water. As I try to remember what happened the night before, I come up with nothing.

I barely remember taking Aurora home.

I dress quickly, then as I attempt to make breakfast, I try to think. I’m feeling like I’m losing even more of my life.

After my bacon and eggs are cooked, I sit with a fresh mug of coffee, slowly eating despite the sickening feeling I have.

I make myself a promise, like I do every time I have a blackout, to cut back on the pills. But as I do, my chest begins to race, and I can’t catch my breath. A single tear slips from the corner of my eye as I try to steady the anxiety whirling within me.

Not able to finish eating, I dump the food in the trash. Snatching my keys from the counter, I head outside.

The heat clings to my skin as I walk to my car and get in. I start the engine, then roll the window down before pulling out of the driveway. As I navigate through the familiar streets, the usual rhythm of my drive feels off-kilter, overshadowed by a nagging sense of unease.

At a stoplight, I reach into my handbag to get my lipstick, and my fingers brush against something soft. Pulling it out, I gasp. It’s the stress ball I gave Aurora just yesterday.

Turning it over in my hands, my mind races with confusion. The stress ball shouldn’t be here. I don’t remember taking it back, let alone putting it in my bag. A wave of dizziness washes over me. I place the ball on the passenger seat, unable to take my eyes off it.

A horn sounds, jarring me, and I blink up at the light. It’s green, so I force myself to focus on driving, but my thoughts are tangled. The clear memory of handing it over, the confidence in that action, contrasts sharply with the confusion I woke up to.

I grip the steering wheel tighter, feeling the tension in my shoulders. The familiar landmarks pass by in a blur, barely registering. Instead of the usual comfort I find in my routine, there’s now a constant undercurrent of anxiety.

The radio plays softly in the background, but I barely hear it. My mind is too busy replaying fragments of last night. The sense of losing control, of not being able to trust my own actions, gnaws at me.

It’s been going on this way for a while now, and it’s becoming worse.

By the time I pull into the school parking lot, I’m exhausted. The short drive feels like an eternity, each minute stretching out as my mind circles around the same questions, the same fears. I park the car and take a deep breath, trying to steady myself for the day ahead.

The building looms ahead, its red-brick exterior and tall windows reflecting the early morning light. The neatly trimmed hedges and well-maintained lawn give it an air of orderly calm. But today, it feels different. I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong, that the neat lines of my life are starting to blur at the edges. I step out of the car and head inside.


Chapter Six


During the lunch hour, I walk into the noisy cafeteria, scanning the vast room filled with students. I don’t see Aurora anywhere, but I spot Jamie in a corner table sitting with a couple of girls, so I maneuver around the crowd until I reach her.

“Jamie.”

She looks up at me. “Hey, Ms. Parker. We were just talking about the career fair on Tuesday. I can’t wait.”

I smile at her. “I’m glad. Do you by any chance know where Aurora is? I need to speak to her.”

She shakes her head. “I haven’t seen her at all today. She wasn’t in our history class.”

I narrow my eyes. “Really? You don’t know why?”

“No. Sorry.”

“I have homeroom with her,” one of Jamie’s friends says. “She wasn’t there this morning.”

“Has she ever missed school before?”

“Not that I remember.”

“Okay. Thanks, girls. If you see her, have her stop by my office.”

“Sure thing, Ms. Parker.” Jamie smiles at me as she digs her fork into her mashed potatoes.

I walk away, heading for the teacher’s lounge.

When I step into the hallway, I spot Coach Thompson in a hushed conversation with a student. The coach’s gaze briefly meets mine as I near. There’s a flicker of something in his eyes. I nod in acknowledgment and continue on, a strange unease settling in my chest.

Before turning a corner, I look toward him, but the coach and the student he was speaking to are gone. My heart continues to pound, the sound echoing in my ears.

I need to get a grip. I don’t know what’s going on with me lately.

After I walk into the lounge, I find Rachel Hancock sitting with a group of teachers, having their lunches.

“Tess, come join us.” Rachel notices me first, and I walk over to take a seat in between Amelia Sinclair, our math teacher and Lauren Kingsington, who teaches science.

“You look worn out, Tess,” Amelia says, narrowing her eyes. “You’re not sleeping again, are you?”

I shake my head, then shrug. “I have a lot on my mind.”

Lauren pats my hand. “You should take a sick day, honey. Get some rest.”

“Well, I’d be lying if I didn’t say it had crossed my mind. But, sadly, it’s nearing the end of the school year, and my students need me. Speaking of, have any of you seen Aurora Clark today?”

Rachel frowns. “She missed class. I’ll have to check attendance to be sure, but I don’t remember her missing a day since she got here. And she felt great about her test. I was looking forward to telling her she passed with flying colors.”

“Something’s really wrong.”

“What could be wrong?” Lauren asks. “Maybe she’s sick.”.

“I don’t know,” I mutter. “But I have a feeling that something’s up with her.”

“Well, you mentioned family problems,” Rachel reminds me. “Maybe something happened with her parents.”

“Maybe,” I mutter when my iPhone chimes with a notification. Looking at my screen, I see my sister texting, asking if I could meet her at Lakewood Homestyle Café in the morning at ten. Although it’s the last thing I want to do, I reply that I think it sounds great. Maybe she’ll have Lucas with her.

Her response is merely a thumbs up.

I lower my phone, my focus back to Aurora. “I should get going. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Think about that sick day,” Amelia calls after me.

I walk down the hall, my feet urgently thumping against the tiles, the sound echoing in the silence. My palms are clammy, and I rub them against my skirt, trying to dispel the sweat.

When I reach my office, I unlock my filing cabinet and search for Aurora’s file, but I still can’t find it.” With a groan, I sit at the computer, log in, then run a search through the student directory until I find her home number.” I quickly dial, the ringing filling the silence of the room.

“Hello, this is Stephanie Clark.”

I grip the receiver tightly. “Mrs. Clark, this is Tessa Parker from Lakewood High School. I’ve been counseling your daughter for the last couple of months.”

“Oh, Ms. Parker, I’m so thankful you called. I was about to call the police. Aurora’s bed hasn’t been slept in, and I’m worried sick.”

“Do you know where she is?”

“She mentioned needing to speak with you about something last night. She refused to tell me what it was. She seemed…”

The chair squeaks as I lean back. “How did she seem?”

“Upset. Someone called her when she came inside, and before I could stop her, she said she was going to find you. Didn’t she get to you?”

I rack my brain, trying to piece together the previous night. The details are murky, like a half-remembered dream. “She…she didn’t come after me.”

“Are you sure? She was adamant about finding you. I assumed she did.”

A cold sweat breaks out on my forehead. A flash of Aurora’s face, tear-streaked and desperate, surfaces in my mind. The sound of screeching tires and shattering glass echoes in my ears. I remember seeing her at my car window, but it feels like a dream, slipping away as soon as I try to grasp it.

I shake my head as if to erase the memory and clear my throat. “I’m sure she’s all right, Mrs. Clark. I’ll ask around to see if anyone’s seen her.”

“I don’t know what else to do. If she’s not with you, I’m calling the police.”

The line goes dead, and I sit there, staring at the phone.

I try to remember if I saw her after she went into her house.

My thoughts switch to the stress ball I found in my handbag. The same stress ball I’d given her. She must have given it back to me, but why?

I look around my office and can’t imagine where she could be.

Then I remember. The coach. She seemed afraid of him yesterday when he cornered us. Maybe he knows something. The look he’d given me earlier definitely sends creep vibes up my back.

Standing, I’m about to leave my office when my gaze lands on a familiar object on my desk. It’s the Jane Austen book I’ve been reading every night before bed. My hands tremble as I grasp it.

I flip through the pages. It’s definitely my copy, with the dog-eared pages and the faint coffee stain on the cover.

I study the book with a frown. The page that’s been bookmarked isn’t the page I stopped at. It’s further in the story. I can’t remember bringing it with me to work.

I suppose it’s a good possibility I did. I’ve been engrossed in the story, but still…I fall back into my chair, desperate to remember something from last night.

I’m starting to lose time again, and that scares me.

Shaking my head to dislodge my thoughts, I stand and leave the office, weaving around students and teachers who are filing out of the cafeteria to go toward their lockers or next period.

I enter the gym, immediately smelling the sweat and rubber from the basketball court. The echo of bouncing balls and the faint squeak of sneakers fill the air. The high ceilings amplify the noise, and the bright overhead lights cast a harsh glare on the polished floor. Banners and posters from past victories adorn the walls, adding splashes of school colors to the otherwise utilitarian space.

Marching to Coach Thompson’s office, I see him sitting at his desk. I knock at the door, and he looks up from his computer before waving in.

Peeking inside, I say, “Do you have a minute, Coach?”

He nods, a tightlipped smile spreading across his face. “Of course, Ms. Parker. What can I do for you?”

I step inside, closing the door behind me. “I wanted to ask if you’ve seen Aurora Clark today. She hasn’t been to any of her classes.”

Coach Thompson leans back in his chair, crossing his arms thoughtfully. “Aurora? No, I haven’t seen her. Is everything all right?”

I try to read his expression, searching for any hint of unease, but he appears genuinely concerned. I wonder if Aurora’s fear of him is sound. “Her mother mentioned she was upset last night and might have been trying to find me. I was hoping you might have seen her around the gym or heard something from the other students.”

He shakes his head slowly. “No, I can’t say I have. Aurora’s a good kid, though. It’s not like her to skip class. Have you checked with her friends?”

“Yes, I have. No one seems to know where she is. I’m starting to get worried.”

Coach Thompson furrows his brow, glancing at the clipboard on his desk. “I’ll keep an ear out, see if any of the students mention her. I’m sure she’s okay.”

“Thank you, Coach. If you hear anything, please let me know immediately.”

“Absolutely,” he replies, standing and offering a reassuring smile. “We’ll find her, Ms. Parker. Don’t worry.”

I leave his office as my iPhone chimes with a notification. I have a meeting coming up shortly, so I’m going to have to put my search to rest.


Chapter Seven


It’s nearing two o’clock when I somehow manage to finish my work for the day. The office is quiet, the faint hum of the air conditioning the only sound as I sit back in my chair, feeling a mix of relief and exhaustion. Papers are neatly stacked on my desk, emails are all answered, and my calendar shows a clear schedule for the remainder of the afternoon.

I decide to leave work early and go home to try to ease my mind so I can meet with my sister in the morning. The thought of seeing her, and possibly Lucas, brings a flicker of hope. Maybe a restful evening will help me gather the strength I need.

Gathering my things, I hear a knock at the door. The sound echoes in the quiet room, startling me slightly. Looking up, I see a man in a dress suit peering through the window. I stand and go to open the door.

“Can I help you?” I ask.

“Yes, ma’am. Are you Tessa Parker?”

“That’s correct.”

“My name’s Detective Tom Harris. I’ve already spoken with the principal, and he said you were counseling a student by the name of Aurora Clark?”

My eyes widen at her name, and I begin to wonder if the sickening feeling I’ve had all day is sound. “Yes. Please, come in.”

Detective Harris steps into my office, and I close the door behind him. He takes a seat, pulling out a small notepad and pen.

“Thank you for your time, Ms. Parker. Could you tell me about your interactions with her?”

“Of course.” I walk around my desk and settle into the chair, crossing a leg over the other. “Aurora started seeing me a few months ago, soon after she transferred from Stonebridge Prep. Being a junior at a brand new school near the end of the semester isn’t easy.”

“Can you describe her behavior over the past few weeks? Any changes you noticed?” he asks, pen poised over the notepad.

“Recently, she seemed more withdrawn and anxious. She mentioned feeling targeted by a group of students. She also talked about her parents arguing a lot, which added to her stress.”

“Who were these students?”

“They’re known as The Royals to the other students. A group of kids from wealthy families.” I clear my throat. “Is there something wrong with her, Detective? You don’t think she ran away, do you?”

“Right now, I’m speaking with those she has interacted with within the last week or so. Did she ever mention feeling threatened or scared of anyone in particular?” His gaze remains steady and focused as he stares at me across the desk.

I hesitate for a minute before leaning forward, folding my hands on my desk. “Yes, actually. She seemed very uncomfortable around Coach Mark Thompson. She didn’t give me specific details, but she was visibly tense if his name came up, or when she saw him.”

“Can you describe a time when this happened?”

“Yesterday, when she saw him in the hallway, she wanted to go in the opposite direction to avoid him. But he appeared around the corner and I could tell she was uncomfortable.”

“Was that the first time you’ve noticed this?”

Again, I’m quiet for a second, and I’m about to say no, when I remember how Julie acted when the coach’s name was mentioned.

“He’s a well-respected member of the faculty, Detective, but…” Again I pause, and Harris’s unwavering gaze is unnerving. “There have been whispers about the coach. For the most part, I brushed them off as merely rumors.”

“For the most part?” the detective presses.

“Well, one of my other students seems unnerved by him.”

“Can you give me the name of this student?”

I offer him a tight-lipped smile. “Not until I have her authorization.”

“Fair enough. Did Aurora confide in you about any specific incidents involving anyone else?”

“She mentioned an incident where she saw another student cheating and reported it to a teacher. After that, the bullying seemed to have intensified.”

“When was the last time you saw Aurora?” Harris leans in slightly, his expression intent.

“It was yesterday. She came to see me after school. She retook a test Mrs. Hancock had given her, and was excited that she felt like she’d aced it. I offered her a ride home, and she accepted.” I pause as I thought back to yesterday. I still have no clear memory after that.

“Do you usually give your students a ride home?”

“Not habitually.”

Harris nods once. “But you did yesterday?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, after this ride you gave her, did she mention anything about meeting someone or going somewhere specific?”

“No, she didn’t. But I noticed today Aurora didn’t come to school. That’s unusual for her. After no one had seen or heard from her, I contacted her mother. She said Aurora had mentioned she wanted to find me last night.”

“I’m assuming you didn’t see her?”

I can’t tell if he’s accusing me of something. The very line of questioning makes my heart skip several beats.

“I didn’t see her after I dropped her off.”

The office fills with a tense silence and I watch as the detective scribbles in his pad. “Do you have any idea where Aurora might go if she was upset or scared?”

“She didn’t have many close friends. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, Detective.”

“Thank you, Ms. Parker. If you remember anything else or if something comes up, please contact me immediately.” Reaching into his breast pocket, he pulls out a business card and sets it on my desk.

“I’ll certainly do that. I just hope she’s safe.”

Harris nods and I watch him leave, my thoughts swirling in endless loops.

Moments later, there's another knock. This time, it's Rachel Hancock. I gesture for her to enter. She steps in, quietly shutting the door behind her before turning to face me.

“Was he asking about Aurora? I overheard a few teachers mention a detective had mentioned her name.”

“Yeah.”

Rachel sits. “Do you think something happened to her?”

“I can’t say.” I shake my head. “It makes no sense. My mind, it’s…”

I trail off, unable to form the words.

“Are you sure you’re alright, Tess?” Rachel narrows her eyes at me. “You’re looking stressed lately.”

I sigh as I shrug. “It comes with the counselor’s job.”

She laughs lightly. “Tessa, you and I have known each other for eons. I know all your secrets.” Her lips curve into a smirk, and my heart jolts. My mouth feels dry, and to cover my reaction, I stand to look out the window at the nearby lake.

I want so badly to talk to Rachel, but I push the feeling down. I can’t do that. I can only imagine what she’d think. And word gets around in small towns.

Turning toward her, I grab my handbag, slipping it over my shoulder. “I was on the way home when the detective came in. I’ll see you later.”

Rachel frowns at me, but stands. “Well, how about we do our girls’ night tonight?”

I force a smile, but I don’t know if it’s genuine or not. “I’d love that, but honestly, I really should get some rest. And I have an early meeting with my sister in the morning. You know how that’ll probably go.”

Rachel scoffs. “In that case, when we do go out, I’ll be the one to buy drinks. But in the meantime, call me if you need anything. I mean it, Tess.”

“Thanks, Rach.” I embrace her. “I’ll see you Monday.”

“See you then.”

I wait until she walks out of the office before I gather the rest of my things, including my Jane Austen book. After locking up, I hurry down the hallway toward the school’s exit, hoping no one will stop me.

“Ms. Parker!” No such luck.

Halfway to my car, I turn to see Jamie hurrying toward me, her face clouded with worry.“The police are here about Aurora. Is everything okay?”

I force a reassuring smile and place a hand on her shoulder. “I'm sure she's all right, Jamie.”

Her brow furrows, and she shifts her weight from one foot to the other. “But…what if something happened to her?”

“Do you know anything?” I ask gently.

Jamie hesitates, biting into her bottom lip, her gaze dropping to the ground. “Well…” She glances around, as if to make sure no one is listening. “Yesterday, I was in the bathroom, and I overheard something.”

I raise a brow, urging her to continue. “What did you hear?”

She swallows hard before whispering, “She was arguing with someone…Trish. Aurora told her she knew what she'd done and was going to tell everyone.”

A chill runs through me. “Do you know what she meant?”

Jamie shakes her head, her voice barely audible now. “No, but Trish looked furious. She was swearing at Aurora and…she warned her that if she talked, there'd be consequences.” Jamie’s voice wavers. “When I came out of the stall, Aurora was crying. She said she'd made a terrible mistake and that she was in trouble.”

I blink, taken aback. “Why didn't you tell anyone sooner, Jamie?” I ask, my tone firmer than I intend.

Jamie flinches, her eyes widening. “I—I didn’t know what to do,” she stammers. “I was scared…”

I immediately soften my stance. “It's okay, Jamie. I'm glad you told me now.”

“I told her we needed to tell Principal Meyer, or even you, what had happened. She begged me not to. Then later, we ran into each other again. She told me she was sorry about what happened, and that she was okay. I offered to go with her to tell someone, but she said Trish had been in enough trouble lately. She didn’t want to make things worse.” Jamie’s words quivered. “I’m sorry I never said anything.”

“You’re doing the right thing now, Jamie. You should go to Principal Meyer’s office and talk to him. Do you want me to come with you?”

After a hesitation, she shakes her head. “I’ll be fine. I just hope I’m overreacting.”

“My number’s in the school directory if you need anything,” I tell her with an encouraging smile. “Call anytime.”

“Thanks.”

I watch her walk away, then continue toward the exit. Stepping outside, the cool breeze from the nearby lake greets me, carrying with it the faint scent of blooming wildflowers and the earthy aroma of the water.

The lake, a shimmering expanse of blue, stretches out beyond the school’s grounds, its surface glistening under the afternoon sun. Tall evergreens line the shoreline, their branches rustling softly in the gentle wind.

As I walk to my car, I take a moment to absorb the peaceful scenery. The soft lapping of the water against the rocks, the distant call of a loon create a masterpiece of nature, and usually gives me a sense of peace. But lately, it feels like a silent witness, as if aware of something unsettling beginning to shift at the school.

I glance back at the red-brick building as I walk, a strange unease tugging at me.

Finally reaching my car, I unlock it and slip into the driver’s seat, the leather hot from the afternoon sun. The engine hums to life with a comforting purr, but my focus drifts to the passenger seat, where the stress ball I’d given Aurora still sits.


Chapter Eight


The alarm clock’s beeping incessantly, but I lie in bed on my stomach, unable to move. Pain shoots up my back, a familiar, gnawing sensation that never fully goes away. I try to push it down. The dull throb in my temples matches the rhythm of the beeping, relentless and unforgiving.

I try to think about yesterday. Aurora’s missing, and I spoke to a detective. What was his name again? Harris, that’s it. I wonder if he’s been able to find her.

After having heard enough of the alarm’s shrills, I slap the button to turn it off, then peel out of bed. My joints protest with every movement, creaking like old hinges. I’m supposed to be meeting my sister this morning. I need to pretend everything with me is okay, including my constant pain.

I walk downstairs to the kitchen, my steps heavy and uncoordinated, each footfall echoing in the quiet house. The smell of stale air and faint remnants of last night’s dinner linger. I start the coffee, the machine’s gurgling and hissing breaking the silence.

After checking my iPhone, I realize Ethan still never responded to my message. With a sigh, I sit at the kitchen table, placing my head in my hands.

I don’t know how much longer I can deal with this. I miss Lucas, and I need to see him on a regular basis.

When the coffee pot beeps, I pour a cup, fixing it the way I prefer—just a splash of cream and a teaspoon of sugar. The rich aroma fills the kitchen as I make my way upstairs to get ready for my meeting with Emily.

Walking into the bathroom, I stare into my reflection, remembering the words written in my lipstick yesterday morning. The memory brings a chill up my spine, the feeling of cold, slippery fear.

Grabbing my bottle of anxiety medicine, I shake out a pill, swallowing it with my coffee. The bitterness of the pill mixes with the warmth of the drink, leaving an unpleasant aftertaste. With a heavy sigh, I splash cold water on my face, the shock waking me slightly.

I brush my teeth and apply some makeup to cover the dark circles under my eyes. The concealer feels thick and artificial on my skin. I run a comb through my hair, pulling it back into a loose ponytail. I choose a simple outfit: jeans and a tee. Comfortable and practical.

I step back, looking at my reflection in the full-length oval mirror. Somehow, I managed to look halfway normal, hopefully like someone who’s ready to be a mom to her son.

I know that however this breakfast meeting with Emily goes, she’ll report back to Ethan. Whatever she tells him will go, so if I want my son back, I have to impress my little sister.

My life isn’t supposed to be like this. I remember vague moments when I was happy, but gradually, things went in an opposite direction. And before I realized it was happening, I lost my family. But I’m working hard to change all that.

A hint of a smile flashes on my face as determination settles. I will change all that.

Opening my jewelry box, I reach in to pull out my diamond bracelet Ethan bought me on our honeymoon eons ago.

I look inside, eyes wide. It’s a bracelet, delicate and familiar. I pick it up, my fingers trembling. The intricate silver design and the blue star charm are unmistakable.

It’s Aurora’s bracelet. I remember her showing it to me during one of our sessions, proudly talking about how her dad gave it to her for her birthday.

My mind races as I replay the moments from the last time I saw Aurora, the ride home.

I grip the edge of the jewelry stand to steady myself. I close my eyes. The bracelet feels heavy in my hand, burning into my skin, as if it’s searing its presence into my memory.

My mind is spinning, trying to piece together fragments of memories that keep slipping away, just out of reach. Placing the bracelet carefully back in the jewelry box, I turn to leave the closet, but a sudden, vivid image flashes in my mind—a fleeting vision of Aurora’s face, her eyes wide with fear.

I shake my head, trying to clear the haze, but the image lingers. I need to focus on my meeting with Emily. This could change everything for me.

Hurrying downstairs, I grab my handbag and keys and head out the door.

[image: image-placeholder]

Arriving at the Lakewood Homestyle Café, I spot Emily already seated, her usual composed self. Her short, dark, wavy hair is neatly pulled back into a tight ponytail, and her almond-shaped eyes, a mirror of my own, hold a look of sharp scrutiny. Her youthful face is free of makeup, highlighting her smooth, lightly tanned skin and high cheekbones.

She sits straight, her posture rigid and almost formal, dressed in a crisp blouse and tailored pants that emphasize her serious demeanor. Despite her youthful appearance, there’s a maturity in her expression that belies her age.

Immediately, I notice the absence of my son. Around us, the café hums with quiet activity. A couple at a nearby table speaks in hushed tones, their heads close together. A woman in a stylish hat sips her coffee at the counter, occasionally glancing at the newspaper spread before her.

I force a smile as I approach, sliding into the booth opposite Emily. “Hey.”

“You’re on time.” The simple statement is filled with accusations, but I ignore it.

“I’ve been looking forward to this. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you, Em.” I glance down at the menu. “What looks good to you?”

“I’m only having coffee,” she says.

“Oh, then I guess that’s what I’ll have, too.” I’m not hungry, anyway. I’ve a full stomach of nerves floating around, and all I want is for this breakfast meeting to be over with.

“So how have you been? How’s Lucas?”

“He’s fine.” A pause. “Listen, Ethan wanted me to talk to you about what’s been going on over the last couple of months…more specifically, the last few weeks.”

“I know what you’re going to say and—”

“We know you want to see Lucas. And, it’s understandable. We want that for you.”

I keep my face from showing any emotion. I’ve known Emily since she was born. She’s not finished. The waitress comes to take our coffee orders, then leaves.

“Ethan was understandably concerned about you taking care of Lucas the other night. And when the neighbor brought him back home, well, that was lucky.”

I narrow my eyes. “The neighbor?”

Emily’s face darkens as the waitress reappears to set our mugs in front of us. “You know to keep an eye on him. He may be six, but he wanders off. You know this, Tessa.”

I search my memory for a neighbor bringing Lucas back home. I don’t remember anymore than I remember him getting out.

“Even in a town like Lakewood, bad things happen,” she continues. “We’re going to have to take a step back, Tessa. Maybe in a couple of months, we’ll be comfortable letting you see Lucas again. With one of us present, of course.”

I shake my head, trying to clear the cobwebs that started forming. I can’t believe they’re trying to take my son away from me completely. I want to tell them I don’t remember Lucas leaving the house. But I know that might make things worse.

“Listen, I’m his mother. I deserve to see him.” I’m straining to keep my voice calm, but I’m anything but.

“You do remember Ethan won sole custody, right?” She leans over the table, her cold eyes boring into mine. “We have the prerogative to not allow Lucas to see you at all. We only care about his well being, Tessa.”

I frown at her statements. Emily and I were never close, but there was a time when we managed to keep the peace, even though it was fake. But now, it seems she’s pulling further away from me.

“Look.” Emily reaches across the table, gently covering my hand with hers. “You’re my sister. I’ll always love you. That won’t change. This is best for you, too. Maybe it’ll help.”

“Em…”

I’m about to beg her to convince Ethan to change his mind—then I notice the shimmering hitting the diner’s overhead lights. My gaze falls on the rock on her finger. Suddenly, my heart skips several beats. Slowly, I look up at her.

“You’re engaged.” I watch her expression as she lets out a soft sigh.

“We were going to tell you. It just happened.”

I jerk my hand from underneath hers as if I’d been burned. In a way, I guess I was.

“Is it Ethan?”

She swallows, then slowly nods.

“How could you do this to me?” My voice is a hoarse whisper.

“It wasn’t planned. Really, it wasn’t.”

“So your plan is to take over my life?” My voice rises as I push back my chair with a squeak.”First you help make sure my son’s taken from me, and now you want my husband?”

“Ex-husband,” she corrects.

I’ve had enough. Grabbing my handbag from the back of the chair, I turn and storm away before the tears come.


Chapter Nine


I sit at my desk Monday morning, the quiet hum of the office filling the stillness around me. The weekend feels like a blur, each moment blending into the next, leaving me with pieces of uneasy memories.

My life’s shredding with each moment. Nothing I do is making it better.

The clock on the wall ticks away steadily, reminding me that I have to focus on the day ahead.

I stare at the neatly stacked papers in front of me, my mind drifting back to what happened at the café. Emily’s cold eyes, her condescending tone, and that infuriating engagement ring.

The way she delivered the news about Lucas, as if it were a business transaction, still makes my stomach churn.

I’ve spent the last two days replaying the conversation, trying to find a way to change her mind, but her words echo in my head, unyielding and final.

My office feels like a sanctuary and a prison all at once.

I shake my head, trying to clear it, but it doesn’t work. Instead, I roll my chair over to the filing cabinet and unlock it. Rifling through the files, I pull out a file. Before I slide the drawer closed, something catches my eye. I reach in, wrapping my fingers around a small device.

Pulling it out, I realize it’s an iPhone, and the battery’s dead.

Curious. I don’t know why I have this. I don’t typically confiscate phones, although I did once when one of my students was texting the entire duration of our session. But I always give it back. Seeing that it’ll fit my charger, I plug it in so I can find out who it belongs to.

The knock on the door pulls me back to the present. Jamie stands there, her usual cheerful demeanor replaced with a look of concern. I motion for her to come in, forcing a smile that I hope looks more genuine than it feels.

“Good morning, Jamie,” I say, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside. “I’m glad you stopped by to see me.”

“Morning, Ms. Parker,” she replies. She fidgets with the hem of her shirt, her gaze darting around the room.

I lean forward slightly, trying to read the expression on her face. “How was your weekend?”

“It was okay.” There’s an edge to her voice that makes me think otherwise.

“Would you like to talk?” I ask, noticing the tension in her posture.

She makes a face. “Do you have time?”

“Of course. I don’t have a session scheduled for another hour. Have a seat. Do you have any classes right now?”

“Just science.”

“Just science, huh?” I laugh lightly, trying to ease the mood as I slip my file underneath a stack of paper. “I’ll write you an excuse for Mrs. Kingsington. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

After Jamie shuts the door, she sits in the chair across from my desk, her shoulders slumped and her fingers intertwined nervously.

“Aurora,” she says. “The cops haven’t found her yet, and I haven’t seen her in school. What if something happened?”

I push out a heavy sigh. “I know. I’m concerned, too. All we can do is hope and pray that she’ll turn up. Did you tell Principal Meyer about what you witnessed in the girls’ room?”

Jamie nods, her eyes welling up with tears. “I did, but I don’t think he believes me. That detective was there, too, and he said he’d look into it. But come on, Ms. Parker. It’s the Royals. They run the school.”

Leaning forward, I hold my gaze. “The Royals do not run this school, Jamie. Okay? They’re students, just like you.”

“They get away with everything.”

“Truth will come out. It always does.”

“I’m just…worried. I don’t want anything bad to happen to Aurora. I mean, I didn’t know her well, but she seems like a nice girl.”

“Regardless of what the principal believes, you did the right thing by telling him, Jamie. And you’re doing the right thing by talking to me now. Sometimes, these things take time, but the police and the school are doing everything they can to find her.”

Jamie wipes her eyes. “But what if it’s not enough? What if something really bad happened, and it’s my fault because I didn’t do more?”

“It’s not your fault,” I say firmly. “You’re doing everything you can. We all are. The important thing is that you spoke up. Now, we just have to keep pushing for answers.”

Jamie sniffles and nods. “I just wish I knew what happened. I can’t stop thinking about it.”

I feel a pang of guilt. “I know it’s hard, Jamie. It’s hard for all of us. But we can’t lose hope. We have to keep believing that Aurora will come back to us.”

“Okay. Thanks, Ms. Parker. For listening.”

“Anytime, Jamie. But I need you to help me understand what happened in the girls’s bathroom. You told me before you heard Trish say something about consequences. What do you think she meant by that?” I ask, leaning in.

Jamie shakes her head. “I don’t know. Aurora seemed really upset. I just heard snippets, like Trish saying, ‘You’ll regret it,’ and Aurora sounded like she was pleading or something. And then…”

I wait as Jamie thinks of what she wants to say.

“I think I heard Coach Thompson’s name. It was really low, but I’m pretty sure Trish mentioned him.”

My stomach clenches. “Did she say anything specific about him?”

Jamie shrugs, looking uncertain. “Not really. Just something like, ‘Coach Thompson will back me up,’ or ‘Coach Thompson knows what to do.’ It was hard to hear exactly.”

“Did you see anything? Were there any other students around?”

“No, it was just them. But, I mean, I was in the stall.”

“Right.”

“It was quiet for a while, so I walked out of the stall. Trish had already left, but Aurora was crying.”

I nod, absorbing the information. “You did the right thing by telling me. This helps a lot. We’ll make sure to look into it further.”

Jamie stands, her movements slow. “I should probably get to class.”

I nod and reach for my pen, quickly scribbling a note. “Here’s your excuse. Take care of yourself, Jamie. And remember, you’re not alone in this. We’ll figure out what’s going on.”

“Thanks.” Jamie takes the note and heads to the door. Just as she’s about to leave, she turns back. “Ms. Parker, do you think she’s scared? Like, if she didn’t just run away. If something bad happened.”

Her question hangs in the air. I swallow hard, forcing a smile. “I think she’s brave. And I think she knows we’re all looking out for her.”

Jamie gives a small, sad smile in return before stepping out of the office, leaving me alone with thoughts I can’t shake.

Glancing at the iPhone, I check to see if there’s enough charge to find out who it belongs to. The screen lights up, showing a low battery warning, but it’s just enough to see the lock screen. My heart skips a beat as I recognize the wallpaper—a photo of Aurora holding a cat to her face.

“Aurora’s phone?” I whisper, the words feeling foreign on my tongue. I glance at my filing cabinet feeling shaken.

I try to unlock the phone, but it’s secured with a passcode. My fingers tremble as I rack my brain. People often use passcodes that are special to them.

Aurora had mentioned her favorite numbers in one of our sessions. What were they again?

“Four and seven,” I murmur, recalling the conversation.

I punch in the numbers: zero four zero seven. The screen remains locked. Panic wells up inside me, but I push it down. Think, Tessa. Think.

She had also mentioned her pet’s name in passing, her cat, Luna. Birthdays, pets…I try another combination: twelve twenty-five—Christmas, maybe? No luck.

I tap my fingers on the desk before trying a few more numbers, but nothing.

Cycling through every small detail I can remember from our sessions, it hit me. Her dad had given her the star charm bracelet she adored for her birthday.

I close my eyes, searching for the memory. September. That’s it. She mentioned something about celebrating on September fifteenth. I enter zero nine fifteen. The phone vibrates, and my breath catches as the screen unlocks.

I’m in.

Not bad for a high school counselor.


Chapter Ten


The day’s been busy for me, but now I’m back in my office, staring at Aurora’s phone, fully charged and unlocked. I shouldn’t be doing this. It feels wrong to invade her personal space like this. Maybe I should give it to the police. They still haven’t found her, and I know her mother’s been understandably beside herself with worry. The police think she ran away, but her mom’s terrified something has happened to her.

But I can’t shake the feeling that I might find something important here. Something that could help.

I unlock the phone again, using her birthday. The screen lights up, and my gaze is immediately drawn to the messaging app. Twenty unread messages.

I tap into the app and begin skimming. A handful of new texts are from her mother, pleading for Aurora to come home, saying how much she and her dad miss her, how worried they are. She doesn’t mention details, just a mother’s fear spilling into words, desperate for any response.

I hesitate, the guilt gnawing at me, but I keep scrolling.

One message catches my eye:

Mom: “Aurora, please come home. We can talk about this. Did you find your counselor? Are you with her now?”

Aurora had responded: “Yeah, I’m with her now. She took me to her house. I’ll be home soon. Stop worrying.”

My heart races. Aurora told her mother she was with me. I struggle to remember clearly what our conversation was. Coach Thompson? Something else? The messages were timestamped last night, two hours after I initially dropped her off.

Feeling as if my heart’s going to burst through my chest, I reach into my bag and pull out my anxiety pills, thankful I brought them with me. The small bottle rattles in my hand, and I quickly pop two, hoping the double dose will steady my nerves.

I return to the phone, scrolling further. Among the frantic messages from her mother, I find another thread. It’s between Aurora and a classmate named Wesley.

Wesley: “y u avoiding me?”

Aurora: “I’m not. I just need space.”

Wesley: “We’re meant to be. U know that, right? Saw it from the second u came into math.”

Aurora: “Plz stop. Just leave me alone. Ur scaring me. I’m just not interested”

I swallow hard, my mouth dry. Wesley has been bothering her, harassing her. I wonder why she hadn’t said anything to me. I continue reading his last messages.

Wesley: “U shouldn’t lead guys on.”

Wesley: “So u got nuthin 2 say? Freak.”

Reading these texts only deepens the gnawing feeling I’ve had since her disappearance. She’s been dealing with even more than she told me. Guilt claws at my stomach.

Glancing at my watch, I decide I want to find out more information, but I also need to tread carefully. My mind drifts back to Coach Thompson. Aurora had mentioned feeling uncomfortable around him, and now this with Wesley. The school is beginning to feel like a web of hidden threats.

I can’t shake the feeling that the walls of my office are closing in.

Pulling up the student directory, I search the database for a student name Wesley. One pops up.

Wesley Harrington. I know of him. He’s a linebacker for the Lakewood High football team.

A vague memory flits through my mind as I recall him in a relationship with another student—a cheerleader.

I close my eyes, desperate to remember the details.

Wesley dated Ava Winter. She was killed in a tragic accident last year.

I jot down notes, then lock the phone in my filing cabinet before leaving the office.

The tiles echo under my high heels as I hurry toward the exit that would take me to the football field, knowing the team would be at practice.

My vision’s beginning to feel slightly blurred, and I can feel sweat forming on my forehead despite the cool air in the hallway.

As I round a corner, Mrs. Collins, the art teacher, steps out of her classroom holding a stack of papers. She smiles warmly when she sees me, then falters. “Tessa, are you okay? You look a bit frazzled, dear.”

I try to brush past her, muttering I’m fine, but she steps into my path, her brow furrowing in concern. “Tessa, is everything all right?”

“I’m fine,” I protest. “I’m just on the way to speak with a student.”

Mrs. Collins frowns, her gaze scanning my face, until she moves down to my hand.

Seeing that they’re shaking, I grip it with my other hand and let out a wary scoff. “Too much caffeine, I guess.”

“You look really stressed,” Mrs. Collins says. “Maybe you should take a moment to—”

“I said I’m fine,” I interrupt, my voice rising. The hallway seems to close in around me even more, the walls pressing closer. “I…I need to go.”

She steps back, a look of worry crossing her face. “All right, but if you need to talk later, I’m here.”

I nod curtly and push past her, my steps quickening as I head toward the doors leading to the football field. The thumping of my heels echo in my ears, mingling with the racing of my heart.

I burst through the doors and step into the bright sunlight. The field stretches out before me, a vast expanse of green. The sounds of the football team practicing in the distance mix with the roar of my own thoughts.

Before continuing, I lean against the wall of the school, closing my eyes, willing for my anxiety to settle.

“Get a grip, Tess,” I hiss through my teeth. There’s a reason why I don’t bring my pills to school. And now, I’ve doubled my usual dose, and it’s pushing me over the edge.

I focus on my breathing until finally, I can hear over the blood pulsing in my ears.

When I’m able to move, I push off the wall and head toward the field, trying to maintain my balance.

After I reach it, I walk up to Coach Thompson, who’s blowing into his whistle. “Wake up, Lewis! You’re a disgrace to this team! Pick up your feet and move it, or you’ll be warming the bench for your girlfriend!”

“Coach Thompson.” I stand next to him, scanning the field.

The players are running drills, their movements sharp and precise. Some are practicing sprints, pushing themselves to their limits, while others engage in intense scrimmages, the clash of bodies and shouts echoing across the field.

The linemen are in a heated blocking drill, each hit resonating with force. The receivers are running precise routes, their focus unwavering as they catch passes.

The coach looks sideways at me. “Ms. Parker. To what do I have the pleasure?”

“I’m sorry for interrupting your…concentration,” I tell him as I look at the quarterback as he chucks the football in the air.

“Reed, you throw like you’ve never seen a football before! Get it together!” Coach Thompson yells, his frustration evident. He turns back to me, his expression annoyed. The bright sunlight shines against his face despite the shade of his ball cap, highlighting the creases of annoyance. “What were you saying?”

“Can I have a word with Wesley Harrington?” I ask, my voice steady, though my nerves are fluttering in my stomach.

“We’re in the middle of a practice, counselor.” He gestures toward the field.

“I know, but it’s important that I speak with him.”

The coach shouts out a few more heated words at his players, his voice echoing across the expanse. Then he let out a heavy sigh, the sound almost swallowed by the distant noise of traffic and the rhythmic thumping of feet on the turf.

“Well, Harrington’s the only one who seems to have his head in the game.” He blows his whistle, the sharp sound cutting through the air, and shouts for the linebacker to come over.

“Yes, Coach?” As he jogs toward us, Wesley’s hair clings to his scalp, and sweat pours down his face, catching the light, making his skin glisten.

“You’re done for the day. Good job, Harrington. Ms. Parker would like a word.”

Wesley looks at me, eyes narrowed, breath heavy from the exertion. “Me? Did I do something?” His voice is cautious, tinged with curiosity and concern.

I shake my head. “I need to ask you a few questions.” Mentioning Aurora’s name is something I don’t dare to do in front of the coach. The distant cheers of a group of students playing soccer mix with the sounds of the football practice.

“Oh. Okay.” He tugs at his uniform, the fabric sticking to his skin. “Mind if I take a shower first?” He wipes his forehead with the back of his hand, leaving a streak of sweat.

“That’s fine. Why don’t you meet me at my office?”

“Sure.” His response is quick, but his eyes hold a hint of apprehension.

“Thanks, Wesley. I’ll see you soon.” The words hang in the air as he jogs off toward the locker room, leaving me standing on the edge of the field, the sounds of the ongoing practice gradually fading into the background.


Chapter Eleven


I stand at my office window, watching the students walk through the courtyard. My heart is beating erratically, fueled by nerves and the remnants of the double dose of anxiety pills I took earlier. Wesley is due any minute, and I need to stay focused.

As I consider another pill, a sharp knock at the door jolts me from my thoughts. I turn to see Wesley peering through the window, his expression uncertain. I gesture for him to come in, and he slips inside, glancing over his shoulder before closing the door.

“Hi. Uh…I kinda have another class, Ms. Parker.”

“Don’t tell me you wouldn’t love a chance to miss your teacher droning on about something not interesting.” I attempt a reassuring smile, trying to put him at ease.

“Yeah, I would, but not when I risk my friends thinking I’m some kind of head case.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

“Just tell them it’s about your college applications, if it comes to that. What we have to discuss is important.”

Wesley hesitates, then with a heavy sigh, sits. I study him for a moment, noticing the tension in his posture and the way his gaze darts around the room.

“It's about Aurora Clark.”

Wesley shifts in his seat, his expression caught between surprise and defensiveness. “Why are you asking me about Aurora?”

“I understand you were close to her. She’s been missing for a few days, and I’m trying to piece together what might have happened.”

Wesley shrugs. “We weren’t that close. Just… dated for a while. It didn’t work out.”

I pause, considering my next move. A strange sensation takes hold of me when I think of the way she acted regarding the coach. “Did she ever say anything about Coach Thompson?”

Wesley frowns. “Coach? Not really. Why?”

“She mentioned feeling uneasy around him,” I say, watching him closely. “And now she’s gone. It just…feels strange.”

Wesley’s posture stiffens. “Coach didn’t have anything to do with her going missing.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “But I can’t help thinking about Ava Winter, too. She died at his house last year. And now Aurora’s missing.”

Wesley shifts in his chair, avoiding my gaze. “Ava’s death was an accident. Everyone knows that. Look, Coach is a good guy. Because of him, I’m going to Notre Dame.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks. I got the letter a week ago.”

“Your parents must be proud,” I say, before handing him the excuse for class. “But if you remember anything that might help, let me know.”

Wesley nods, but I can tell he’s anxious to get out. “Sure, Ms. Parker. I’ll keep that in mind.”

As he steps out of the office, I stop him. “Wesley, one more thing. If Aurora were in trouble, where do you think she would go?”

He hesitates, his hand gripping his backpack strap. “I don’t know. She didn’t really talk to me about stuff like that.”

I watch him walk away, my mind racing. Wesley’s nervousness and evasiveness were evident. I couldn’t be sure if it was because he knew more than he was letting on or if he was simply nervous. I glance at the locked filing cabinet, where Aurora’s iPhone is hidden, and feel a wave of frustration.

Closing my door, I sit at my desk, drumming my fingers along the edge. The name Ava Winter echoes in my mind, a ghost from the past. I barely remember her, just fleeting images and snippets of conversations. I know she was found in the pool at Coach Thompson’s party.

With a deep breath, I log into my computer and begin searching the internet for her name. The screen flickers to life, illuminating the dim office. I type “Ava Winter Lakewood High” into the search bar and hit enter.

As the results load, I lean back in my chair. Articles, obituaries, and old school newsletters populate the screen. I click on the first link, a news article dated over a year ago.

“Ava Winter, a promising student and cheerleader at Lakewood High, tragically drowned during a party at Coach Mark Thompson’s house,” I read aloud, my voice barely above a whisper. The article details the night of the accident, describing a celebration that turned into a nightmare.

I scroll through the article, noting the inconsistencies. Some witnesses claimed Ava had too much to drink, while others mentioned she seemed perfectly fine before the incident. The coroner’s report ruled it an accidental drowning, but a nagging feeling in my gut tells me there’s more to the story.

I click on another link—a school newsletter memorializing Ava. Her smiling face, surrounded by friends, stares back at me, frozen in time.

I shake my head. The coach… I’ve known him for years. No issues that stand out. At least, nothing I can remember clearly.

Then a memory surfaces of Aurora, mentioning how uneasy she felt around Coach Thompson. The detail feels important, but my mind is tired, sluggish. My eyes ache. Everything feels muddled, like my thoughts are slipping just out of reach.

I close the browser, the screen returning to my desktop. Leaning back, I close my eyes, trying to piece together my memory.

I rub my temples, feeling a headache forming.

My iPhone vibrates, breaking the silence. The screen shows an unknown number. I hesitate, then answer.

“Hello?” My voice sounds strange in the stillness.

There’s a brief silence, then a faint, distorted echo on the other end. My name—almost too quiet to hear.

“Who is this?” I ask, gripping the phone tighter.

A pause, then the voice again, low, distorted. “Why did you do it?”

My skin prickles with cold sweat. “Who is this?”

The voice repeats, “Why did you do it?”

I press the phone tighter to my ear. Silence. Then, the line goes dead.

I stare at the phone before finally pushing out a heavy sigh, closing my eyes. It felt so real, yet surreal at the same time. I’ve been under so much stress, and my mind’s retaliating.

I set the device down, my hands trembling. The anxiety pills are doing little to calm my nerves.

My phone rings again, and I snatch it up, my nerves frayed. “Who is this?”

“It’s just me.” Emily’s voice makes my fury mingle with trepidation as I grip the phone tighter. “You’re not still upset about my engagement, are you?”

I take a deep breath, trying to keep my voice steady. “Did you just call me a few minutes ago?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You heard me,” I demand, my teeth clenched. “Did you call me a few minutes ago?”

“Tessa, you’re not making any sense.” Emily’s tone shifts from confusion to irritation. “I haven’t spoken to you since we met at the café. I only called to check if you’re okay.”

“I’ll be fine when you and your fiancé give me back my son,” I snap, my frustration boiling over.

She sighs heavily, the sound grating on my nerves. “We’ve been over this, Tessa. It’s not that simple.”

“I don’t care how simple it is for you. I want my son back.” My voice trembles with barely contained rage.

“Tessa, you need to calm down. This isn’t helping anyone, least of all Lucas.”

“I’ll calm down when I get my son back.” Without waiting for her response, I end the call, slamming the phone down with a mix of anger and desperation.

I need a minute to collect myself before facing the chaos outside, but suddenly, a loud crash shatters the silence of my office, jolting me out of my thoughts. I leap to my feet, and in my haste, I knock my chair over as I hurry into the hallway.

Two students kneel on the floor, picking up shards of ceramic, their expressions a mix of shock and embarrassment.

“I am so sorry,” one of the students says, her voice trembling.

“Don’t worry about it. It was a crappy piece of art, anyway,” the other girl responds, trying to sound nonchalant but failing to hide her frustration.

The second girl glances up at me, swiping her long blond bangs out of her eyes. “Are you okay, Ms. Parker?” she asks, her brow furrowed with concern.

The first girl twists to look at me, her eyes widening. “Geez, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I…I…” My words falter as I glance around the hallway. “I’m fine. Are you girls okay? That sounded like a car wreck.”

“Yeah, I just had a lesson in needing to watch where I’m going,” the first girl says with a nervous laugh.

I force a giggle, but the unsettling feeling from the phone call lingers, gnawing at the edges of my mind.

I leave them to the cleanup, return to my office and shut the door, leaning against it with a heavy sigh.


Chapter Twelve


I wake up to pounding on the door, loud and relentless. My arms are heavy, my vision groggy. The persistent noise reverberates through my skull, mingling with the lingering haze of sleep. I try to lift myself from the bed, but the weight of exhaustion clings to me like a second skin.

Each knock feels like a sledgehammer against my fragile nerves, jolting me further into consciousness. My heart races, a frantic drumbeat against my ribcage.

I drag myself up, every movement a Herculean effort. The room swims around me, and I clutch the edge of the couch for support. The pounding continues, each knock sending a jolt of anxiety through my veins. My mind races, cycling through a hundred possibilities, none of them good.

Stumbling to the door, I peer through the peephole. A distorted figure stands on the other side, their face obscured by the fisheye lens. I fumble with the lock, my hands trembling, and finally pull the door open.

I blink several times to clear my vision.

“Tessa.” Emily’s voice cuts through the haze, stern and tinged with both anger and concern.

I lean heavily against the doorjamb. “What do you want?”

As my vision sharpens, I see her eyes narrow, scanning me critically.

“Are you drunk?” she asks, her tone accusatory.

I try to piece together my actions since getting home, but I can’t. It’s like my mind is clouded, unable to recall how I arrived at this moment.

“No, of course not. I was sleeping.”

“Right.” Emily’s voice slices through the haze, taut with frustration. “We need to talk about that text you sent Ethan earlier.” Without waiting for my response, she pushes past me, her anger evident.

I stumble, trying to remember sending a text.

“Okay,” I say, my voice heavy as I close the door.

Emily’s gaze sweeps over the living room, falling on an open pill bottle on the coffee table. She leans over, shaking it with a harsh clink. An emptiness rattles inside.

“What’s this?” she demands.

I move over to her, my trembling hands taking the bottle from her. “It’s for my anxiety,” I reply, my voice wavering as confusion presses on me.

“And you were going to do it with that?” Emily’s eyes flash with anger and disappointment. “Don’t you even care about your son? I thought you wanted him back.”

“Wait.” I hold up a hand, trying to grasp her words. “What are you talking about?”

Emily scoffs, a bitter edge to her voice. “Ethan still cares about you, you know. Why else would you text him that? You’re playing with his weakness for you. He’s worried you’re going to kill yourself.”

I shake my head, desperately trying to clear my mind. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Emily.”

Her voice grows sharper, filled with cold anger. “You do not get to play the victim, Tessa. I know you’re upset about our engagement and losing Lucas. But you’re unstable. Lucas deserves better. And after this stunt, you’ll never get him back. I won’t allow you to continue to hurt him.”

“Emily, wait—” I start, but my words are swallowed by the sound of the front door slamming shut. The finality of the noise leaves me standing alone in the dim, disordered room, the echo of her words ringing in my ears. My heart races, panic clawing at my chest as I struggle to piece together what’s real and what’s been twisted.

I fall back to the couch. I sent Ethan a text saying I was going to hurt myself. My gaze falls on my phone. Reaching for it, I turn it on. I’ve had several missed calls from Ethan and one from Emily.

Tapping on the messages button, I see my most recent message to Ethan sent at five twenty-three this afternoon.

“Everything is falling apart. I can’t keep doing this. Please tell Lucas I’ll always love him, and that I’m sorry I wasn’t better.”

My hands tremble more violently as I reread the messages. I can’t believe I sent this to my ex-husband. I feel sick. I’ve done things in my drugged state before, but this is something else entirely. This only hurts my son.

I try calling Ethan, but the phone rings endlessly. He’s not answering. Panic claws at my chest. I leave a quick voicemail, my voice shaking with desperation.

“Ethan, it’s Tessa. I’m so sorry about that text. I don’t remember sending it. Honestly, the last thing I want is to hurt you or Lucas. Please, believe me and forgive me.”

I end the call, finding it’s hard to breathe.

Feeling restless, I stand and begin pacing the room, my thoughts spiraling. My life feels like it’s evaporating, slipping away piece by piece. One of my students is missing, my family is shattered, and I may never see my son again.

Tears well up, burning my eyes. I clutch my fists, then pound the wall with a scream. This can’t be the end of my life. It just can’t. I need to gather myself. Pull myself together.

I head into the kitchen for something to drink, only to find balled-up papers scattered on the floor. Stooping down, I unfurl one of them and see scratches of writing over the pages of my book.

“Why did I do it?”

“I don’t deserve to live.”

“Ethan deserves better.”

Each page bears a new, terrifying message, leaving me more shaken with every word.

Standing, I walk over to my book and realize more messages are written along the pages. Then the last page, I feel my heart lodging in my throat as I read the message.

“It’s all my fault. She’s dead because of me. Ethan will never forgive me. Lucas will never know me.”

I close my eyes, trying to remember what I did earlier today, but the memory of being at school is blurry and wavering, like an image seen through rippling water.

“She’s dead because of me.” My voice is scratchy and hollow as I repeat the words. “She’s dead.”

Reopening my eyes, I look at the balled-up pages scattered around the kitchen. Quickly, I gather the torn papers and the book, throwing them into the trash. Then I tie up the bag and carry it outside to toss into the garbage can.

I run my fingers through my hair with a sigh, glancing around my dark neighborhood. My nerves are still haywire. No one’s around, but the echo of a dog barking breaks the stillness of the night.

Heading back inside, I open the fridge, and reach for the leftover takeout container I was sure I had saved from last night, but it’s gone. Frowning, I shuffle around the contents, but it’s nowhere to be found. I was certain I had leftovers.

Shaking my head, I decide I’m too tired and flustered to eat, anyway, so I fill a glass with tea and walk upstairs to my bedroom, feeling tired and on edge, with depression weighing heavily on my heart. Taking a sip of my drink, I set it on the nightstand. The house creaks as the air conditioning kicks on, slowly cooling the stuffy air.

I stand in my bedroom, feeling the weight of exhaustion pressing down on me. I glance around the room, trying to calm my racing thoughts, suddenly wishing I had someone to talk to. I’m desperate for the times I had with Ethan, to feel his comforting arms around me.

I consider calling Rachel, but shame and fear grip me as I think about what I might reveal, what I’ve buried too deep to face.

Turning my covers down, I climb underneath, hoping for some sleep. I pull the sheets up to my chin with a heavy sigh, closing my eyes.

The room is still, but then, a soft whisper—so faint it could be the wind—brushes past my ears, sending chills down my spine.

“Ms. Parker…help me…”

My eyes snap open. I sit upright, heart racing, scanning the darkness for the source of the voice. “Aurora?” My voice trembles, barely a whisper itself. The room is silent, but I swear I can still hear it, faint and distant, like it’s coming from inside the walls.

“You know what you did…”

I clutch my head, panic rising. “No. This isn’t real. It’s all in my head.”

But the whisper grows louder, insistent, echoing in every corner of the room. “Why did you do it, Tessa? Why?”

“Stop it!” I scream, my heart pounding so hard it feels like it might burst from my chest. “Stop!”

The voice fades, but the silence that follows is even worse. Then a shadow—dark, unmoving—catches my eye in the corner of the room. I stare at it, my pulse thundering in my ears.

I blink, and it’s gone.

My hands tremble as I press them to my face, trying to ground myself, but my mind is spinning. The meds—they’re messing with me, distorting everything.

Tears slip from my eyes and I sink back into the bed, gripping the sheets tightly as sobs wrack my body. The silence weighs heavy, but the echo of the voice lingers, just beneath it all, waiting.


Chapter Thirteen


The gymnasium buzzes with activity, the excitement of College Day in the air. Banners hang from the walls, proudly displaying the names and logos of various universities and colleges. Tables are set up in neat rows, each one covered with brochures, pamphlets, and promotional items. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingles with the scent of polished floors, creating a surprisingly welcoming atmosphere.

I stand near the entrance, my clipboard in hand, scanning the room to ensure everything is running smoothly. Exhaustion from the rough night clings to me, making every movement feel sluggish.

Students mill about, some eagerly engaging with the representatives at each table, while others linger on the outskirts, unsure of where to begin. The murmur of conversations and the occasional burst of laughter fill the space, creating a lively yet controlled chaos.

I catch sight of Jamie and a few of her friends near the table set up by the local state university. They’re engrossed in a conversation with an admissions officer who’s animatedly explaining the different programs and opportunities available. Jamie catches my eye and waves, a bright smile on her face. I wave back, feeling a small sense of relief. At least she seems to be doing well today.

As I make my way through the gym, I stop to chat with a few of the representatives, thanking them for their participation and ensuring they have everything they need. The fatigue gnaws at me, making it hard to focus on the conversations. I pass by tables representing careers in engineering, law enforcement, the arts, and more. Each one is a small world of possibilities for the students, a glimpse into potential futures.

“Tessa.” Rachel walks up to me, cradling a Styrofoam cup. She blows into her drink as she studies me. “How are you feeling today?”

“I’m fine.” I force a smile. “Just had a rough night last night.”

“How are you holding up about Aurora? I know you cared for her.”

I nod. “It’s a shame. Do you know if the police found anything yet?”

She shakes her head, her eyes showing deep concern. “They won’t tell me anything. Just that they’re on it. I heard she might have run away from home.”

“I do know she was going through a lot in her home life. And the bullying she dealt with…” I trail off, looking at a group of The Royals standing at the Harvard table. Trish is laughing at something her friend, Lacey said.

“It’s like when something devastating happens, life just continues like nothing happens, doesn’t it?”

I glance at Rachel, seeing her gaze is also on the elite group. “Guess it has to. Let me ask you something. What do you know about Ava Winter?”

My friend’s gaze turns to me, her brow raising to her hairline. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. Why are you suddenly thinking about Ava?”

“Because of Aurora disappearance. I can’t help but wonder if there’s a connection.” I shake my head quickly. “It’s silly. Never mind.”

“Not silly,” Rachel says, looking around the crowded room. She gestures with her head for me to follow her.

The lively chatter from the gym fades, replaced by the echo of our footsteps as she leads me into a classroom down the hall. The silence is harsh compared to the loudness of the event.

“I never felt right about Ava’s death,” Rachel says once we’re inside, away from prying ears.

“It’s been a long time. Remind me exactly what happened,” I tell her.

“Well, you know about the party at Coach Thompson.” Her voice is low, almost a whisper, despite us being alone. “They claim she drowned. But there were so many people around that day. Cheerleaders, the football team…Ava was one of them. So why didn’t anyone save her?”

“Coach tried, right?” I ask, struggling to piece together the specifics of the tragic accident from the fragments I’ve heard over the years.

“That’s what he said. But I don’t trust the coach. Never have. He gives me a strange vibe despite how everyone else felt.”

I frown, folding my arms over my chest. “I know he made Aurora uncomfortable.”

“For good reason.”

“So you’re saying it wasn’t an accident?”

“I’ve heard whispers that he’s shady. I don’t know a whole lot of details. But they are merely rumors. Maybe Aurora heard them and that made her nervous. However…” She bites her bottom lip before continuing. “When Trish was going to retake the test, I had somewhat of a…confrontation with the coach.”

My eyebrow raises. “What happened?”

“He tried to convince me that it’s in the school’s best interest to keep Trish on the squad, drumming it up to being that her spirit is catching or something.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him that this school has no tolerance for cheating and she’s lucky I didn’t bring it to Meyer’s attention.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t like that.”

“No. He gave me this look and then said, ‘It would be a shame if some promising careers were derailed over a misunderstanding.’ Then he walked off.”

“That sounds like a threat. Did you give her the test?”

“To be honest, the way he looked at me, I almost just gave her the grade I originally gave her. But what kind of teacher would I be if I looked the other way?”

“And did she…”

“Tracey failed. And since then, I’ve been on edge.”

I shake my head. “Have you spoken to Meyer?”

She shakes her head. “I can’t tell if Coach has Meyer in his pocket, too. I feel like I need to get more info before I start crying wolf.”

“You know, between Aurora’s disappearance, the rumors, and just the day-to-day grind…it’s all starting to take a toll,” I admit, rubbing at the lingering ache in my temples.

Rachel studies me, her eyes narrowing with concern. “You do look like you could use a break, Tessa. I wish you’d consider going away for the weekend. You deserve it.”

I force a smile, the idea almost too appealing. “Actually, Lakewood Resort keeps coming to my mind. You know, just a couple of days by the lake, away from all this. I used to go there often, but not so much anymore. I kinda miss it.”

“That sounds perfect. You should do it,” Rachel says, her tone gentle but insistent. “A change of scenery could really help clear your head.”

I nod, the thought of escaping to a quiet cabin tempting, even if it feels like a distant dream. “Maybe. It’s something to consider.”

Before we can say anything more, my iPhone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and see a message from the principal, asking me to meet him at my office. With a frown, I glance at Rachel.

“Meyer wants to see me at my office.”

“Why?” Rachel asks.

“I don’t know.” But my stomach tightens. “I’ll see you later.”

I leave the classroom, my limbs feeling heavy, each step an effort.

When I reach my office, I see Principal Meyer and Detective Harris standing by my door, their expressions serious. My heart skips a beat, and I quickly walk over to them, my mind racing with possibilities.

“Detective Harris,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady despite the exhaustion and previous conversation with Rachel weighing me down. “What brings you here?”

He gives me a nod. “Ms. Parker, we received some information that indicated students may have seen something unusual regarding Aurora Clark’s belongings.”

Detective Harris’s voice is calm, but it feels like the ground is crumbling beneath me. I force myself to remain composed.

“What exactly did they say?” I ask, doing my best to sound surprised but casual.

Principal Meyer’s expression reveals nothing as he speaks. “We’ve been hearing a lot of rumors around the school about Aurora, things being passed around between students. One of the students mentioned seeing something that belonged to Aurora in your possession.”

“Rumors? I see.” I hesitate, gripping my clipboard to keep my hands from trembling. “This school is full of them, as I’m sure you know. Especially with something so serious happening.”

“That may be, but it was my duty to call Detective Harris, and he needs to verify it regardless.”

I nod, swallowing hard, fearing that my anxiety will spike in front of them. Hands shaking, I unlock the door, pushing it open to reveal my tidy office. Harris steps inside, his gaze sweeping over the room before settling on my filing cabinet.

“May I?” he asks, nodding toward the cabinet.

I swallow hard, feeling a lump form in my throat. “Of course.”

He approaches the cabinet, pulling on a pair of gloves. He holds his hands out for my key, and when I pass them over, he sifts through the files. My heart races, and I feel a cold sweat forming on my brow. The exhaustion amplifies the anxiety, making it harder to stay composed.

After a few moments, he pulls out Aurora’s phone. “This is it,” he says, holding it up. “Do you know how this ended up here?”

I nod, trying to keep my voice steady. “Yes, I found it and was planning to hand it over to the police. I just…got caught up in everything.”

Harris’s eyes narrow slightly, studying me for a moment longer than comfortable. “Caught up in everything?” he repeats, his tone dripping with skepticism. “Ms. Parker, it’s important that any evidence related to a missing person is turned over immediately. Delays can hinder an investigation.”

“I understand,” I reply, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m sorry.”

“Where did you find this phone?”

I search my mind for an explanation. “She must have dropped it. I can’t remember exactly.”

Harris exchanges glances with Principal Meyer before slipping the phone into an evidence bag. “Thank you for your cooperation, Ms. Parker. We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions.”

I nod, feeling a wave of relief and anxiety wash over me as he leaves me alone with the principal.

“Are you all right, Tessa?” he asks. “You’ve appeared distracted lately. People have been talking. Do you need a few days off?”

As much as I would love that, I shake my head. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind with Aurora missing and College Day.”

“Yes, well, pull yourself together. I don’t want to be forced to put you on academic leave so close to the school year.”

As the door clicks shut behind him, I sink into my chair, my mind whirling with a thousand questions and fears. I reach into my drawer, pulling out the small bottle of pills. My fingers fumble with the cap as I shake out a couple of tablets, swallowing them dry.

The room feels colder, and the shadows seem to stretch longer as the minutes tick by. I close my eyes, trying to calm the storm brewing inside me. The pills will take a little while to kick in, but I need to stay composed until then.

The knock on my door startles me, and I look up to see Jamie standing hesitantly at the threshold. “Ms. Parker? Is everything okay? I saw Detective Harris leave here.”

I force a smile, gesturing for her to come in. “Yes, Jamie. Everything’s fine. Just dealing with a few things. How’s College Day going for you?”

She walks in, closing the door behind her. “It’s been great. I talked to the admissions officer from the university I want to go to. They have a really good program for what I’m interested in.”

“That’s wonderful, Jamie. I’m glad to hear it.” I lean back in my chair, trying to project an air of calm even as my mind races and the exhaustion tugs at me.

She hesitates, her gaze searching mine. “Ms. Parker, you seem really stressed. Is there anything I can do to help?”

I shake my head, touched by her concern. “No, Jamie, but thank you. Just focus on your future. That’s what’s important right now.”

As she leaves, I glance at the clock. The day is only halfway over, but it feels like it’s been an eternity. Principal Meyer’s right—I need to pull myself together, but the shadows of doubt and fear continue to loom, whispering insidiously in the back of my mind.


Chapter Fourteen


The next day, I arrive at school much earlier than usual. Once again, sleep eluded me, and I found no solace in my lonesome house, with thoughts of my life crumbling around me and Aurora’s disappearance gnawing at my mind.

The morning air is crisp, and the sky is painted in soft hues of pink and orange as the sun begins to rise, glistening across the lake. The school grounds are eerily quiet, with only a few birds chirping in the distance.

Walking through the empty hallways, the fluorescent lights flicker slightly as I make my way to my office, the sound of my footsteps echoing in the silence.

As I settle in my office, I hear faint voices in the hallway, the sound muffled by the closed door. The murmurs of early-arriving students and teachers float through the air, adding a sense of normalcy to the otherwise still atmosphere. I try to focus on my tasks, but the unsettling feeling from the previous night lingers.

I’d called Detective Harris, but he refused to give me updates on anything he’d found.

After spending the last few hours updating student counseling records, I shift my attention to my emails. One message from Lauren Kingsington catches my eye, expressing her previous concerns about Blake Reynolds’s lack of attention in science. However, she notes a recent improvement in his performance. As a sophomore, Blake’s grades had dropped significantly, but now they seem to be on an upward trajectory.

As I continue sifting through emails, I remember a conversation I had with Michael Story’s math teacher last week. She mentioned in passing that he had aced his last test, a surprising turnaround given his previous struggles.

I grab my iPhone from the desk, pulling up my calendar app. Yep, Michael had canceled his sessions late last month, and I hadn’t seen him since.

Scrolling further, I find a note from Sarah Hammond’s mother expressing gratitude that the tutoring session I set her up with helped tremendously. Curious, I look for Sarah’s files. She previously struggled in history and math.

Searching for her name in our faculty database, I find she shows a remarkable understanding of the subject matter.

Three students failing, but now turning their studies around. It’s not unheard of, but it’s almost as if something or someone has sparked a turnaround in these students.

As I muse about these changes, a sense of concern grows. I lean back in my chair, remembering my session last week with Julie. She had seemed reluctant to share everything on her mind, and I had a feeling she was hiding something.

Now, that feeling is amplified.

To get more clarity, I decide to follow up with a few teachers directly. Maybe they’ve noticed something more specific that could explain these changes. I jot down a list of names: Blake, Michael, Sarah, and Julie.

After checking my day’s schedule, I let out a sigh of relief, realizing that the faculty meeting I’ve been preparing for is scheduled for tomorrow afternoon at three, not today as I had originally thought. With the unexpected free time, I decide it’s a good opportunity to reach out to my sister and try to mend what’s been going on between us.

In the meantime, I leave my office and I go in search of Mr. Blanchard, hoping to have a talk to him about Michael’s improvements.

When I reach the teacher’s lounge, the air feels different. The usual hum of casual conversations is replaced by hushed whispers that cease as soon as I walk in. I quickly spot Ben standing by the coffee machine, engaged in a low conversation with another teacher.

“Ben,” I say as I approach, my voice breaking the uneasy silence.

He turns to face me, offering a curt nod. The other teacher, a younger woman from the English department, exchanges a nervous glance with Ben before muttering an “excuse me” and quickly walking away. I notice her casting a wary look over her shoulder as she exits, a hint of unease etched on her face.

I can’t shake the feeling that something is off. The gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach grips me, but I push it aside and focus on why I’m here.

“How was your weekend?”

“Fine,” he says simply.

“Did your son win the game last night?”

He shuffles his feet, his gaze sweeping around the lounge. I feel the faculty’s watchful gaze on us.

“No.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Maybe he’ll get ‘em next time.” I smile despite the fluttering in my stomach.

“I’m sure he will. If you’ll excuse me, Tessa, I need to prepare for class.” He starts to walk away, but I step in his path.

“Do you have a minute to talk about Michael Story?” I ask, trying to keep my tone casual.

“Michael?” Ben raises his brow, then nods slowly. He busies himself with pouring coffee, avoiding eye contact. “I may have a few minutes.”

As he hands me a cup, I can’t help but notice the slight tremor in his hands. Ben’s usually friendly demeanor is replaced with a guarded stiffness.

“I’ve noticed a significant improvement in Michael’s grades recently,” I begin, taking a sip of the coffee. It’s lukewarm and bitter, lacking my preference of sugar and cream. “I was wondering if you’ve observed any specific changes in his approach or behavior.”

Ben glances around the lounge, as if ensuring no one else is listening. His voice drops to a near whisper. “Michael’s grades have improved significantly, but it’s puzzling. He’s always been a decent student, but the leap he’s made is remarkable. Almost too remarkable.”

A flicker of unease darts through me. “What do you mean by ‘too remarkable’?”

“It’s hard to explain,” Ben says, his brow furrowing. “It’s like he’s suddenly grasped concepts that he struggled with before. No extra tutoring, no special help. At least that I’m aware of. Just a sudden, sharp improvement. I’ve contacted his parents to setup a meeting because I’m, for the lack of better word, concerned.”

“That’s certainly unusual,” I reply. “Have you noticed anything else? Any changes in his behavior?”

Ben shakes his head. “No, that’s the odd part. He seems the same. Same demeanor, same attitude in class. But his work is almost perfect now. It’s like he’s had a breakthrough, but without any of the usual signs leading up to it.”

I nod slowly, absorbing the information. “Has he mentioned anything about what might have caused this change?”

“Nothing specific. Just the usual ‘I studied harder’ or ‘I got more focused’ excuses, but nothing concrete.”

“What about other students? Have you noticed anything similar?” I ask, trying to keep my tone neutral despite the growing tension.

Ben’s eyes narrow, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his face. “Are you implying a cheating scandal, Tessa?” His voice is colder, sharper.

“I’m not implying anything,” I reply, my voice steady but firm. “I’m just trying to understand what’s going on.”

Ben steps closer, his gaze piercing. “Good, because I’d hate to call out a hypocrite.”

I feel a chill run down my spine. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He glances around the lounge, ensuring no one is within earshot, then lowers his voice. “Word gets around, Tessa. People are talking. They’ve noticed the detective sniffing around your office. Some are starting to wonder about your involvement in Aurora Clark’s disappearance.”

I swallow hard, his words punching me in the gut. “I’m just doing my job, Ben. Trying to help my students.”

“Sure,” he says, his tone dripping with skepticism. “It’s no secret you’ve been…out of sorts.”

The implication is clear, and it stings more than I care to admit. I force a tight smile, trying to keep my composure. “Thanks for your time, Ben.”

As I turn to leave, I notice a few other teachers in the lounge exchanging quick, hushed words, their eyes darting toward me before quickly looking away.

Stepping out into the hallway. I have a sudden desire to go home. Maybe I should take academic leave after all.

I need to clear my head and focus on getting my son back. But Aurora’s face continues to break into the forefront of my mind, my heart racing. They haven’t found her yet. They don’t know if she’s dead.

As the thought crosses my mind, I recall the pages of my Jane Austen book, one of the phrases saying that she’s dead. The thought of Aurora’s death grips my heart, squeezing to the point that I have to lean against the wall.

Looking down the hallway, I see Julie standing at her locker. Quickly, I make my way over to her.

“Julie, can I have a word with you?”

She looks over at me. “What’s up, Ms. Parker?”

Glancing at her friends, I suggest we go somewhere more private. After she says goodbye, Julie follows me down the hallway. We turn down another.

“When we spoke last week, you said you were on the way to being able to get to Stanford,” I begin. “What was your turnaround?”

Julie starts fidgeting with the hem of her skirt, looking past me, down the hall. I glance over my shoulder, spotting two students locked in an embrace. Turning back to Julie, I press for answers.

“You can tell me.”

She shakes her head. “It’s nothing. I’ve just studied really hard. Look, I’m sorry, Ms. Parker. But I need to go.”

Remembering Rachel’s comment about Coach Thompson’s possible shadiness and Aurora’s fear of him, I lean into Julie.

“Does this have to do with Coach Thompson? Is he helping you?”

“Ms. Parker, I really have to go. I’m sorry.”

“If you’re being threatened, I can help,” I call out after her, my voice rising with urgency.

Julie turns to me, walking backward, her eyes wide. “Just forget it. Everything’s fine. I’m just studying hard.”

But everything’s not fine—I have no doubt. Her hurried steps, the tremor in her voice, and the way she avoids my gaze all scream that something is going on at Lakewood High.


Chapter Fifteen


Sitting in my office, I attempt to focus on work before leaving for the day, but my conversation with Ben and Julie keeps distracting me. Since leaving the teachers’ lounge, I’ve noticed others glancing my way, their whispered conversations halting abruptly as I pass by.

They suspect me. They think I’ve done something to Aurora. Ben seemed to.

Surely the detective looking around my office is standard procedure. Word must’ve gotten around that Harris found the phone. The thought sends a shiver down my spine, and I can’t shake the feeling that the walls are closing in.

My desk is cluttered with papers and files, but none of it registers. I shuffle through documents, my mind drifting back to the unsettling events of the day. My eyes flick to the clock—three in the afternoon. The day is dragging. All I want is for things to feel normal again.

Leaning back in my chair, I run a hand through my hair and stare at the ceiling, replaying the conversations with Ben and Julie over and over. There must be some hidden meaning I missed, some clue to what’s really happening.

Ben’s accusation lingers, his words laced with suspicion. “Are you implying a cheating scandal, Tessa? People are talking. They’ve noticed the detective sniffing around your office. Some are starting to wonder about your involvement in Aurora Clark’s disappearance.”

My blood runs cold. I’ve always tried to do right by my students, to help them. But now, it feels like the very people I’ve supported are turning against me.

The bell rings, startling me out of my thoughts. I get up and look out the window.

I haven’t talked to Trish yet. She was one of the last to see Aurora. And she was friends with Ava Winter.

I step out of my office and into the hallway, scanning the crowd. Students slam lockers, laugh, and chat as they prepare for their last class of the day. The noise is overwhelming, but I’m focused on one person. At the far end of the hall, I spot Trish with her Royal friends, their confident postures and matching outfits setting them apart from the rest.

Determined, I weave through the throng of students, dodging groups standing around chatting and slipping past others rushing to class. The scent of perfumes, colognes, and the faint aroma of cafeteria food still lingers.

Finally, I break through the crowd and catch up to Trish.

“Trish!” I call out. She turns, surprise flickering across her face before she quickly masks it with indifference. Her friends exchange glances but keep walking, leaving us alone.

“What do you want, Ms. Parker?” Her tone is sharp, irritated.

“I need to talk to you,” I say, keeping my voice calm. “Privately.”

She rolls her eyes. “Fine. But make it quick.”

We step off to the side, near a row of lockers. Trish leans against them, arms crossed, drumming her fingers impatiently.

“I’d like to ask you about Ava Winter,” I say carefully, watching her reaction. For a split second, something flickers in her eyes—then it’s gone, replaced by indifference.

“What’s Ava got to do with anything?” Her voice is dismissive, but there’s tension behind it.

“She was your friend. I’ve been thinking about what happened. It seemed like a terrible accident, but…sometimes people talk. They say things didn’t add up that night.”

Trish shifts slightly, crossing her arms tighter. “People love to talk.”

“Especially about Coach Thompson,” I add quietly.

Her eyes narrow, but she stays silent.

“He’s always been good to students,” I continue, trying to sound casual. “But if something didn’t feel right, you can tell me.”

Trish steps forward, her voice dropping. “You’re wasting your time, Ms. Parker. Ava’s gone. That’s all there is to it.”

“I’m just trying to understand,” I say, holding my ground. “That’s all.”

“Keep pushing, and it won’t end well for you. My dad won’t like hearing about this.”

I grit my teeth but keep my voice steady. “I’m not here to cause trouble.”

“Good. Because you’re barking up the wrong tree.” She turns sharply and walks away, her steps brisk, leaving me standing alone by the lockers.

I watch her disappear into the crowd, her words echoing in my mind. There was something there, something she wasn’t saying. Especially when it came to the coach.

Despite my attempt to stay composed, my heart races. The more people I talk to, the more I know there’s something going on in the school. And I know Coach Thompson is involved. But without proof, it’ll be my word against his, and no one’s going to believe a counselor already being whispered about in Aurora’s disappearance.

Back in my office, my hands are shaking. I need my anxiety pills. I search through my handbag, my throat tightening as my fingers fumble through its contents. The bottle isn’t there. Panic swells as I dump everything onto the floor. Lipstick, tissues, pens. No pills.

I know I had it somewhere. My mind races, every second without the medication amplifying the crushing weight on my chest. Desperation claws at me, my vision blurring at the edges. Then I spot the bottle on my desk, knocked over next to a bottle of water. I scramble to my feet and grab it.

Empty.

The sight jolts me with fear. I don’t remember taking the rest of the pills. Leaning heavily against the desk, I try to steady myself, but each beat of my heart echoes the chaos in my mind.

A faint knock at the door breaks the silence. Looking up, I see Rachel standing there, concern written on her face. Her gaze falls to the empty bottle clutched in my hand.

“Are you all right, Tessa?”

I force a nod and a weak smile. “Migraine.”

Rachel steps into the office, closing the door behind her. “What were you doing, talking to Trish?”

Unable to stand any longer, I collapse into my chair. “Asking her for information.”

“About Aurora?”

I shake my head. “Ava. I didn’t get a chance to ask about Aurora before she shut me down.”

Rachel curses under her breath as she sits across from me. “You can’t keep doing this. You’re treading on dangerous waters.”

Suddenly, a memory surfaces. Ava’s voice, trembling with fear.

“…Dangerous waters…”

Her pale face flashes before me. We’re standing near the football field, her eyes darting around as if someone is watching us. Her voice, a whisper over the distant sounds of a game.

“Ms. Parker, you don’t understand…you’re treading on dangerous waters…he’s going to—”

The memory slips away, leaving me grasping at elusive fragments. Ava’s fear fills me, but the details are just out of reach.

“Tessa, are you okay?” Rachel’s voice pulls me back to the present.

I nod, shaken. The half-remembered conversation still clouds my mind. I meet Rachel’s gaze. “Ava said something about dangerous waters. I can’t piece it together, but she was scared. Really scared. I don’t think her death was an accident.”

Rachel’s expression hardens. “You need to be careful. People are talking about you and Aurora, Tess. They think you did something to her. If you don’t watch out…I don’t even want to say what’ll happen.”

“I know, but I can’t ignore this. There’s something going on in this school, Rach. I think Aurora found out, and it got her killed.”

Rachel frowns. “You think she’s dead?”

Nausea rises in my throat as the weight of it all settles over me. Aurora might be dead. The realization tightens my chest, but I can’t bring myself to say it aloud. Instead, I stand and move to the window, my thoughts racing.

I barely hear Rachel’s voice as she says something before leaving. When I turn around, I’m alone in the office, my mind spinning.


Chapter Sixteen


The clock on my dashboard reads 7:00 p.m. as I pull into the school parking lot, the sky darkening. I spent most of the afternoon trying to call my sister, but each attempt went straight to voicemail. Maybe she’s still upset, or maybe she’s just too busy to pick up. Either way, the silence on the other end only deepens the pit in my stomach.

Unable to relax at home for the night, I end up returning to the school, glad that the building parking lot is empty except for two cars, presumably belonging to the night janitors. The hallways are eerily silent, the usual daytime bustle replaced by a stillness that amplifies every creak and rustle. My footsteps echo softly as I make my way to my office.

When I get there, I open my filing cabinet and comb through for my records of Ava Winter. Once they’re in my hands, I sit at my desk and begin pouring through the contents.

Ava’s file is thick, filled with documents and notes from her time at school. As I skim through each page, I note her personal information: Ava Leann Winter. Her emergency contacts listed her mother, Betsy Winter. My pen hovers over the paper as I scribble down their phone numbers, planning on calling them in the morning.

I continue to sift through Ava’s academic records, which reveal she maintained a good grade point average, was enrolled in honors and AP classes, and participated in extracurricular activities like the cheerleading squad, drama club, and yearbook committee. The behavioral records are mostly positive, with only one minor disciplinary action.

The counseling sessions detail Ava’s ten meetings with me from January to early March, discussing academic pressure, friendship conflicts, stress, and anxiety.

She was somewhat close with Trish and The Royals, but often felt targeted by some peers. The mental health notes document her anxiety, especially around exams and social situations, which had increased in the weeks before her death. The incident report states that Ava drowned at the football team’s celebratory party at Coach Thompson’s home.

In her last few sessions, she mentioned feeling afraid. She was being blackmailed. I frown, staring at my handwriting. I can’t remember her telling me anything about someone blackmailing her.

Sitting back in my chair, I try to remember my sessions with Ava, but my mind’s blank. I close my eyes as a thought crosses my mind.

Coach Thompson. Whatever dealings he’s involved with, he’d probably have them in his office.

But no, I shouldn’t.

My hands begin to shake as I stand, moving on autopilot. Stepping out of the office, I listen for sounds that I’m not alone.

Silence is all I hear, and since I haven’t seen or heard the janitors in the last thirty minutes, I assume they’ve left.

Locking my office behind me, I head for the exit, my footsteps echoing in the silent hallways. The building is dark, save for the moonlight filtering through the trees, casting ghostly shadows through the windows and across the polished floor.

When I reach the double doors, I push them open, the hinges creaking with a low, resonant groan. Outside, I see only one car left in the parking lot. As I slip back into the school, I head toward the gymnasium, then Coach Thompson’s office.

The hallway leading to the gymnasium is eerily quiet, the only sound is the soft thud of my footsteps on the linoleum floor. Slowly, I approach the coach’s office, a door marked with his nameplate standing solidly in front of me. I try the handle, but as expected, it’s locked.

Glancing around to make sure no one is watching, I fish out a bobby pin from my hair. I’ve never actually picked a lock before, but I’ve seen it done in movies countless times. My hands tremble as I insert the pin into the lock, feeling for the tumblers inside.

Minutes pass, and my anxiety grows with each failed attempt. Just as I’m about to give up, there’s a soft click, and the door swings open.

I quickly step inside, closing the door gently behind me. The moon gives me just enough light for me to see without flicking the switch. I move quickly to the desk, opening drawers and rifling through papers. The room smells faintly of old sweat and leather, a mix of gym bags and sports equipment.

The first few drawers yield nothing of interest—just some old schedules, whistle lanyards, and scattered notes. I open the bottom drawer and find a locked filing cabinet. Desperate, I pull out the bobby pin again, attempting to pick this lock as well. It’s more challenging, but eventually, it gives way.

Inside the cabinet, I find a stack of folders. I pull them out and quickly scan the contents. Most of them are mundane—player evaluations, game strategies, and equipment orders. But at the back, I find a folder labeled “Ava Winter.”

My hands shake as I open it. Inside, there are notes in Coach Thompson’s handwriting. Mentions of meetings with Ava, her performance evaluations, and other unsettling references. As I dig deeper, I find folders for other students and faculty members—Trish, Wesley, Julie, and others. Each file contains personal information, photos, and detailed notes that seem far beyond the scope of normal school records.

The notes hint at favors exchanged, mentions of private conversations, and thinly veiled threats. The unease I felt earlier turns into a cold, hard knot of fear. These are not just academic records. They’re evidence of something far more sinister.

As I’m reading, I hear a faint sound outside the office—someone’s coming. Panic surges through me. I quickly shove the folders back into the cabinet and close the drawer, making sure it locks. I look around for a place to hide, my eyes landing on a small closet.

Just as I slip inside and close the door, the office door opens with a creak. I hold perfectly still, listening to the footsteps entering the room. Through the thin slats of the closet door, I see a shadow moving across the room, and I realize with a sinking feeling that I’ve been caught.

After a few tense moments, the figure leaves, the door clicking shut behind them.

I wait a few more moments, ensuring the coast is clear, then quietly slip out of the office and make my way back to the exit. My nerves are frayed as I hurry through the hallways, finally bursting out into the cool night air.

As I approach my car, parked under a lone streetlight, a sense of unease prickles at the back of my neck. Something’s not right. The closer I get, the clearer it becomes—someone has keyed the side of my car. Deep, jagged scratches mar the paintwork, glaring under the harsh glow of the streetlight.

I cover my mouth, reading the message carved into the metal: Why did it happen?

A chill runs down my spine, freezing me in place. I take a step back, my gaze darting around the deserted parking lot.

The lone car stands ominously, its dark silhouette a stark contrast against the pale light. The wind rustles through the trees, a haunting whisper in the stillness of the night. I gasp when I notice there’s someone inside.

The janitor? Coach Thompson? Someone else?

I feel a surge of adrenaline as I scan the area, quickening my steps.

Fumbling with my keys, my hands tremble as I unlock the car door. The metallic click echoes loudly in the silence, amplifying my anxiety. I slide into the driver’s seat, locking the doors with a hurried motion.

I grip the steering wheel tightly, my knuckles white.

As I start the engine, the parking lot feels even more menacing. The headlights pierce the darkness, but the shadows swallow the car.

I drive away, my eyes flicking to the rearview mirror, half-expecting to see someone following me. The sense of being watched, of impending danger, clings to me like a second skin.

Every mile I put between myself and the school feels like a small victory, but the threat remains etched in my mind.

Why did it happen?

The darkness outside the car magnifies the fear gnawing at my insides. The message on my car, the files in Coach Thompson’s office, the death of Ava Winter and Aurora’s disappearance—it all swirls in my mind, leaving me with a single, haunting thought: this is far from over.


Chapter Seventeen


The next morning, I wake up half-hanging off the bed, the sheets twisted around me like a straitjacket. Sleep had been elusive the night before, paranoia forcing me to check the doors and windows multiple times. Desperation led me to take a double dose of my sleep medication, and now, groggy and disoriented, I know I’ll be dragging myself through the day.

I head into the kitchen to prepare my coffee. After it’s ready, I pour a cup, ignoring the notification beeping from my phone. The events of the previous night play over and over in my head—the files in Coach Thompson’s office, the ominous message on my car.

Setting the mug down, I force myself to focus. I need to piece together everything I’ve learned so far. Aurora’s disappearance, Ava’s death, the secrets hidden in Coach Thompson’s office—all of it feels connected, but the details are still fuzzy, like pieces of a puzzle that don’t quite fit.

I make my way to the living room and sit at the small desk cluttered with papers. Pulling out my notebook, I begin jotting down the connections, trying to make sense of it all.

But everything is so scattered.

As the morning light filters through the curtains, I glance at the clock—it’s six o’clock. With a sigh, I know I have to get ready for another day at school. But before I do, I finally return to the kitchen and pick up my iPhone to check the notification.

Ethan had texted me several times.

“I’m worried about you, Tess. I don’t want to take Lucas away from you, but Emily and I agree that it’s the best thing for all of us. I hope you get the help you need. I’ll contact you once we’ve settled -E”

Suddenly, feeling more awake, I blink, rereading the message. Ethan and Emily are leaving town. I’ll never see my son again. The sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach begins to grow as I try calling him. I’ve only reached his voicemail.

“No, this can’t be happening. With everything I’m going through, I need my son. I can’t lose him.” My voice is harsh in the silent house.

Maybe Ethan’s right. Maybe he should take Lucas away for a little while. As much anger I feel toward my ex and sister, I do know they both love my son. The thought of him getting hurt because of me is beginning to overwhelm me.

I quickly type out a message: “Please call me later. Let’s talk about this. I dob’t want to lose the one good thing in my life.”

My hands shaking, I set the phone on the counter, fighting back the tears. I don’t think I’ll be able to face the day. But I know I must. I have to keep moving, have to keep pretending everything’s normal.

I make my way back to my room to take a shower. When I reach the bathroom, I grab my bottle of Modifinal, staring at it for a long moment. My mouth dry, my throat raw, my heart beating wildly, I drop the bottle into the trashcan.
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When I pull into the school parking lot, my eyes are immediately drawn to the chaos of flashing blue lights reflecting off every surface. Police cars are scattered haphazardly across the lot, their presence disrupting the usual morning calm.

Uniformed officers swarm around a single car, their movements purposeful and intense, like bees drawn to honey. The sight sends a shiver down my spine, and my grip on the steering wheel tightens as I take in the scene unfolding before me.

After I park into my designated spot, I step out of the car. The murmur of confusion and anxiety buzzes through the crowd of students and teachers gathering near the commotion. I weave through the horde, each step increasing the knot in my stomach.

I spot a group of teachers, most of their faces pale and eyes wide with concern. My heart races as I approach him, trying to keep my voice steady.

“What’s going on?” I ask, stepping up to them.

Before answering, they exchange glances, before finally, Mrs. Collins says, “It’s Rachel Blanchard.”

I narrow my eyes, “Wh…what are you saying? I don’t understand.”

“One of the students found her body early this morning. She’s dead.”

I blink. “No, no, Rachel can’t be dead.”

“I’m afraid so.”

My heart climbs to my throat as I turn my gaze to the police. The car. That was the car from last night. Rachel was here last night.

I cover my mouth with my hands, suddenly feeling sick. I back away from the crowd slowly, until I turn and start retreating into the school building. My feet thunders until I reach the bathroom, falling to my knees.

I cough, but nothing comes up. The bathroom feels like it’s spinning, and if I stand, I might lose my balance.

“Ms. Parker?”

I hear a familiar voice calling me from outside the bathroom. Using the sides of the stall for support, I stand, rinse my mouth at the sink, and take a deep breath before walking out.

Detective Harris is standing there with two officers, his face grim, eyebrows knitted together in concern. His presence immediately sets my nerves on edge.

“Do you have a minute to answer a couple of questions?” he asks, his tone serious but not unkind.

I nod, my head feeling abnormally heavy. Leading the way to my office, the hallway seems longer and more oppressive than usual. I glance at Harris, hoping for some reassurance. “It’s not true, is it? What they said? Rachel Hancock’s not dead?”

He meets my gaze with a somber expression. “I’m afraid so, Ms. Parker.”

My heart plummets, and I stop at my door, fumbling with the keys. I finally unlock it and step inside, the familiar surroundings of my office offering little comfort. I sit behind my desk, and Harris takes a seat across from me.

“How did it happen?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

“We’re still investigating the exact circumstances,” Harris replies. “There were signs of a struggle, but we need to wait for the coroner’s report for more details.”

I swallow hard, trying to process the information. “Signs of a struggle? Do you think it was foul play?”

“It’s too early to say definitively, but we’re treating it as a suspicious death for now,” he says.

I nod slowly, the reality of the situation sinking in. Harris studies me for a moment before asking, “When was the last time you saw Rachel?”

“Yesterday,” I reply. “We spoke briefly here in my office.”

“Did she mention anything unusual? Anything that might have been bothering her?” he probes.

The memory of my panic attack gripped me as I shake my head, trying to keep my expression neutral. “No, she seemed fine. Just…the usual school stuff.”

“Did you see her after school?”

I swallow hard, remembering the shadow in the car. She was there at the same time I was. If I admit it, he might come to the conclusion that I’m responsible.

“I didn’t see her,” I said.

“You sure about that? We have a witness that claims a car was parked in your designated spot.”

Forcing out a wry laugh, I shift uncomfortably in my seat. “I said I didn’t see her, Detective. Not that I wasn’t here at the school.”

A hint of a smile broke through his face. “No, you didn’t, did you?”

He looks at me as if he’s interrogating me, and he’s trying to get me to break down with a confession.

“I did come back to the school for a little bit. I wanted to catch up on some work.”

“What time was this?” He scribbles in his pad.

“Around seven. I left a little closer to eight.”

After a moment of silence, he looks up at me. “You didn’t see anything or hear anything suspicious?”

A lump forms in my throat. Even if I could admit that someone was in Coach Thompson’s office, I wouldn’t have seen their face. And if I did mention hearing something, they’d want more detail—more than I’m able to give, considering I broke into someone’s office.

“I’m afraid not. I wish I knew something that could be of help.”

Again, the office falls in a long, tense silence before Detective Harris stands. “Thank you, Ms. Parker. We appreciate your help.”

Getting to my feet, I extend my hand. He accepts it with a firm grip, his eyes searching mine.

“Do you have any lead on Aurora Clark, Detective? Could there be a connection?” I ask, my voice trembling slightly.

He raises a brow. “Why would you think there’s a connection?”

“Honestly, something weird’s going on in this school. First, Aurora goes missing, now Rachel’s dead. A year ago, a student was killed.”

“Killed?” he echoes, his interest piqued.

“Well, they say she drowned. But Rachel recently told me she didn’t think that’s the truth. And I think Coach Thompson is behind it all.” The words spill out before I can stop them.

I watch the detective’s expression, searching for any hint of belief or skepticism.

“What proof do you have?” he asks, his tone cautious.

“I…I don’t have any,” I admit.

Harris studies me for a moment, then nods slowly. “Ms. Parker, I advise you to be careful with your allegations. We will look into all possibilities, but we need concrete evidence to proceed. If you come across anything, no matter how small, let us know immediately.”

I nod. “I will, Detective.”

He gives a brief, reassuring nod before turning to leave. As the door closes behind him, I sink back into my chair.

The events over the last few days are blurring together, but maybe that’s just the exhaustion. Or the stress. Or everything else. It’s hard to tell anymore. Rachel’s death, Aurora’s disappearance, the drowned student…

With my elbow on my arm rest, I lean my head to the side, rubbing my eyelids. It’s like looking through fogged glass, trying to make sense of vague shapes and shadows. I need to find the truth, but I have to tread carefully—more lives may depend on it.


Chapter Eighteen


Frustrated, I slap my hand against the glass of the vending machine, a curse slipping from under my breath. The Snickers bar is caught between the wires, stubbornly refusing to fall.

I glance around the empty hallway, my patience wearing thin, and give the machine another shake. The candy bar stays wedged in place, mocking me from behind the glass.

“Come on,” I mutter, slamming my palm against the glass again, feeling the frustration bubble up inside me. “Just drop already!”

“Having trouble?”

A voice from behind me causes my heart to skip several beats, and slowly, I turn to face Coach Thompson. He’s staring at me, his red ball cap lowering over his forehead, brows knitted together.

Before I can answer, he gently nudges me aside with his palm, then after flexing his fingers, he shakes the machine until the candy finally falls. The coach leans over to retrieve it, and hands it over to me.

As I take the Snickers from him, I notice the way his eyes seem to bore into mine, a subtle intensity there that makes me uncomfortable. I think about the unsettling files I found in his office. Notes and records that seemed far from standard. It’s hard not to think about them now.

“Thanks, Coach,” I say, hoping I sound calm.

“No problem,” he replies with a casual smile. There’s something about the way he’s watching me—like he’s assessing my reaction, waiting for me to slip up. “Sometimes, you’ve just got to give it a little extra nudge.”

“I guess so.”

“Shame about what happened to Rachel, isn’t it? I know you were friends with her, so please accept my condolences.”

I swallow hard, pushing the unease aside. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

His gaze scans the empty hallway before settling back on me. There’s a momentary flicker of something in his expression—curiosity? Suspicion?—before it’s quickly masked by his usual composed demeanor. “Any idea why she was here at the school so late?”

I narrow my eyes. “How do you know she was here so late?”

Coach Thompson raises an eyebrow, a hint of amusement in his eyes as digs into his pocket, pulling out a crumpled dollar bill. “Well, surely someone would have noticed something,” he says with a shrug. “It’s a small school, after all.”

“Of course.” I watch as he slips the money into the machine. He punches numbers and his Snickers falls with no issues. “I’m guessing she had papers to grade.”

He nods, peeling the wrapper off his candy. “Yeah, maybe. But you know how it is—people talk. Sometimes they see things that aren’t there. It’s how rumors get started.”

“True,” I say, watching his expression closely. “Rumors do spread fast around here.”

“They do.” He takes a bite of his candy, chewing thoughtfully. “Especially when something out of the ordinary happens. People start trying to connect dots that aren’t really there.”

“Like with Rachel,” I say. “People are already talking, trying to make sense of it.”

He nods again, his gaze steady on me. “I’ve heard some whispers myself. You know how it goes—everybody’s got a theory.”

“Yeah, there seems to be a lot of that going around. Especially with everything else happening lately.” I can’t shake the feeling that he’s probing me for information, his eyes sharp and unyielding, as if he’s trying to determine just how much I know.

“Everything else?” he prompts, leaning against the machine.

“Well, with Aurora’s disappearance, for one. Some believe there might be a connection.”

Coach Thompson’s expression remains neutral, but I notice the slight tension in his jaw. “Connection? That’s a stretch, don’t you think?”

“Maybe,” I reply. “But you know how people are. They love to speculate, especially when there’s so much uncertainty.”

“Speculation can be dangerous,” he says, his eyes darkening. “Rumors have a way of taking on a life of their own.”

“They do,” I agree, forcing a smile. “But sometimes, there’s a bit of truth in them, too.”

Coach Thompson furrows his brows. “What sort of things are w talking about, Tessa?”

I widen my eyes, leaning forward slightly as if I’m surprised he hadn’t heard anything. “You haven’t heard?”

“I must not be too privy to high school gossip,” he says with a smirk.

“We’ll, you know how rumors get. Ever since Aurora’s disappearance, people have been talking. Faculty and students.”

“Oh, really?” The coach raises his brow slightly, resting his shoulder against the vending machine. Keeping his gaze trained on me, he takes another bite of his chocolate bar, chewing slowly. “What are they saying?”

“Well…” I look around the hall, as if making sure no one is around to overhear. “People are saying that something happened to Aurora. Something bad. A few are even saying that her disappearance is connected to Ava Winters.”

For a minute, the coach is silent, then he shakes his head, keeping his expression clear. “What one earth could Aurora Clark have to do with Ava Winter? Ava died tragically last year. Drowned.”

“Well, that’s what they’re saying,” I reply cautiously, trying to sound nonchalant. “Apparently, there are a lot of…shadowy dealings going on in the school.”

For a long moment, the coach doesn’t respond, until finally he says, “Well, rumors can get people into trouble. You wouldn’t want to find yourself in the crosshairs of those, would you, Tessa?”

His words hang in the air, and I feel a shiver run down my spine. There’s an edge to his voice. I wonder if his words are merely cautions or threats. My mind goes back to what I found out last night. I’m assuming he probably has some protection.

I nod, playing along, though my mind races with unease.

“No, I suppose not,” I say. “It’s just gossip, after all. I heard a few people mentioning that Rachel found something out, and that’s why she’s dead.”

“What are you thinking, Tessa?”

I sigh, the memory of the police swarming around her car this morning. It’s not a lie that I’ve heard students and faculty talking about her death. And if Coach Thompson knows more than he’s letting on, I can’t tell.

“Did you see anything?” His question catches me off guard.

I blink up at him, my heart squeezing tightly in my chest. He must know I broke into his office. Quickly, I shake my head, hoping to mask my growing discomfort.

“I wasn’t here.”

“No, of course you were,” the coach mutters, rubbing the back of his neck.

I clear my throat. “What I’m thinking is that recent events has gotten the better of all of us. Thanks for getting my candy. I need to get back to my office.”

“Sure.”

I begin to walk away until he calls me back. “What happened to your car?”

I pause, mid-stride, turning slowly to face him. “My car?”

“Saw the craftsmanship.”

“Oh, probably just some kids’ idea of a prank. Nothing to worry about.”

“Right. That must be it. Still quite a statement, isn’t it?”

“You’re not wrong about that. I’ll be getting it taken care of this afternoon.”

“I think we should all watch our backs.” The coach steps forward as the bell signaling the end of the period goes off. “Aurora still hasn’t been found and now, Rachel…” He shakes his had. “You’re right in saying that there’s something going on. Well…I’ll see you soon, Tessa.”

As Coach Thompson walks away, I stand frozen, my gaze following him as he disappears into the crowd of students now filing out of their classrooms. My heart hammers in my chest, each beat loud and insistent in my ears.

I wait until he’s out of sight, then let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. My hands tremble slightly, and I clasp them together, trying to steady myself.


Chapter Nineteen


I sit at my desk, staring at the files scattered before me, but my mind can’t seem to focus on a single one. The day has dragged on, and now, with school nearly over for the day, the halls outside my office are quieter, the usual bustle of students reduced to a few distant voices and the occasional locker slamming shut. I tap my fingers against the desk, the rhythm matching the ticking of the clock on the wall.

Every word from my conversation with Coach Thompson lingers, filled with implications I can’t dismiss. One thing I’m certain of is that students at my school are succeeding when they probably shouldn’t. And I’m wondering how much involved with that he is.

He could be altering students’ grades or supplying test answers. It seems likely he’s made deals, holding something over the students. His influence might even extend to other teachers. Something tells me I’m stepping into a game I don’t want to play.

My gut twists tightly as I wonder whether or not the coach is involved in Aurora’s disappearance. Maybe she threatened to out him and he wanted to silence her.

My heart begins to race in my chest, and I consider reaching for my anxiety medication, the bottle sitting in the drawer where I shoved it earlier, but I hesitate. I’ve already taken too much today. My hands are steady, for now, but the temptation to numb the growing anxiety is strong.

I shove the thought away, trying to focus on the work that still needs to be done despite the haziness that continues to build.

Rubbing my eyelids, I let out a soft sigh, wishing I could remember more about what happened to Ava. But the more I think back to last year, the fast the blood in my veins run.

A sharp knock at the door startles me, cutting through the silence. I look up, my heart quickening as Principal Meyer stands on the other side. I wave him in, and he steps into the room.

His expression is serious, his usual calm replaced by something that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Behind him, Detective Harris follows, his gaze fixed on mine with a look that sends a chill through me.

“Tessa,” Meyer begins, his tone unusually stiff. “We need to talk.”

I swallow hard as Meyer closes the door behind him, the click of the latch sounding far too final.

The two men take their seats across from my desk, and I force a smile, hoping to appear rational, though I feel everything but.

“I’ll start,” Harris says, clearing his throat. “Ms. Parker, there’s been a development.”

I raise a brow to my hairline. “About Rachel? Or is it Aurora? Did you find her? Is she okay?”

“Unfortunately, Aurora Clark is still missing,” the detective says, his tone flat. “I’m here because of an anonymous Detective Harris’s eyes don’t leave mine. “And you didn’t see Mrs. Hancock?”

I shake my head, feeling a lump forming in my throat. “No, I didn’t see anyone.”

“And you didn’t hear anything unusual? No signs of a struggle?”

“No,” I insist, but the words feel weak even to me.

Detective Harris exchanges a look with Principal Meyer, who then speaks up, his voice measured. “Tessa, there’s more. We received an anonymous tip suggesting that Rachel Hancock had expressed concerns about you shortly before she died.”

The room spins around me, struggling to form a coherent response. “Concerns? What kind of concerns?”

The detective leans forward, his gaze steady and probing. “The tip claimed that Rachel was worried about your behavior…mentioned something about you acting strangely and being involved in things that didn’t seem right. She apparently planned to bring it up with the administration, but she never got the chance.”

“That’s…that’s not true,” I stammer, the denial slipping out as my mind races to catch up. “Rachel and I talked, but she never mentioned anything like that to me. We were friends. Even if she was concerned, though I assure you she didn’t have a need to be, she would have come to me first.”

Principal Meyer’s expression is stern, concern etched into his features. “Tessa, we’ve had reports from staff and students who’ve noticed changes in your behavior lately. I’ve noticed things myself. Erratic actions, mood swings…and now this tip, it raises serious concerns.”

“What erratic actions and mood swings?” I ask with a frown. “I admit I’m dealing with personal—”

“Why didn’t you attend the faculty meeting yesterday afternoon?” Meyer interrupts.

I blink at him, shaking my head slowly. “Yesterday after…it was changed for this afternoon.”

“No, it was yesterday, at three p.m. I announced it myself. It was very important to attend, especially considering the tragic death of Mrs. Hancock. It concerns me, given you’ve never deliberately missed a meeting before.”

I continue staring across the desk at both men, feeling the silence of the room thickening, save for the ticking of my wall clock. My hands shaking, I fumble for my phone, then pull up the calendar app.

Seeing the notification that the meeting was supposed to be later this afternoon, I slide the device across my desk.

“I had it in my calendar for today.”

Detective Harris retrieves the phone, glances at it, then gives Meyer a single nod.

“As you’re aware, Tessa, had the meeting changed, I would have sent an email to all faculty and staff. I didn’t.”

“I…I’m sure it was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

Mr. Meyer let’s out a heavy sigh.

“This is a delicate situation, Tessa. We’re not accusing you of anything, but given the seriousness of these allegations, we need to look into them. It’s not just about you It’s about ensuring the safety and well-being of everyone at the school.”

“But I haven’t done anything wrong!” I protest, desperation creeping into my voice. “You know me—”

“This isn’t a judgment on your character,” Principal Meyer interrupts, his tone firm but not unkind. “But Rachel’s death has shaken everyone, and we have to take every lead seriously. If Rachel was truly concerned about something, we need to investigate it thoroughly.”

Detective Harris nods, his expression unreadable. “We’re just following protocol, Ms. Parker. If there’s nothing to these allegations, that will come to light in the investigation. But right now, we need your cooperation.”

I feel the walls closing in around me. “What happens now?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

“We’ll be conducting interviews and reviewing any relevant evidence,” Harris replies. “In the meantime, we need you to focus on taking care of yourself. If there’s anything you think might help clarify this situation, now’s the time to come forward.”

I nod slowly, my thoughts a chaotic swirl. “I just…I don’t know what to say. Rachel never said anything to me about being concerned. I know she was concerned, but not about me. She had suspicions about Coach Thompson.”

“Coach Thompson?” Meyer echoes. “Like what?”

“Well, she mentioned to me that she believed Ava Winter’s death wasn’t an accident. And that she didn’t trust the coach. I also believe he’s shady.”

“Ava’s death was an accident,” the principal says. “She had too much to drink and drowned.

“Look at the students’ records,” I tell him. “You’ll see a handful who have been failing, and suddenly they’ve turned things around. In my records with Ava, it says she was being blackmailed. And then a few weeks later, she turns up dead. Aurora was always afraid of the coach. And now she’s missing. Rachel mentioned her own concerned, and she’s—”

“Dead,” the detective finishes.

“Yeah.” Tears begin to pool at the in my eyes.

“That all may be true, but there’s one thing you’re overlooking,” he says, standing. “You’re the only one who’s making these claims. Do you have any concrete evidence?”

“No, I’m afraid not.” I stare up at the detective, hoping that he’ll give me some indication that he does believe me. That he’ll take in consideration of what I’ve said.

Finally, he sighs. “We’ll keep you informed as the investigation progresses.”

“Do you need to take some time off?” Meyer asks.

My gaze falls on the principal. “No, of course not. I’m fine. It’s nearing the end of the school year. My students need me.”

“If you remember anything, or hear anything,” the detective begins, “It’s vital for you to contact me immediately.” Reaching into his shirt pocket, he pulls out a card and drops it on my desk.

“I’ll certainly do that,” I tell him, my mouth dry.

As they both rise to leave, I can’t shake the feeling that the ground beneath me has shifted in ways I don’t fully comprehend.

I’m left wondering how deep the rabbit hole goes—and how I’ve managed to get dragged into it.

Pulling at my hair, I release a low groan as tears slip down the corner of my eyes.

Grabbing my phone, I stare at the meeting reminder in my calendar. I don’t know how I could have gotten it wrong. I’ve never made mistakes like that before. Closing my eyes, I breathe in and out slowly, trying to study my racing heart. I fight against the urge to reach into my desk for another pill.

Don’t do it, Tessa.

The warning floats through my mind, and I reopen my eyes, the urge so strong, I’m not sure I can fight it. If I’m too weak to fight against my own demons, how can I protect Aurora from hers?

Suddenly pain pulses at the back of my head, and I remember something from last night. I’d been knocked out after I left Coach Thompson’s office.

Jumping from my chair, I knock it to the ground as I rush to the door. But I don’t open it to chase Detective Harris down.

If I tell him about being knocked out, it could raise more questions than answers, and I might find myself on the fast track of becoming the prime suspect. But if I stay silent, whoever attacked me could strike again.

I slowly walk back to my chair, picking it up from where it had fallen before sinking into it, my body trembling. I need to think, to come up with a plan, but the fear gnaws at me, clouding my judgment. I stare at the card Detective Harris left on my desk.

I can’t give up—not yet. I wipe away the tears and take a deep breath, forcing myself to focus. If I’m going to survive this, I need to be smart. I need to find proof—real, undeniable evidence that will expose whoever is behind all of this. I can’t rely on anyone else to save me.


Chapter Twenty


At home, I reheat last night’s lasagna, then carry the plate to my office. I begin searching for anything on Coach Alan Thompson that might explain the dark undercurrents at the school.

Page after page of articles and profiles pop up, but they all lead to dead ends—standard coaching accolades, interviews about school spirit, nothing that hints at anything unusual. Frustration gnaws at me, and I’m on the verge of closing the browser when a headline grabs my attention.

It’s an old article buried deep in the search results from years ago. Coach Thompson was once employed at a prestigious private school, where he came under investigation for misconduct.

A former student had accused him of making inappropriate advances, promising to boost her grades in exchange for favors. She claimed he dangled a golden ticket in front of her—an opportunity to attend Cornell University—if she kept quiet and played along.

It seems to have been swept under the rug. The charges were dropped, and Thompson left the school a year later, moving on to our quiet little town without a blemish on his record.

The article doesn’t name the student, so I scroll to the top to find the name of the journalist: Jeremy Swanson. Grabbing my iPhone, I tap the number onto the screen, then wait until someone answers.

“The Crescent Tribune.”

“Hi, my name’s Tessa Parker. I’m a teacher at Lakewood High School in Oregon. I’m hoping to get some information about an article written by Jeremy Swanson.”

“Mr. Warner no longer works at The Tribune.”

“I see.” Frustration creeps up on me as I tap my finger against the desk. “Did he leave a forwarding number?”

“I do believe I have a forwarding email address listed for Mr. Warner. Would you like me to provide that?”

“Yes, please. That would be really helpful.”

“Of course,” the person replies, and I hear the faint sound of typing in the background. A moment later, she give me the address. I quickly jot it down.

“Thank you so much,” I say.

“You’re welcome. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”

“No, that’s all. I appreciate your help.”

After hanging up, I immediately open my email and begin drafting a message:

“Hi, Mr. Warner. My name is Tessa Parker, and I’m a teacher at Lakewood High School in Oregon. I recently came across an article you wrote a few years ago about a former coach at our school. I’m looking for more information about this story and would greatly appreciate the chance to speak with you. Please let me know if you’re available. Thank you for your time.”

After including my cell number, I hit send. For the first time in hours, I feel a small sense of relief. With any luck, Warner will be able to shed some light about Coach Thompson.

Before I close the browser, I notice a red number one next to my draft folder. Clicking on it, I realize I must have started to send an email to Rachel. The subject’s blank, but when I open the message, my heart skips several beats as I read the unsent note.

“Rach—I don’t know what’s real anymore. Things keep happening that I can’t explain. I’m scared I’m losing control. I feel like I’m drowning in my own thoughts. I even sent Ethan a text saying that I’m going to kill myself. He and Emily are furious, but I just can’t handle this life anymore. Please. I really need to talk to someone who understands me.”

Frowning, I stare at the message, trying to recall writing it, but nothing comes to mind. The date shows May twenty-first, around midnight—the night after my confrontation with Emily over the suicidal text to Ethan.

I reread the email, searching for a reason why I never sent it. I remember how low I felt that night, but I can’t remember typing these exact words.

I sit back in my chair, a chill creeping up my spine. I scan the email again, searching my memory for any fragment that might explain it, but nothing surfaces. I try to convince myself that maybe I typed it in a haze, my mind clouded by exhaustion and stress.

And now, Rachel is dead, and I don’t know who to turn to. I don’t know who to trust. My colleague looks at me suspiciously, Detective Harris is hinting that he’s investigating me, and my family has abandoned me.

I’ve been thrown into a web of deceit—where a coach might be hiding something sinister, a student I’ve counseled has gone missing, my friend and colleague has been murdered, and now my sister is engaged to my ex-husband, both of them planning to take my son away.

Standing, I take my lasagna and head into the kitchen. After one last bite, I dump it into the trash, then wash my plate, my movements slow as my mind spin in several different directions.

When I dry the plate, I put it away, deciding to watch television, hoping to ease my mind, even for a few minutes. But when I walk past the fridge, I stop, noticing a sheet of paper held up by a magnetic photo of Lucas.

Taking a closer look at the paper in my hand, I realize it’s a set of directions—to a specific cabin at the Lakewood Resort. There’s a phone number printed at the top, and an access code underneath. My heart skips a beat as I try to remember when I might have planned this, but nothing comes to mind.

I reach for my iPhone and dial the number listed.

“Lakewood Resort, how can I help you?” The voice on the other end is cheerful.

“Yes, I…uh…I have directions to one of the cabins at your resort. Cabin twenty-nine.” I hesitate, then force myself to continue. “I was wondering if you could confirm who rented it?”

“One moment, please,” she says. I hear the keyboard clicking in the background as I walk over to the couch and sit down, trying to keep my hands from trembling. The day has been long, and I feel exhausted, but sleep is the last thing on my mind. The thought of needing my medication to rest tugs at the back of my mind.

“Ma’am?” The woman’s voice pulls me back to the present.

“I’m here,” I manage, my voice tighter than I intended.

“There’s a reservation for Cabin twenty-nine under the name Tessa Parker. It’s booked through the end of June.”

For a moment, I sit in silence, her words spinning in my head. “Are you sure?” I ask, though I can already sense the answer.

“Yes, ma’am. The reservation was made on May ninth and check-in was May nineteenth.” Her tone is polite, but I can hear the question she doesn’t ask—why don’t you know this?

“Okay, thank you. I just needed to confirm,” I say, my voice wavering slightly.

After hanging up, I drop the phone onto the cushion beside me and lean back, staring at the ceiling. My mind races, trying to piece together how and why I would have rented a cabin at Lakewood Resort without remembering it.

Standing, I hurry to my home office and settle into my chair. After waking the computer, I open my email and search for a confirmation or receipt. Sure enough, I find a confirmation email from the resort, May ninth, with all the details: Cabin twenty-nine, Lakewood Resort, reserved under my name.

But no matter how hard I try, I can’t remember doing this.

Given everything that’s been happening, it’s possible I decided to follow my own advice and take a break and don’t remember. Perhaps I made the reservation long-term so I could have the flexibility to come and go as needed.

I need to go to that cabin. If I booked it, maybe there’s something there that will jog my memory.

Before getting off the computer, I refresh my inbox, hoping to have gotten an email from Jeremy Swanson, but so far, he hasn’t replied.

I glance at the time in the corner of my screen: 6:07.

Lakewood Resorts is only twenty minutes away, and knowing I won’t settle until I find something, I decide to head to the cabin now.


Chapter Twenty-One


The sky’s darkening as I pull up to Cabin Twenty-Nine. Before I turn off the ignition, I glance around. I’m surrounded by towering Evergreen trees, their shadows stretching long across the ground. Through the gaps in the trees, I catch a glimpse of the lake, its surface shimmering faintly in the fading light. The water is calm, almost too still, reflecting the deepening blue of the evening sky.

The cabin sits close to the shore, just a narrow stretch of rocky path separating it from the water. My nerves are haywire as I finally turn off the car and step out, my feet crunching on the gravel beneath me. The air is cool, carrying the scent of pine mixed with the fresh, crisp smell of the lake.

Everything is eerily quiet. No birdsong, no rustle of leaves—just silence. The stillness of the cabin unnerves me. I’ve never had this feeling before when I stayed at the resort.

I take a moment, standing beside the car, trying to calm the storm inside me. The world around me feels too big, too empty, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being watched.

During the drive over, I kept trying to remember when I made the reservation, but my mind is a mess. It’s a tangled mix of frayed nerves and the creeping discomfort of withdrawal. Missing my usual dose is starting to take its toll, and I can feel it in the way my thoughts keep slipping away, refusing to stay in one place.

Slowly, I walk toward the door and peer into the windows. I can’t see much. The blinds are closed, and the curtains are drawn tight. The cabin looks deserted.

I pull out the directions paper and punch in the access code with shaking fingers. The lock beeps twice, and the small light turns green. I turn the knob and push the door open. The scent of old wood greets me—familiar, but somehow disturbing in the heavy silence.

There’s a small television set on a table with two worn recliners beside it, both facing the screen. The air inside is cool, still holding the chill of the evening air. The room is dimly lit by a single bulb hanging from the ceiling.

I step inside, closing the door behind me. The sound is too loud in the quiet.

Scanning the living area, My gaze falls on a file resting on the coffee table. I walk over to it, leaning over to pick it up. I flip through it, my heart seeming to climb up to my throat.

Aurora’s file.

Clutching it tight, I read the contents, slowly shaking my head. I see nothing of blackmail, like I did in Ava’s, but we talked quite often about how Coach Thompson made her feel uneasy.

With it still in my hands, I go into the small galley kitchen, I open the refrigerator. Immediately, I spot a takeout container. My hands are shaky as I reach for it and open the small Styrofoam box.

“This is my chicken.” My hushed voice sounds hollow to my ears as I stare at the box, the leftover crumbs at the bottom, and the way the sauce is smeared on the lid.

The fridge has also been stocked with more food.

Dishes are in the sink, including a wine glass with a red stain around the rim. On the edge of the counter, I notice a small bottle of anxiety medication.

Eyes wide, I reach for it and look at the name: Teresa Parker.

I set the bottle back onto the counter, my hand shaking as I continue to scan the small, dimly lit kitchen. Leaving the room, I move down a narrow hallway, the floorboards creaking beneath my feet.

Ahead of me is a closed door. I pause, not wanting to open it. Something inside me screams to turn back, but I’m desperate to know what’s on the other side.

With a trembling hand, I reach out and grasp the cold doorknob. My fingers tighten around it. Slowly, I twist, pushing the door open. It creaks on its hinges, the sound sharp and jarring in the silence. The door swings fully against the wall.

The first thing I notice is the bed. It’s pushed up against the far wall, the sheets rumpled and stained. Not just with dirt, but with something darker—deep brown splotches that could only be dried blood. I take a hesitant step further inside.

“Oh my goodness…”

There’s a chain bolted to the floor near the bedpost, the end of it frayed as if it had been forcefully broken or cut. A sickening wave of realization washes over me. Someone was restrained here, trapped in this room, struggling to break free.

My eyes shift to the wall beside the bed, where deep scratches mar the paint as though someone had clawed at it in desperation. A small, discarded object catches my eye—an empty syringe lying on the floor, its needle bent, and beside it, a blood-stained rag. The sight sends a cold shiver through me. Whoever was here wasn’t just held against their will—they were hurt, possibly drugged.

I force myself to move further into the room, scanning for more clues. The faint smell of iron lingers in the air.

As I near the foot of the bed, my eyes lock onto something more sinister—a large, dark stain on the floor, partially covered by a haphazardly thrown blanket. It’s unmistakable. More blood, but in a quantity that suggests something far more serious, perhaps even fatal.

I kneel beside the stain, carefully pulling the blanket away, and find a small, torn piece of pale blue cloth, soaked in blood and stiff to the touch. My breath quickens as I realize when I last saw Aurora, she was wearing a pale blue dress.

Thoughts spin in my mind, and I will myself not to panic. She’s been here this entire time. From the amount of blood, I’m afraid she might be…

Snapping my eyes shut, I refuse to finish the thought.

I need to call the police. They need to see this cabin, this room.

Scrambling to my feet, I sprint out of the room, and out of the cabin, stumbling with every step I take. Once I’m safely in my car, I set Aurora’s file on the passenger seat and search my handbag for Detective Harris’s business card. But before I call, a thought comes to me.

The cabin’s in my name. If I call now, they’ll look even closer at me.

Dropping my iPhone in my lap, I rest my head against the seat, eyes closed, breathing heavily. I’m desperate to start crying, but I don’t. I’m too tired, too scared, too worried.

The right thing to do is to call the detective, but there’s no way I can without incriminating myself.

“Don’t Tessa.” My teeth are clenched. “This won’t end well for you.”

I scan the wooded area again, and before I can stop myself, I get out of the car again, making my way toward the lake.

When I reach the edge, the moon’s shimmering on the surface, and the stars are brightly shining overhead. It’s a peaceful night, overshadowed by the inside of the cabin.

“Nice night, isn’t it?” A male voice startles me, and I spin on my heel, stumbling backward, falling into the water.

“I’m so sorry.” The man, chuckling, rushes to my side to help me to my feet. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

I force a smile, studying him. He’s tall, with a ruggedly handsome face framed by slightly tousled dark hair, a few strands of silver catching the moonlight. His eyes are warm but sharp, a mix of charm and world-weariness that makes him look both approachable and mysterious. The easy grin on his lips is disarming.

“It’s okay,” I manage, though my heart is still racing. “I’m wet now, but I’m fine.”

“How long are you staying?” he asks, a friendly smile playing on his lips.

“Oh, I’m not staying.” A nervous laugh escapes me as I shake my head.

“That’s too bad,” he says with an easy grin. “This place is peaceful at night. I thought I saw you near the cabin not too long ago.”

I narrow my eyes slightly. “Were you watching me?”

He chuckles, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “Not at all. Just happened to be observant, that’s all.”

I tilt my head, studying him. “Well, Mr. Observant, have you seen anyone else coming out of that cabin in the last couple of weeks?”

“Other than you?” He glances around briefly, then shakes his head. “Nope, just you.”

“Right,” I mutter, feeling uncomfortable with the lake water clinging to my skin. “Well, it was nice to meet you. I should get going.”

Walking past him, I hear him speak again. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

I force a smile, turning slightly. “Maybe. Have a good night, and, well, enjoy your stay.”

His gaze linger on me for a moment too long, and a shiver runs down my spine. I quickly turn away, my heart picking up speed as I head back to my car. The cool night air feels colder now, despite the summer season, as I fumble with my keys.

As I reach my car, I can’t resist glancing back. He’s still standing there, watching me, his silhouette framed by the moonlight. I can’t read his expression from this distance, but the unease bubbling in my chest tells me to leave now.

I slip into the driver’s seat, locking the doors behind me. My hands tremble as I start the engine, the hum of the car almost drowned out by the pounding of my heart. I take one last look at the man through the rearview mirror—he’s still there, unmoving, a shadow in the night.

I drive away, the cabin and the man disappearing into the darkness behind me. The road stretches out ahead, but my thoughts are a tangled mess.

As I put more distance between us, the uneasy feeling only deepens. I need to figure out what’s going on.

The answers are out there, but so are the dangers. And tonight, I’m not sure which one is closer.


Chapter Twenty-Two


The shiver that runs through me pulls me from sleep, my grip tightening on the sheets as I struggle to shake off the cold. Exhaustion clings to me, the remnants of nightmares lingering at the edge of my thoughts. I try to push away the memory of Lakewood Resort, but the more I resist, the more it claws at me, refusing to be buried.

Tossing the sheets aside, I hear a soft thud on the floor. My eyes catch the outline of a red marker lying beside the bed, a stark contrast against the dark wood.

I roll out of bed, feeling the ache in my muscles as I move. When my bare feet touch the hardwood, a jolt of icy cold shoots through me, but I force myself to kneel and pick up the marker. It feels strangely heavy in my hand, as if it holds more than just ink.

Another shiver washes over me, and I set the marker on the nightstand before stumbling into the bathroom for my slippers and robe. After slipping into them, I splash water on my face, hoping it’ll help ease the fatigue that seems to have taken up residence within me.

As I reach for a towel, I freeze. A message is scrawled in red on the bathroom mirror:

“hturT eht morf nuR t’nac I”

My mouth falls open, and slowly, I turn to face the wall behind me. There, the same message is written again, this time in clear, deliberate letters:

“I Can’t Run from the Truth.”

Another cold shiver envelops me, but I know it’s not just the strange chill of the house.

Desperate for warmth, I make my way down the stairs to the thermostat. Tapping the screen, I frown as I see the display set to sixty degrees, far colder than usual. The indoor temperature reads even lower, sending another chill through me. I can’t remember setting it so low—I usually keep it around seventy.

Hugging my robe tight around my body, I stand frozen, my mind racing in a whirlwind of confusion and fear. The house feels like a lifeless tomb, the air too cold, the message too real.

I stagger to the kitchen, my hand trembling as I reach for a glass. I hold it beneath the water dispenser, but as the glass fills, my body begins to shake violently.

The glass slips from my hands, shattering on the floor with a sharp, piercing clatter that echoes through the silence.

A sob bursts from my throat, raw and guttural, as I collapse to my knees amid the shards. The tears I’ve kept at bay now spill freely, a torrent of grief and terror that I can no longer contain.

Curling into a tight ball on the cold kitchen floor, I let the tears flow, my sobs wracking my body as I finally surrender to the despair that has been building within me. The house seems to close in around me, the shadows thickening, as if drawing strength from my anguish. All I can do is weep, the sound of my crying the only thing breaking the suffocating silence.

After what seems like an eternity, the sobs subsides, and I’m still laying against the floor.

My life feels like it’s getting more and more out of control, and I don’t know what I’m doing, and I barely know where I am.

All I know is I’m alone.

My husband left me, my sister wants nothing to do with me, my best friend’s dead, and now my colleagues are gossiping behind my back. On top of it all, I’ve somehow stumbled into a conspiracy that’s tearing my life apart.

Slowly, I force myself to sit up, a heavy, weary sigh escaping me. I probably shouldn’t go in for work in the morning, but at the same time, things will likely be worse for me if I don’t go. I’m already under scrutiny, even if they aren’t looking at me for Aurora’s disappearance.

Suddenly, a sharp, high-pitched squeal, like tires skidding across wet pavement. The sound pierces through the silence, sending a shockwave of fear through me. My heart leaps into my throat, and without thinking, I bolt for the front door, my mind screaming that something is terribly wrong.

I fling the door open and rush outside, my eyes wide, scanning the dark, empty street. The cold night air bites at my skin, but all I can focus on is the echo of that sound—faint, distant, but unmistakable. It’s a sound I’ve heard before, a sound that drags at the edges of my memory, pulling at something deep and buried.

But the street is empty, eerily quiet, with nothing out of place. My breath comes in short, sharp gasps as I stand there, searching for something, anything, to explain the sudden terror gripping me.

I shake my head, trying to clear it, but the sound lingers, intertwining with fragmented images—flashes of light, the blinding rain, the wheel slipping in my hands. My vision blurs as I struggle to push the fragments back down, to lock them away where they can’t hurt me.

Staggering back inside, I slam the door shut behind me, falling against the surface, my breathing uneven as I try to regain some semblance of control.

“Get a grip, Tessa.” My voice sounds far away, almost like I haven’t uttered them at all.

The rational part of me knows I need to control myself. It’s whispering in the back of my mind, reminding me that I need to calm down, that I need to think clearly. But the louder, more terrified part of me is drowning it out, demanding that I keep running, keep moving, keep doing anything but stay still.

But there’s nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

I push myself off the door and force my legs to carry me to the living room. I sink into the couch, wrapping my arms tightly around myself.

I glance at the clock on the wall. It’s almost four o’clock. I reach for the blanket draped over the back of the couch and pull it around my shoulders, trying to find some warmth, some comfort, but it offers little.

My thoughts are spinning, swirling in a chaotic mess that I can’t untangle. I don’t know what’s real anymore, what’s just my mind playing tricks on me. The message on the mirror, the sound of tires squealing, Aurora’s disappearance, the Lakewood Resorts—they’re all mixing together, creating a nightmarish blur that I can’t escape.

I close my eyes, willing myself to calm down, to focus. I take slow breaths, counting each one in an attempt to steady myself. The room around me feels like it’s spinning, but I try to anchor myself, to find something solid to hold onto.

But even with my eyes closed, I can still see it—Aurora’s face, pale and accusing, staring back at me from the darkness. I can hear her voice, the way she said she felt uneasy around Coach Thompson, the way she hinted at something more, something she was too afraid to say out loud.

I open my eyes, staring up at the ceiling.

I have to stay focused—unraveling what’s happening, discovering the truth, feels like the only way to prevent being consumed by it all.

Gathering the strength to sit up, I pull the blanket tighter around my shoulders and rise, cautiously stepping around the shards of glass still scattered across the floor as I make my way through the kitchen.

I grab a towel and begin picking up the pieces, one by one cleaning up the mess I made in my panic.

Once the kitchen is clean, I make myself a cup of tea, the warmth of the mug comforting in my hands. I carry it to the living room and sit back down on the couch, cradling the cup as I sip the hot liquid, letting the warmth spread through me.

I can’t let the fear take over. I can’t let the past, or the present, consume me.

But as I sit there, the message on the mirror echoes in my mind: “I Can’t Run from the Truth.”

And deep down, I know that’s true. I can’t run. I can’t hide.

Because the truth, whatever it is, is already on its way. And there’s no escaping it.


Chapter Twenty-Three


By the time lunch comes the next day, every muscle in my body feels like it’s weighed down with lead. My eyelids are heavy, threatening to close if I so much as blink too long, and there’s a dull ache pulsing at the back of my skull, as if my thoughts are trying to claw their way out. The exhaustion has sunk its claws into me, dragging me deeper into a fog that I can’t seem to shake. It’s as if the world is moving in slow motion, and I’m barely able to keep up.

I’m caught in a relentless tug-of-war with myself, a constant debate that only amplifies the fatigue. The temptation to take my medication is a whisper that grows louder with each passing hour, and the more I resist, the more I can feel my resolve crumbling. My hands tremble slightly as I reach for my water, the simple task of lifting the glass feeling like an impossible feat.

I know I should have weaned myself off the pills months ago—my rational mind tells me that. But now, in the haze of weariness, I can’t help but wonder if they’re the only thing that can keep me upright. The thought gnaws at me, a bitter realization that maybe, just maybe, I’m not strong enough to function without them.

Picking up my sandwich, I tear off a piece and chew slowly, the taste barely registering as I stare blankly at my computer screen. The words and images blur together, as though my mind refuses to make sense of them. I should be focusing on my students, their needs, their progress—but there’s only one student I can think of: Aurora Clark.

I grab my handbag and dig through the contents until I find Detective Harris’s business card. My fingers hesitate over the numbers, but I know I have to make this call. I take a deep breath and punch in the number on my iPhone, pressing it to my ear.

“Harris,” his voice is steady, deep, and unyielding.

“Detective, this is Tessa Parker from Lakewood High,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm, though I can’t ignore the tightness in my chest.

“Ms. Parker,” he responds, his tone polite but guarded. “What can I do for you?”

“I was just wondering if you’ve had any leads on finding Aurora Clark?”

“I’m afraid we haven’t. Is there something new you’d like to share?”

The question hangs in the air, but the worry of incriminating myself about the cabin keeps me quiet for a moment too long.

“No,” I finally say, forcing the word out. “I just…I’m really worried about her. It’s been over a week since she went missing.”

“I understand your concern,” Harris says, his tone softening just a bit. “We’re doing everything we can. If you remember anything, even the smallest detail, please let us know.”

“I will, Detective.”

“There is something I’d like to discuss with you, actually,” he adds after a brief pause. His voice remains calm, but there’s an undercurrent of seriousness that makes my heart skip a beat. “Would it be possible for you to come in this afternoon?”

“Uh, sure.” I bite my lower lip. He knows about the cabin. “I can be there after school lets out. Around four?”

“Perfect. I’ll see you then. Have a good day, Ms. Parker.”

I nod, even though he can’t see me as I end the call. Standing, I begin pacing the office, my mind buzzing. He knows about the cabin.

I should’ve done something, anything to cover my tracks. My thoughts jump to the man by the lake—he saw me. He must have called the police.

The cabin’s in my name, and fingerprints are all over the place. I don’t know how I’ll manage to explain away all of that and why I didn’t contact the police after I saw the room.

I can’t seem to catch my breath and my hands tremble.

“It’s your fault.” The words echo in my mind, almost as if the person speaking them is in the room with me.

I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block out the voice, but it only grows louder, insistent. It sounds like Aurora—terrified, betrayed. A flash of her pale blue dress swirls in my mind, the fabric fluttering as she turned to walk away from me down that dark hallway.

It’s your fault. The words repeat as I hear the screech of tires on wet pavement, the blinding flash of headlights bearing down on me.

I grip my fists so tightly my knuckles ache. The room I’m standing in spins out of control, as the shattering of glass echo.

A shiver runs down my spine. Whose fault was it?

Mine. She’s dead because of me.

Aurora’s voice morphs, becoming colder, more accusing. “You didn’t protect me.”

The image flickers, replaced by the sight of her lying on a bed, her wrists bruised and raw from where the chain held her. Blood seeps into the sheets, dark and thick, and I’m back in that cabin, staring at the evidence of unspeakable horror. Why didn’t you save me?

For a moment, the lines blur. Am I thinking of Aurora? Or someone else? The memories overlap, indistinguishable from each other. I see a shards of glass, feeling it cutting into my skin. Then Aurora’s face again—pale, fading, accusing.

I press my hands to my temples, as if I can physically push the memories away, but they’re relentless.

“No,” I whisper, but my voice is lost in the noise of my own mind. I tried—I wanted to help…

Something is shaking me, and I shove back, blinking several times until I’m staring into Julie’s wide-open eyes as she’s sprawled out on the floor.

I glance around my office, my heart still racing.

“Julie, oh, my goodness. I’m so sorry.” I help her to her feet.

“I knocked.” Her words are soft and timid. “Are…are you okay, Ms. Parker?”

Closing my eyes tight, I pull in a sharp breath before nodding. “I didn’t get much sleep last night. Vivid dreams.” Looking back at her, I notice she’s rubbing her elbow. “Honey, are you all right? Do you want me to take you to see the nurse?”

She forces a smile and says, “No, I’m fine. I just wanted to talk to you about something. But if it’s a bad time…”

“No, of course not. Take a seat.” Walking around her, I close the door and then return to my chair. “How are you doing, Julie? I haven’t had the chance to talk to you since the other day.”

A tear clings to the corner of her eyes, and when she speaks, her voice is almost inaudible as she fiddles with the hem of her skirt. “I’m scared.”

Standing, I roll my chair to position myself next to her, then take her hand in mind.

“Is it because of what’s just happened? Because I am so sorry. I’m prone to panic attacks and they’ve only gotten worse.”

She shakes her head, sniffling. “It’s not because of you, Ms. Parker.”

“Then what is it?”

“I…I don’t want to get into trouble. Maybe I should go.” She jumps to her feet, hurrying to the door, but I manage to gently grasp her wrist.

“I’m not sure what’s going on around here, Julie.” I keep my voice soft and as even as I can muster. The aftereffect of my panic attack is still evident in my shaky hands, but I ignore it. “But I do know something’s not right at this school. If you’re involved in something or you know something, you must tell me.”

She hesitates, then moves to sit again. I watch her movements carefully.

“You know how you asked how I started doing so well in school?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it’s because I’ve been doing favors for someone. After I do, they give me answers to my tests. Sometimes even go into the school’s system and change the grades.”

“What favors do you do, Julie?”

“I…spy on other students, sort of. Like, if I overhear that someone’s failing. Or if one of the teachers knows something. Sometimes, I deliver notes to students.”

“What do these notes say?” I ask her.

“I don’t know. They’re sealed. I…I don’t want to ask questions.”

“Julie, who is changing your grades?” I study her for several long seconds, noticing how she’s avoiding my gaze. I’m about to speak again when she does.

“Coach Thompson.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


As I step inside the police station, my nerves are frayed, pulling me in every direction. The conversation with Julie replays in my mind. She mentioned overhearing Rachel’s plans to investigate Coach Thompson. Then, two days later, Rachel was found dead.

The idea that Coach Thompson could have murdered Rachel while I was at the school sends a chill down my spine. The thought loops endlessly in my head: why didn’t he kill me? If he knocked me unconscious outside his office, he had the perfect opportunity.

Unless…he wanted to frame me.

The possibility feels both terrifying and absurd, yet it clings to me. I have to admit, if framing me was his plan, it’s a good one.

I know she believed there was something off about Ava Winter’s death. And now with Aurora missing and Julie’s feeling of the coach, I’m left wondering if he plans on silencing anyone who gets in his way.

The scene at the cabin forces its way in my mind, and a fresh wave of cold shiver washes over me, and suddenly I’m feeling sick.

Shaking my head as if to clear the thought, though the sickness remains. I stride toward the counter, the steady thump of my heels echoing through the fluorescent-lit hallway.

The desk sergeant, a woman with tightly coiled hair and wired-rimmed glasses, peers at me over the counter. Her gaze narrows as if trying to bring me into focus, her expression one of impatience.

“My name’s Tessa Parker,” I say, my voice steady despite the swirling thoughts in my mind. “Detective Harris asked me to stop by.”

She holds up a finger without a word, her expression unchanged. Her gum smacks rhythmically as she grabs the receiver and punches in a few numbers with sharp movements. The scent of stale coffee hangs in the air.

As she speaks softly into the phone, I catch my name but little else. I focus on the small, insignificant details around me—the scuffed linoleum beneath my feet, the way the fluorescent lights buzz faintly overhead, the distant murmur of voices from somewhere deeper in the station.

The sergeant hangs up, her gaze flicking back to me. “The detective will be with you shortly,” she says, her tone clipped.

“Thank you.” I step aside, trying to find a spot where I won’t feel so exposed.

I pace slowly, the minutes stretching out, each one longer than the last. My hands tremble slightly, and I clasp them together to steady myself, taking slow breaths.

A nearby bulletin board catches my eye, covered in wanted posters and community notices. I read the words without really absorbing them, my mind too preoccupied, trying to determine what it is about Rachel Harris wanted to speak with me about. I consider that maybe he wants to tell me he found her killer.

But it doesn’t work that way,

Finally, the door to the detective’s office opens, and Harris steps out, his expression unreadable. He spots me and gives a small nod, beckoning me over. I steel myself and walk toward him.

“Thank you for meeting me, Ms. Parker. I know you’re busy.”

“I’d like to help any way I’m able,” I tell him.

“Good, that’s what I like to hear. Let’s head this way.” He starts walking, and when we reach the end of the hallway, he stops and opens a heavy metal door.

Inside is a small, windowless room, its walls painted a dull, institutional gray. A single table sits in the center, with two chairs on either side. A camera is mounted high in one corner, its red light blinking steadily, recording every move.

“Have a seat,” Harris says, gesturing to one of the chairs as he closes the door behind him with a soft click that seems to resonate in the quiet room.

Following his instructions, I keep my gaze steady on him.

“As I mentioned before, I have additional questions about Rachel Hancock’s murder.”

I swallow hard as I nod for him to continue.

“Why don’t you tell me again what you were doing at the school after hours.”

“I had some work to take care of,” I tell him. “I wanted to get it done, rather than wait until the next day.”

“And what about Rachel Hancock? Why was she there?” His gaze is probing, as if deciphering whether I’m going to tell him the truth.

I briefly consider telling him my theory, that she was killed because the coach realized she was on to him. But without evidence, I know he won’t believe me. Even if I tell him about Thompson’s shady dealings at the school, that’s not enough to point fingers.

As it is, before leaving my office, Julie expressed her concerns about coming forward. I get it. It could result in making an already bad situation worse. I can’t say anything until I have cold, hard truth.

“I’m not sure,” I tell him. “I told you before I didn’t see her.”

He nods. “Yes, you did. Did you go anywhere, other than your office?”

With hesitation, I ask, “What are you getting at, Detective?”

He leans slightly forward, his gaze fixed on mine. “We’ve been reviewing the security footage from the school. You know we have cameras positioned in the hallways, right?”

I nod slowly, a cold shiver running down my spine. I hadn’t thought about the cameras when I’d been sneaking around the school that night. “Yes, I’m aware.”

He holds my gaze, and I can almost see the wheels turning in his mind. “The footage shows you entering the school around seven pm. you went to your office, then approximately…” He glances at his notepad, “…nine thirty-five, you were seen heading toward the gymnasium.”

The room falls silent as we continue to stare at one another.

“I left something there earlier that day.”

“It took you thirty minutes to find what you left?” His tone is a mix of accusation and uncertainty. I’m not able to tell if the uncertainty is due to my reasoning, or my guilt.

“I’m really not sure,” I tell him. “It was late, and I was tired.”

Harris doesn’t react immediately, letting my words hang in the air. Finally, he nods, but there’s no relief in his expression. “It’s just that the cameras caught something else that concerns us. After you left the coach’s office, the footage shows you moving quickly, like you were in a hurry to get out of the building.”

I force a nervous laugh, trying to brush it off. “Well, you know how it is when you’re alone in a big, empty building. Every sound feels amplified. I got spooked, that’s all. Probably just my imagination running wild.”

Harris raises an eyebrow. “You sure about that? It wasn’t because you saw something…or someone?”

“No, I didn’t see anyone.” I surprised myself at how steady my voice seems. “I just…felt uneasy, that’s all. I was tired, maybe a bit jumpy.”

He studies me for a moment longer, then continues, his tone still calm but probing. “We also noticed something else. The footage has a few gaps—moments where the cameras went offline for a few minutes. It’s not uncommon with older systems, but it’s strange that it happened just as you were leaving the building.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “Gaps? What do you mean?”

“The cameras near the entrance of the school flickered, lost signal for a few minutes. When they came back online, you were already heading to your car.”

I frown, trying to look as puzzled as I feel. “I have no idea why that would happen. Maybe it’s just a coincidence?”

“Maybe,” he says, his voice carrying a hint of doubt. “But it’s worth noting, especially considering Rachel’s car was found in the parking lot the next morning.”

I force myself to hold his gaze, fighting the urge to look away. “Detective, I had nothing to do with Rachel’s death. I admit I was there, but I didn’t see her, and I certainly didn’t harm her. I was just trying to get work done, that’s all.”

He leans back in his chair, his expression unreadable. “I appreciate your cooperation, Ms. Parker. But I need you to understand that we’re looking at every angle here. If you remember anything, no matter how small, you need to let us know. And if you think of a reason why those cameras might have gone offline…I’d appreciate hearing it.”

I nod slowly, my heart still pounding in my chest. “Of course. I’ll do anything I can to help.”

Waiting for a minute more, he nods again. “Unless you have something else to add, that’ll be all.”

I consider again telling about what I saw at the cabin. But I know even if I come forward, it wouldn’t end will for me. It’s in my name and I waited almost 22 hours. No, telling him will be a mistake, so I shake my head slowly instead. “I don’t.”

“Then in that case, allow me to walk you out.” He stands, the chair scraping against the floor as he moved. I follow suit until I’m finally making my way to the car.


Chapter Twenty-Five


I wake the next morning with a throbbing headache, my body sprawled awkwardly across the bed, one arm dangling limply over the edge. For a moment, I lie there, disoriented, until I remember it’s Saturday. I don’t have to drag myself out of bed, don’t have to force myself to face the world. I could just lie here, let the weekend dissolve into nothing.

But I know that’s not an option.

The conversation with Detective Harris keeps circling in my mind, a relentless reminder of the pressure that’s mounting. I know he’s keeping me at the top of his suspect list, so I need to figure out how I’m going to clear my name.

With a groan, I peel myself into a sitting position, then make my way to the bathroom. I try to ignore the words still written in red on the wall, but my gaze is continually pulled in that direction.

Splashing cold water on my face, I dry off quickly, then head downstairs to start the coffee. As the rich aroma fills the kitchen, I feel a small measure of comfort settle over me. I pour myself a cup and take a slow sip, letting the warmth ease the tension in my body.

Once the coffee begins to work its magic, I set the cup down and decide to tackle the task of covering the words on the wall. I head outside to the utility shed, retrieving a small can of paint leftover from a few years ago. The morning air is cool, almost refreshing, but there’s a heaviness in my chest that the fresh air can’t clear.

Back upstairs, coffee in hand, I pop the lid off the paint can and grab the brush. Slowly, I begin to cover the words, the red gradually disappearing under layers of white. But even as the letters vanish, a part of me knows they’re still there, just beneath the surface. No matter how much I try to cover it, the truth seems always ready to bleed through.

As the last of the red disappears, I take a long sip of coffee, feeling a bit of the tension in my shoulders ease. It’s not much, but it’s a start. I clean up the brush, set the can aside, and head to my home office to check my email.

I nearly spill my coffee when I see a new message from Jeremy Swanson. Clicking on it, I read his reply: “Ms. Parker, thank you for reaching out. I can meet you tomorrow at one pm, if that works for you?”

A small smile tugs at my lips as I type a quick response: “That’d be great. How about we meet at The Crow’s Nest. My treat.”

I hit send, feeling more tension rolling off my shoulders. Hope that this weekend might finally bring some answers fills me. I take the last sip of my coffee, feeling slightly more relaxed.

Leaving the office, I place my mug in the sink and take my iPhone off the charger. With hesitation, I try to call Emily again. The ringing echoes in my ear, each unanswered second tightening the knot in my stomach. I still haven’t managed to reach her, but I don’t want her to leave town before we’ve made amends. The thought of having to go through my little sister just to see my son sickens me.

When the call goes to voicemail, I’m not surprised.

“Em, it’s me again. Look, I know you’re busy, but can we please talk? I don’t want things to stay this way between us. And honestly…I’m kind of going through a lot right now. Rachel—my friend from work—she…she’s gone. Dead. And it’s really shaken me up. I just…I really need someone to talk to. And I’d really love to see Lucas. I miss him so much. Please, Em, just call me back.”

Walking to the living room, I fall back on the couch, the phone still in my hand, and stare blankly at the wall. My thoughts swirl, a chaotic mix of fear, anger, and desperation. The meeting with Jeremy Swanson tomorrow is a glimmer of hope, but it’s tainted by the knowledge that even if I uncover the truth, it might be too late to fix what’s broken in my life.

As I lay there, the house is eerily quiet, the kind of silence that presses in on you, making you feel like you’re the only person left in the world.

I close my eyes, my thoughts growing hazy as I slowly drift out of consciousness. I try to remind myself that I need to go to the body shop, to have them cover up the graffiti on my car…but right now, the thought slips away, and everything fades into a soft, quiet blur…

A loud clang jars my senses, jolting me upright on the couch.

Slowly, I rise to my feet, glancing around the living room, every nerve on edge. I check the front door first—locked. Then, I make my way to the back door, my footsteps careful not to make any creaking sounds.

Locked.

Just as I turn back, I catch a swift movement—a shadow slipping across the wall, too quick to be sure of what I saw. I hesitate before heading in the direction the shadow went.

I check the kitchen, but no one’s there. For protection, I grab a knife from the block, then check the rest of the house. My home office, bathrooms, and bedrooms are clear.

It was only my imagination. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, my body finally releasing the tension that had coiled within me. As the adrenaline fades, a soft, nervous laugh escapes me, the sound almost foreign in the quiet of the house.

Placing the knife on the counter, I get dressed, then go back downstairs for my handbag and keys, but my keys aren’t on the hook, where they normally are. A small twinge of anxiety pricks at the back of my mind, but I brush it off.

Setting the bag on the counter, I rifle through it, fingers brushing past lip balm, receipts, and pens, but no keys. My heart beats a little faster, and I pause, closing my eyes to think. I’m sure I had them when I came in. I wouldn’t have gotten inside otherwise, right?

I search my mind for where I could have put them. I walk over to the counter and check around the kettle, under the mail piled up by the sink. Nothing.

A flicker of frustration rises, and I start moving through the house, retracing my steps. The kitchen, the living room, my bedroom—I scan every surface, every nook, but there are no keys. I even glance behind the cushions on the couch, though I can’t remember sitting there after I came in.

I realize I don’t remember exactly what I did after coming home. Everything’s a blur of exhaustion.

I try to shake it off. This is ridiculous. They have to be here somewhere. My hands begin to move with more urgency, opening drawers, rifling through papers, even pulling open the cabinets as if I might’ve absentmindedly set them down while grabbing something else.

Nothing.

“Oh, come on, where are they?” I mutter under my breath, standing in the middle of the kitchen, staring blankly at the countertop.

I’m definitely losing my mind. Maybe Ethan and Emily are right to take away Lucas. Maybe doing so is giving him his best chance. As the thought crosses my mind, I shake my headto get it out.

“Stop it,” I scold myself. I’m just tired. Keys don’t disappear. They’re here. I’m just missing them.

Taking a deep breath, I force myself to think logically. Maybe I left them in the car. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve done something absent-minded like that.

With determination, I head to the front door and open it, then pause. There, dangling from the doorknob, are my keys, swaying slightly.

I stare at them for a moment before letting out a soft chuckle and rolling my eyes at myself. The past few weeks have clearly taken a toll on my mind. I grab the keys and go inside to grab my handbag.


Chapter Twenty-Six


It’s going to take a few days for the graffiti to be painted over on my car, so I secured a rental and returned home to try and relax. But the television isn’t keeping my interest, and the more I try not to think about Aurora, Rachel, Detective Harris, and Coach Thompson, the more my mind centers on everything that’s been happening.

I flip through channels aimlessly, letting the remote slip from my hand as I settle back against the couch. The sound from the television fills the room—some upbeat commercial, people smiling, voices cheerful—but it all feels distant, as though it’s coming from another world. A world where none of this madness exists, where life is simple and safe. But that world isn’t mine anymore.

The pressure in my head is unrelenting, a constant throb that refuses to be ignored. The withdrawal from the pills has been brutal.

I close my eyes, trying to focus on my breathing, hoping it might ease the tension in my chest.

In, out.

Slow, steady.

In, out.

But it doesn’t work. My thoughts are too tangled, too loud. They keep circling back to Aurora, to Rachel, to that awful cabin by the lake. I can still see the bloodstains on the sheets, the chain bolted to the floor. The image is burned into my mind, impossible to erase.

I shake my head, trying to forget the memories, but it only makes the ache worse. I can feel my resolve weakening, the walls I’ve built around myself starting to crumble.

A thought flits through my mind, and I think how easy it would be to take one pill. Just one, to take the edge off, to make the pain go away for a little while.

I push myself off the couch and start pacing the room, trying to distract myself. But it’s no use. The pills are all I can think about. I know I should stay strong, I’m so desperate to not let it control me, but the temptation is gnawing at me.

I glance at the stairs. The pills are up there, in the bathroom cabinet, just a few steps away. I look away, to focus on something else—anything else.

Think of Lucas. Your son.

My gaze drifts back to the staircase, and before I realize it, I’m moving toward it. By the time I reach the top step, my hands are trembling, my breath coming in short, shallow gasps.

I pause at the bathroom door. I shouldn’t do this. I know I shouldn’t.

For Lucas.

But the pain is unbearable, a sharp, constant throb that makes it impossible to think clearly. The pills are supposed to help calm me down. That’s the purpose of them.

Maybe just one. Just one to help me get through this. Then I’ll stop for good.

I hesitate for a moment, my fingers trembling as I reach for the handle. I could walk away right now. I could go back downstairs, try to distract myself with TV or a book, anything to keep my mind off the pills.

But I don’t. Opening the door, I snatch the orange bottle, dumping the pill into my hand. It’s the last one. I set the empty container on the sink, popping the pill into my mouth. Swallowing it dry, the bitter taste lingers on my tongue. I close the cabinet door, my reflection staring back at me with eyes that are too wide, too hollow.

I lean against the sink, gripping the edges until my knuckles turn white. The relief is almost immediate, a slow, creeping calm that spreads through my body, dulling the sharp edges of my thoughts. The pressure in my head eases, the pain fading. I can breathe again.

The ringing from my iPhone downstairs pulls me from my thoughts. I descend the steps, the guilt still gnawing at me.

My heart skips a beat when I see a missed call from an unknown number. My first thought is that it could be the police, or maybe something about Aurora. But as I start to check the voicemail, my phone buzzes again—this time, it’s Julie.

The calm from the pill is already starting to fray at the edges. I hesitate for a moment before answering, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Ms. Parker? I need to talk to you. It’s important.” Julie’s voice is shaky, filled with fear, and it immediately puts me on edge. I clutch the phone tighter, the calm from the pill slipping away as the tension returns.

And now I have no more. I try to remember if I still have a bottle tucked away in my desk drawer.

“What’s wrong, Julie?” I ask. “Talk to me.”

“I…I can’t talk on the phone. Can we meet somewhere? Please?”

I desperately want a minute to myself, to gather my thoughts, and to let the pills give me a sense of reprieve. But Julie sounds upset, and I’m wondering if it has something to do with Coach Thompson.

“Okay,” I finally say, trying to keep my voice calm. “Where?”

There’s a pause on the other end. “The park, by the old swings. Can you be there in an hour?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

As I hang up the phone, guilt floods me. I’ve taken the edge off the pain, but at what cost? And now, whatever Julie needs to tell me, it’s going to pull me deeper into this mess. I don’t know if I’m ready for that, but I don’t have a choice.

I grab my bag and keys, trying to shake off the lingering effects of the pill.
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I’m sitting on the park bench, glancing around. Lakewood’s a small town, but there’s still a good amount of people here. Kids are playing on the swings and chasing each other across the grass, their laughter reaching my ears from where I’m sitting.

A few parents are scattered nearby, watching over their children, chatting with one another. I try to remember the last time I felt their peace, but I can’t. I’m pretty sure it was long before my marriage to Ethan fell apart.

I can’t see the lake from here, but I know it’s just beyond the trees, hidden by the thick line of evergreens that circle the park. The sound of the water lapping gently against the shore is faint, almost drowned out by the noises surrounding me.

My foot taps nervously against the ground as I scan the area, searching for Julie. I keep my hands clasped in my lap, trying to still their trembling. The calm that the pill brought me is wearing off, leaving behind a raw, jittery energy that I can’t seem to shake.

Julie asked me to meet her here, but I can’t help feeling exposed sitting out in the open like this. My mind keeps drifting back to the strange events of the past few days—the graffiti on my car, the ominous messages scrawled in my bathroom, the terrifying scene in the cabin by the lake.

A chill crawls up my spine as the memory of the cabin comes to the forefront of my mind. I shouldn’t have gone there.

I glance down at my phone, checking the time. Julie should be here by now. The more I wait, the more anxious I become, my thoughts spiraling, and I can’t silence them. Grabbing my handbag, I dig through until I find a bottle with my pills. Opening it, I shake the contents in my hand, but nothing comes out.

I curse underneath my breath, holding my head in my hands. I hadn’t realized I’d been that short. They had been refilled this week.

I force myself to calm the storm of thoughts racing through my mind so I can stay focused.

Finally, I spot her. Julie’s walking slowly toward me, her shoulders hunched as if trying to make herself as small as possible. She keeps her head down, avoiding eye contact with the other people in the park, her movements quick and furtive. She looks nervous, more so than I’ve ever seen her.

I wave slightly to get her attention, and she quickens her pace, almost breaking into a jog as she approaches. When she reaches the bench, she sits down beside me without a word, her gaze darting around as if she’s afraid someone might be watching.

“Julie,” I begin softly, “what’s going on?”

She’s silent for a moment, her fingers playing with the hem of her shirt. When she finally speaks, her voice is barely above a whisper. “Yesterday afternoon, I went to the gym after school let out because I dropped my notebook. I overheard Coach on the phone. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

“Okay,” I say slow, placing a hand over hers. “What did you hear? Was it about the favors you’ve been doing?”

“Well, I didn’t hear specifics. But…” She looks up, glancing around the park, then at me. “I heard him say that ‘she can’t find out. It’ll ruin everything.’”

I widen my eyes slightly. “Did he say who he was talking about?”

Julie shakes her head, her eyes filled with uncertainty. “No, but he sounded really angry. And scared.”

“He saw me and accused me of eavesdropping. I told him I don’t do that, but he said that I needed to be more focused on my studies and stay out of trouble.” She blinks, and I can see the concern in her eyes. “I didn’t know who to talk to, or if I should.”

I smile gently at her. “I’m glad you told me, Julie. I’ll handle the coach, okay? If he does or say anything else to you that makes you uncomfortable, go straight to Principal Meyer, okay?”

“If I do that, then he’ll…know.”

“I get how you feel about that, but honey, your part in these favors was wrong. You understand that, right?”

Playing with the hem of her shirt again, she sniffles as she nods. “I’m sorry, Ms. Parker. You know, for what I did, and for dragging you in the middle of it.”

“That’s what I’m here for, honey. I’m still working on getting evidence against him. In the meantime, stay true to yourself and focus on the end of the semester.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Of course.”

She wraps her arms around my neck in a tight embrace, and I couldn’t help but think of Aurora, when she hugged me for listening to her troubles.

When Julie pulls back, she stands. “I’d better go. I told my mom I’d watch my baby brother so she can run a few errands.”

“I’ll see you Monday. Come by the office and let me know how you’re doing.”

“I will.”

I watch as she walks away, thinking of our conversation. I’m not sure how much more of this web I can untangle before everything unravels.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


After my meeting with Julie, I decided it’s time to take a risk. Now is the perfect time, especially since I’m in a car no one recognizes. I stopped at home to change into jogging clothes and a ball cap, tucking my hair underneath. The cap shades my face as I park a few houses down from Coach Thompson’s place.

Sitting in the car, I keep my gaze fixed on where Coach Thompson lives. His home blends into the picturesque neighborhood with its beige siding, white trim, and neatly manicured lawn. The front porch, lined with columns and a gently swaying swing. Dark green shutters frame the windows, and a tidy bed of flowers lines the walkway.

His dark green BMW sits in front of the garage. For the last twenty minutes, I’ve watched the house intently, my gaze darting from window to window, waiting for some sign of life.

It’s Saturday, and it makes sense that the coach plans to spend his evening at home, which could mean I’m wasting my time.

My fingers grip the steering wheel, the tension in my hands echoing the tension in my mind. This is pointless. I probably should follow him when he leaves school. I wait a few more minutes, but nothing happens.

A knock on the passenger window jars me, and I snap my head to see who it is. For a moment I’m afraid I’ve been caught by the coach, but instead, I see an elderly woman leaning toward the glass.

I move the window down, forcing a smile, but before I can say anything, she speaks, her words firm, but face kind.

“Are you lost, young lady?”

“Oh, I was just looking at the address on my phone.” The excuse came out quickly. “Do you know where twelve forty-three Pine Hollow Road is?”

“Yes, you just go down that way…” She points to the right, “Then take a left, dear.”

“Thank you so much, ma’am,” I tell her. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. Have a good evening.”

“You too, dear.” She smiles, then turns to walk away as relief washes over me at the close call.

Obviously, nothing’s going to happen, so I decide it’s time to leave.

But just as I’m about to start the car and drive away, the front door opens and Coach Thompson steps onto the porch.

He’s not alone. His wife follows him out, her arm linked with his. They’re chatting, and she laughs, tilting her head back. He leans in and kisses her, the gesture so natural it feels like an intrusion to witness.

They move with the ease of people who have nothing to hide. He heads toward the Beemer, glancing back at her with a smile before opening the car door.

He gets into the car, and I straighten in my seat, ready. The BMW pulls out of the driveway, and I shift into gear, following at a safe distance.

We drive around town, and he makes a few stops—picking up coffee, dropping off dry cleaning, grabbing a few groceries. Each stop feels more pointless than the last, and the normalcy of it all is almost maddening. I keep telling myself that it’s all part of his cover, that no one can be this ordinary.

When he finally pulls into a gas station, I consider calling it quits. My heart is pounding, and the rational part of me is screaming to turn around, go home, and leave this behind. But then another thought slithers in—maybe I should confront him. I could march right up to him, demand answers, catch him off guard.

My hand is already reaching for the door handle, my heart hammering at the thought of the confrontation. But I don’t even know what I’d say. He’d probably deny it.

He could even accuse me of stalking. The implications of that make me nauseous.

No, it’s too dangerous. I’m not ready yet. I pull my hand back, my grip tightening on the steering wheel instead. But something keeps me there, glued to the driver’s seat, watching from a distance.

The gas station is nearly deserted, just the occasional whoosh of a car passing by. I watch him get out of the car and head toward the pumps.

Minutes later, another car pulls up beside his. I recognize the car, but I can’t think of who it might belong to. I watch the coach pause, then lean in through the open window. I can’t see the driver, not from this angle, but the way he’s standing sends a cold wave of dread washing over me.

They’re talking, but I can’t hear a word. His back is to me, and I can only see his hand as it rests on the edge of the top, fingers drumming a slow rhythm. It’s the same way he taps when he’s agitated.

The conversation doesn’t look friendly, but it doesn’t look openly hostile either. There’s something in the way he’s holding himself, something tense and deliberate, that makes my skin prickle.

The driver reaches out, and he hands her something—a piece of paper? Or maybe it’s money.

He glances around, his gaze scanning the parking lot, and for a split second, I’m sure he’s looking right at me. I sink lower in my seat, certain he’s caught me. But his gaze slides right over me, and I’m left questioning if he even saw me at all.

He turns to nod at the driver, then steps back, and I catch a glimpse of them—a woman, I think, with long hair obscured by the shadows. She says something to him.

I try to make out her features, but the shadows seem to cling to her, hiding her from view.

They argue, their voices rising just enough for me to catch the tone, not the words. His gestures become more animated, sharp and pointed, like he’s trying to get a point across without making a scene.

He finally steps back from the car. His posture is stiff, and he looks around again, more nervously this time. My heart races as I sink lower in my seat, hoping to stay hidden.

She doesn’t drive away immediately. Instead, she stays parked, her engine idling, and I can see her shadow moving inside the car as if she’s debating whether to stay or go. I want to lean closer, to catch a glimpse of her face, but I’m frozen in place.

Finally, after what feels like an eternity, she pulls away. He watches her go, standing there for a few seconds longer before heading back to his car.

I slide lower in my seat as he climbs back into his car. I watch him pull out of the gas station, merging back onto the main road. I wait a few moments before following, keeping a safe distance.

The streets are quiet, almost deserted, as the sun begins to set. The glow from the streetlights flickers on. My hands grip the steering wheel tighter as I trail him through the winding streets of Lakewood.

Finally, his car slows down, turning into the parking lot of a small restaurant. It’s the kind of place that’s easy to overlook, tucked away between larger storefronts, the smell of fried food wafting through the air.

It’s a place where I’ve been to many times married to Ethan. My heart hurts at the thought. He loves this place.

The coach parks near the entrance, and I pull into a spot a few spaces away. I watch him step out of his car, then into the restaurant. The seconds tick by, then a few minutes later, he reemerges with a takeout bag in hand. My heart skips a beat as he heads back to his car, his movements unhurried.

Just as he’s about to reach his car, he pauses, his head turning slightly as if sensing something.

He turns fully, scanning the parking lot, his eyes narrowing as they sweep over the rows of parked cars. I sink lower in my seat. The seconds drag on and I continuously pray he doesn’t notice me.

Then, it happens—our gazes lock. My heart skips a beat, the blood freezing in my veins. He’s looking directly at me, his gaze sharp, piercing through the dim light of the parking lot. There’s no mistaking it now—he sees me.

Panic floods my system, every muscle tensing as I prepare to flee, but I’m rooted to the spot, unable to tear my gaze away from his. My mind races, grasping for excuses, for a way to explain why I’m here, parked in a nondescript car, watching him.

But before I can even form a coherent thought, he starts moving—straight toward me.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


As the coach approaches, I take a slow breath, smoothly gathering my handbag and stepping out of the car with what I hope is an air of nonchalance. I can feel my heart rate pick up, but I force myself to stay calm.

“Tessa. Are you following me?”

The accusation is direct, catching me off guard. I blink at him, forcing a slight frown of confusion onto my face. “I’m sorry?”

“You’re following me,” he repeats, his voice firm and laced with suspicion. “Why?”

I meet his gaze, holding it steady. A smile slips onto my face, one I hope looks casual. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Alan.” My voice is calm, steady—thankfully not betraying the unease simmering beneath the surface. “I’m just here for dinner.”

He glances at my car, clearly noticing that it’s not my usual vehicle. His expression shifts slightly, something unreadable crossing his features. He lets out a scoff, almost as if he’s challenging me. “You have to do that in a rental?”

I shrug, keeping my tone light. “My car’s in the shop. Just getting the door taken care of.”

He doesn’t respond immediately, just studies me with those sharp eyes of his, as if he’s trying to figure out what I’m really doing here. Then, after what feels like a long moment, he nods slowly. But I can’t tell if he’s buying my story or just letting it slide for now.

“I could’ve sworn I saw this car at the gas station not too long ago,” he says, his voice taking on a slightly accusatory tone.

I hold his gaze without flinching, forcing myself to breath slowly. “No, wasn’t me,” I say, shaking my head slightly, dismissing the idea.

His gaze lock onto mine, searching for any sign of deception. I keep my expression neutral, refusing to give anything away. There’s a subtle tug-of-war happening, and I’m determined not to let him see the cracks forming in my calm exterior.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a familiar figure stepping out of a sleek, brand-new Porsche. My heart skips a beat as I realize it’s Ethan. The sight of him is enough to momentarily throw me off balance, but I quickly recover.

“I’m actually here to meet with my ex-husband,” I say, nodding subtly in Ethan’s direction.

The coach doesn’t immediately respond. His gaze lingers on me, and for a moment, it feels like he’s trying to decide whether to push the issue further.

“I should go. Have a good night, Alan.”

I move around him, heading toward the entrance of the restaurant. The warm, savory aroma of grilled steak and garlic butter hits me as I push open the door, the scent so rich it nearly makes me pause. My stomach tightens, not entirely from hunger, but the smell momentarily distracts me.

Inside, couples are laughing softly, families are sharing meals, and for a brief moment, I wish I could be one of them—carefree, just enjoying a night out.

I glance back through the glass, watching as the coach slowly gets into his car, letting it idle for a few seconds before finally backing out of the parking space. Relief washes over me, but it’s fleeting.

“Tess?”

His voice, soft and familiar, cuts through my momentary calm. I turn, and there he is, standing just inside the door with that easy, effortless charm that once made me fall in love with him. Ethan’s sandy blond hair is tousled in that way it always was, perfectly imperfect, and his piercing blue eyes—still able to see right through me—hold a mix of concern and something else I can’t quite place. His square jaw tightens slightly, and his smile, though warm, doesn’t reach his eyes.

For a moment, I’m at a loss for words, my mind swirling with anger, regret, and a desperate longing that I try to suppress. I force a smile, but I know it’s far from convincing.

“How are you doing?” Ethan asks, his voice gentle, but there’s a hidden meaning behind it.

I shrug, trying to seem casual. “I’m good. Just grabbing dinner.”

“I see.” His gaze searches mine for a moment longer before he adds, “I’ve been concerned about you, Tess. Ever since you sent that text.”

His words are laced with more than just concern—they’re edged with something sharper, something that makes my chest tighten.

“I’m sorry about that,” I reply, my voice strained. “It’s been a rough couple of months, and the last few days have been crazy.”

“I heard about Rachel. I’m sorry. Have they found out who did it?”

At the mention of my friend, I feel a sharp pang in my chest. “No, not yet.”

“She was a good person.”

“Yeah,” I agree, my voice barely above a whisper. “She was.”

An awkward silence hangs between us, filled with all the things we’re not saying. I look at Ethan, and my mind starts to spiral.

It’s not just that I’m losing Lucas—I’m losing everything. Ethan, who was once my rock, now looks at me with a mixture of pity and distance. I remember the early days of our marriage when everything was new and full of promise. How he used to hold me close, his whispers of love and reassurances making the world seem safe. But that was before the sleepless nights, the endless worries, the slow unraveling of what we thought would be forever.

Finally, I manage to ask, “How’s Lucas?”

“He’s good. We’re getting ready to leave town.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut, and I struggle to keep my composure. “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” I plead, my voice cracking slightly. “He’s my son, and I want to be able to see him.”

Ethan sighs heavily, his expression softening, but there’s a steely resolve in his eyes. “Emily and I discussed this at great length, Tess. We agree that this is best for Lucas. And for you. After that text you sent me, well…” He trails off, shaking his head. “I didn’t want it to come to this. We’ve already gone down this road once before. We wouldn’t be doing right by our son if he stays.”

“He’s my whole world,” I say, the desperation creeping into my voice despite my best efforts to hold it back. “I can’t live without him.”

Ethan reaches out, placing a hand gently on my shoulder. The gesture is tender, but his words are firm. “Get some help, Tess. You’ve endangered him too many times. I shouldn’t have allowed you to watch him after you let him wander away like that.”

The mention of that night—the night I can’t fully remember—sends a wave of nausea through me.

“I didn’t let him do anything, Ethan,” I protest weakly.

The memory is a blur, and I still can’t piece together how it happened. I would never let Lucas wander off, not on purpose.

“I’m just glad you have caring neighbors. That young lady who brought him back was a blessing. You should be grateful.”

“I am,” I whisper, my voice barely audible. I lower my head, fighting back the tears that threaten to spill over. “But it won’t happen again. I can’t lose him.”

Before Ethan can respond, the young woman behind the counter calls out his name. He glances back at her, then returns his gaze to me, the sympathy in his eyes mingling with something more final.

“I should get back home,” he says, the words carrying a weight of finality. “I don’t want to keep Emily waiting.”

I nod, unable to find my voice to say what I really want to—what I really need to. I watch as he turns and walks to the counter, his back straight, his movements purposeful.

The distance between us feels impossible now, not just physically, but in every other way that matters. The cool night air seeps in through the open door, brushing against my skin, a reminder of the world moving on without me. And as Ethan steps out of the restaurant, I’m left with the crushing realization that I’m more alone than ever.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


The Crow’s Nest is the kind of diner that feels both timeless and well-worn, with its checkered floors and laminated menus that haven’t changed in decades. Waitresses glide between tables, balancing trays with the ease of years of practice. The clink of coffee cups and the low hum of conversation fill the air, creating a comforting background of white noise.

Sitting at one of the side booths, I keep glancing toward the door, my nerves on edge as I wait for Jeremy Swanson to walk in. I came early, hoping the extra time would help me calm down, but it hasn’t worked.

My mind is still caught up in the conversation with Ethan. Last night, sleep felt impossible. Every time I closed my eyes, that nagging voice reminded me of all the ways I’ve let my son down—and myself, too.

I gave up trying to sleep and turned on the news. It was all about Rachel’s death and Aurora’s disappearance, with reporters speculating about some scandal at Lakewood High School. They’ve even discussed Ava Winter’s death last year.

The waiter approaches, interrupting my thoughts. He offers a polite smile, but there’s a hint of curiosity in his eyes, probably because I’ve been sitting here alone for a while. “Can I get you anything else?” he asks, his tone gentle.

I glance at the glass of water in front of me. I’ve barely touched it. “No, thank you.” I reply, trying to keep my voice steady.

“All right. Just let me know if you need anything else,” he says with a nod before walking away.

I glance at my watch—it’s three minutes past one. A flicker of unease passes through me. I quickly check my email to see if Jeremy canceled, but there’s nothing. He’s probably just running late or got lost on the way.

But the longer I sit here, the more it feels like every gaze in the room is on me. The urge to escape to the women’s room tugs at me, and I’m just about to slip out of the booth when I spot a man entering the restaurant.

He has a strong, familiar presence—bald head, neatly trimmed goatee, and the focused intensity.

Quickly, I slide out of the booth as Jeremy glances around, his gaze finally settling on me. He’s taller than I expected, with a presence that commands attention, even in the casual setting of the café.

“Ms. Parker?” he says, his voice a rich baritone that carries a hint of curiosity.

“Call me Tessa.” I extend my hand toward him. His grip is firm, almost crushing my fingers, but I return the pressure, trying to match his confidence. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

A hint of a smile crosses his lips as we both return to the booth and sit. He leans back, studying me with a curious gaze. “I admit, when I received your email wanting to discuss Coach Thompson, you piqued my interest.”

“I did?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

He nods. “I spent a lot of time investigating the allegations against him a few years back. It wasn’t easy to dig up information—there were a lot of people who didn’t want to talk. But I heard from a source that he’s now Lakewood High’s football coach.”

“Yes, that’s right,” I confirm. “He’s been there for a while now.”

Before the conversation can go any further, the waiter reappears, ready to take our orders. I glance down at the menu, though my appetite is nonexistent. “Just a side salad for me, please.”

Jeremy orders a hamburger with fries and a beer, his choice somehow reinforcing the contrast between us—he’s relaxed and in control, while I feel like I’m unraveling at the seams.

Once the waiter leaves, I take a deep breath, knowing I need to establish some ground rules before I dive into the heart of the matter. “Tom, before we get into this, I need to ask you something.”

He looks at me, curiosity in his eyes. “Sure, what is it?”

I glance around the restaurant, ensuring no one nearby can overhear us. Then I lean in slightly, lowering my voice. “I need this conversation to stay off the record, at least for now. I can’t risk any of this getting out—it’s too dangerous, and everything is already so complicated.”

Tom’s expression shifts, the easygoing curiosity replaced by a more serious, thoughtful look. He studies me for a moment, clearly weighing the request. “You have my word, Tessa. Whatever you tell me here stays off the record. I won’t use any of it in a story unless you give me the green light.”

I nod, feeling a bit of the tension in my chest ease. “Thank you. It’s just…there’s a lot going on, and I’m not sure who I can trust right now. But I need help, and you might be the only person who can give me the answers I’m looking for.”

Jeremy leans forward slightly, folding his hands on the table. “I understand. Let’s take it one step at a time. Why don’t you start by telling me why you wanted to talk about Coach Thompson?”

I hesitate, trying to gather my thoughts. “The article you wrote—can you tell me more about it? What led you to dig into him in the first place?”

“It all started with a tip I got from someone close to the situation at his former school. A student had come forward, claiming Thompson made inappropriate advances and promised to boost her grades in exchange for certain ‘favors.’ The school tried to sweep it under the rug, but I managed to track down enough sources to write the story.”

“And what happened?” I ask, leaning in.

“Officially? Nothing.” Tom’s expression hardens slightly. “The charges were dropped, and Thompson left the school quietly soon after.”

“Do you believe there’s truth to the allegations?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. I never had the opportunity to interview him myself. All that I heard were heresy.”

“Has anyone ever been…” I search for the best word to use… “hurt?”

He shakes his head. “These favors weren’t ethical, but I didn’t get the sense that they were dangerous. Why do you ask?”

“Some of the kids at school seem to be afraid of him. One went missing. She might even be dead. There was also a teacher who was found dead shortly after being overheard that she was going to be looking into him. And a student last year, who drowned at one of his victory pool parties.”

“And you think the coach is involved in this? Do you have any proof?”

“Not concrete proof,” I admit, frustration creeping into my tone. “Call it a gut feeling.”

Jeremy nods slowly, his fingers drumming along the table. “It does sound like a troubling pattern, but gut feelings can sometimes lead us astray, especially when emotions are involved,” Jeremy says. “The problem with Thompson’s case was that it always seemed to hover in this gray area. Lots of suspicion, but never anything solid enough to stick.”

I feel a creeping uncertainty that I’m not ready to acknowledge yet. “But you wrote the article anyway. You must believe it’s true.”

Jeremy shrugs slightly. “I’m a journalist, Ms. Parker. If there’s something going on that seems like a scandal, I’m on top it. There were enough whispers, enough circumstantial evidence to justify bringing it to light. Sometimes, stories like that can encourage more people to come forward, and in time, the truth surfaces. But in this case…well, it didn’t quite play out that way.”

“What do you mean?”

He takes a sip of his beer, seemingly choosing his words carefully. “The student who initially made the accusation eventually recanted. She said she’d made the whole thing up out of anger because Thompson had failed her on a test. After that, it was like the whole story just unraveled. The school was eager to bury it, and without her testimony, there wasn’t much left to go on.”

“That doesn’t mean it wasn’t true,” I argue.

“No, it doesn’t,” he agrees, “but it does mean that whatever happened, it was never fully exposed. And without that exposure, we’re left with nothing but speculation. Which, as you know, isn’t enough to act on—especially not in situations as serious as this. If you point fingers at Thompson and he didn’t kill anyone, you could tarnish his reputation.”

I sit back, absorbing his words. “You said the student recanted…but what if she was pressured? What if someone made her change her story?”

Jeremy nods thoughtfully. “That’s always a possibility. Unfortunately, once she changed her story, it was like trying to build a house on quicksand—everything just collapsed. Two others recanted after she did. And I never could find anyone else willing to talk.”

A cold knot tightens in my stomach. “So you think Thompson just walked away from it all, scot-free?”

“I think Thompson was able to move on because there wasn’t enough evidence to hold him down. Whether he’s guilty of something or not, that’s another matter entirely.” Jeremy takes a bite out of his hamburger and chews.

I stare down at the table, my mind racing. I came into this meeting so sure that Thompson was the key, but now, everything feels murkier. “But…what about the things I’ve seen? The way the students react to him, the things I’ve heard?”

Jeremy leans forward, his expression intense. “You said yourself that you don’t have concrete proof. You’re working off of feelings and impressions. Those are valuable, but they’re not enough to convict someone—or even to accuse them, not without something to back it up.”

I came here hoping for answers, for confirmation that I was on the right track. But instead, I’m left with more questions.

“Thank you, Tom,” I manage to say, my voice sounding hollow to my ears. “I appreciate your insight.”

He gives me a small, reassuring smile. “It’s what I do. But remember, Tessa—stay safe. If you’re right, and if Thompson is involved in something dangerous, you don’t want to get caught in the crossfire.”

I nod, but my mind is already spinning, trying to piece together everything I’ve learned, trying to see the bigger picture. “I’ll be careful.”

We exchange a few more pleasantries, but my heart isn’t in it. As we say our goodbyes and I watch Jeremy leave the restaurant, a deep sense of uncertainty settles over me, and I can’t pinpoint the cause.

As I walk out of The Crow’s Nest and into the crisp afternoon air, I realize that if I don’t find the right path soon, I might never uncover the truth—about Thompson, about Aurora and Rachel, and most terrifying of all, about what’s really happening at Lakewood High.


Chapter Thirty


I wake up Monday morning to a cold shiver, a remnant of a dream I can’t quite remember. The details slip away the moment I open my eyes, but the unease lingers, like a shadow that refuses to leave. My alarm suddenly blares, and I glance at the time.

My heart skips a beat. It’s barely four, yet my alarm is going off. I frown, confused. I’m sure I set it for five thirty, like I always do. Maybe I messed it up somehow last night, too tired to notice. Shaking off the discomfort, I silence the alarm and lie back down.

I stay there for a few minutes, trying to drift back to sleep, but my mind won’t settle. I toss and turn, but the unease from the dream and a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach keeps gnawing at me. Finally, I give up, throwing the covers aside and sitting up.

I glance at the time again—four thirty-five now. Too early to start the day, but too late to try falling back asleep. With a sigh, I swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand, feeling the chill of the floor against my bare feet. Maybe getting up and moving around will help shake off this strange feeling.

I head to the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face in an attempt to wake myself up fully. The shock of it helps a little, and I grab a towel to pat my face dry. Catching a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror, I frown at the dark circles under my eyes. Sleep has been elusive lately, and it’s starting to show more than ever.

I head downstairs to the kitchen to make the coffee, desperate for the caffeine. As it brews, I lean against the counter, listening to the quiet hum of the machine. The warm aroma starts to fill the room, and I let it soothe my nerves.

Once the coffee is ready, I pour myself a cup and take it to the living room, curling up on the couch with the mug in hand. The early morning darkness outside makes the house feel cocooned, separated from whatever is out there.

In a few hours, I’ll have to get to school, and eventually face Coach Thompson. It’s a small comfort that I’ll be in a crowd full of students and teachers, so he can’t hurt me. Not like Rachel was hurt. Or Aurora.

The hairs on the back of my neck prickle at the thought.

I sip the hot liquid, relishing the burning sensation against my throat, as if the heat could somehow ease the tension coiling in my gut. The kitchen is quiet, too quiet, the ticking of the clock on the wall the only sound that breaks the silence.

I drain the last of my coffee, feeling the caffeine buzz lightly against the exhaustion. With a sigh, I rise from the table and head to the sink, setting my mug down before moving to the trash bin to toss away the crumpled napkin in my hand. But as I lift the lid, something catches my eye—a glint of glass beneath the pile of discarded paper towels and coffee grounds.

I reach into the bin, fingers brushing against something hard and smooth. Slowly, I pull it out, and my heart skips a beat when I realize what I’m holding.

It’s a framed photo of me and Ethan, taken years ago from when we were married. We’re standing on a beach, the sun setting behind us, smiles wide and genuine as we held each other close. My chest tightens, a mix of confusion and sorrow washing over me as I stare at the image.

Clutching the frame, I walk into the living room to where the image usually sits on the fireplace mantle. Taking over its place is a photo of me and Lucas.

With trembling hands, I reach for the photograph, pulling it close to me. The sight of his smiling face—those bright eyes that mirror mine—sends a sharp pain through my chest. It’s only been a week and a half since I last saw Lucas, but every second without him feels like an eternity, stretching on with no end in sight.

I lay the image of Ethan and me on the mantle and carefully cradle the photo of Lucas as I go to sink onto the couch. The tears come slowly at first, welling up in the corners of my eyes, but soon they spill over, and I’m lost in the torrent.

My body convulses with the force of my sobs, each one tearing through me like a storm I can’t escape. I clutch the photo to my chest, desperate for comfort that doesn’t come, curling into a tight ball as if I can protect myself from the overwhelming grief.

The room fades away, the walls closing in as I drown in the sorrow that’s been building for days, weeks, months. I can’t breathe, can’t think beyond the ache in my heart and the emptiness that echoes inside me. My tears soak into the fabric of the cushions, but still, they keep coming.

Eventually, the sobs subside, leaving me exhausted and shaking, my body spent from the emotional storm. The silence that follows is deafening as I lie there, eyes red and swollen, clutching the only piece of my son I have left.

Minutes pass as I try to pull myself together.

My legs feel weak, like they might give out beneath me, but I force myself to sit up, my muscles protesting with every movement. The pain in my chest has dulled, but it’s still there, a constant reminder of what I’ve lost.

Slowly, I rise from the couch, legs trembling as I make my way toward the stairs. Every step feels like a battle, but I force myself to keep moving, one foot dragging after the other. As much as I want to stay here, wrapped in my sorrow, I know I can’t avoid reality forever.

Once I make it up the stairs, I choose against taking a shower—I don’t have the energy for it. I dress, hoping I can somehow mimic the tiredness that I see every time I look through the mirror, then I grab my things and walk out the door, to my car.

The drive to school is a blur, the familiar streets passing by in a haze. When I pull into the parking lot, it’s still early, with only a few cars scattered around. The quiet campus feels almost surreal, the emptiness amplifying the unease that’s settled in my chest. I park my car and sit there for a moment, gripping the steering wheel tightly, willing myself to keep it together.

With a deep breath, I force myself to step out of the car and make my way toward the entrance.

I’m halfway down the hallway, lost in my thoughts, when I collide with someone rounding the corner. The impact jolts me back to reality, and I stumble backward, nearly losing my balance.

“Goodness, Tess, are you all right?” The voice, calm yet unsettling, sends a shiver down my spine before I even look up. Coach Thompson’s hands are on my arms, steadying me, his grip firm.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I mumble, quickly pulling away from his touch. My heart races, not just from the surprise but from the discomfort of being so close to him, especially after last night. “I wasn’t paying attention. Sorry.”

He doesn’t respond immediately, his eyes narrowing as he studies me. “You’re looking a little worse for wear, Tessa. Did you get enough sleep last night?”

I force a weak smile, trying to mask the anxiety gnawing at me. “I guess not,” I reply, keeping my tone light. “It’s been a rough couple of days.”

Coach Thompson nods, his expression unreadable. “I’m not surprised, given everything that’s happened. How are you doing with that, by the way?”

“Fine,” I manage, keeping my gaze on him, trying to get a read on his expression. “It’s still a nightmare. With Rachel’s death and Aurora’s…disappearance.”

“Yes, both are terrible tragedies.”

“What do you think happened to Aurora, Coach?”

He pauses, his gaze drifting slightly as if he’s recalling something. “I’m not certain. I remember the last time I saw her, I overheard her telling someone she was feeling overwhelmed but was looking forward to that weekend getaway you suggested. She seemed hopeful.”

“Weekend getaway?” My voice cracks and I clear it.

Coach Thompson nods. “Yeah, didn’t you suggest she take some time at Lakewood Resort to clear her head? I believe Aurora said it sounded like exactly what she needed.”

I try to keep my expression neutral, but inside, my thoughts are racing. I remember mentioning the resort to Aurora during our last session, but it was more of a passing comment, not something I expected her to latch onto. And I remember her saying that her parents wouldn’t let her go.

But then, the memory of what I found at the resort—the blood, the broken chain, the clear signs of a struggle—surges back, sending a chill down my spine. If Aurora had taken my suggestion to heart, if she’d actually gone there, then…no, it can’t be.

“Right, I did mention that,” I say, my voice slightly unsteady. “But I didn’t think she’d actually go.”

“She did seem pretty taken with the idea,” Coach Thompson continues, seemingly oblivious to the turmoil in my mind. “She said something about needing a break, getting away from everything for a bit.”

His words clash violently with the horror I discovered at the resort. If Aurora was really planning to go there, then what I found might mean she never left. And yet, Coach Thompson is speaking as if she simply vanished, as if there’s nothing more to it.

“Yeah, she did mention she was feeling overwhelmed,” I reply, trying to keep my tone even, though my mind is spinning. “I hope she’s okay, wherever she is.”

“Me too,” Coach Thompson says. “I better head back to my office. Be sure to take care of yourself, Tessa.”

I’m frozen in place as he walks away, and when the coach turns a corner, I take a deep breath and make a decision: I have to return to the resort. The answers are there, hidden somewhere in that isolated cabin by the lake. Whether Aurora is alive, dead, or something else entirely, I won’t stop until I uncover what’s really going on.


Chapter Thirty-One


With it nearing the end of the school year, I had a busy day with the seniors, discussing their graduation in July and what their next steps would be. College applications, job interviews, military enlistments—there was excitement in the air for most of the students despite the tragedies that have been happening lately.

But I struggled to keep my mind on the students in front of me.

Every time a student smiled, I saw Aurora. Every time someone thanked me, I thought of Rachel.

My hands, jittery and cold, shuffled papers, but my thoughts kept drifting to the troubling secrets that seemed to be taking over this school. My gut won’t stop twisting with every passing hour.

Whatever Coach Thompson is hiding, I’m sure it’ll unravel soon—but whether I can pull the string fast enough is another question. I plan to go back to the cabin resort, hoping I might find some overlooked evidence that could help me locate Aurora.

My stomach tightens with the idea that she might already be dead. I’ve been going back and forth all day, trying to decide whether I should confront the coach. If I did, what would I even say? I’d pretty much be accusing him of murdering Rachel and Aurora. Whether or not he’s responsible, I don’t think that would go over well.

As I turn a corner, I almost bump into a student who looks up at me with wide, startled eyes. It takes me a second to recognize her—Christy, one of the students I’ve been meeting with lately. She’s with a small group of her friends, all of them huddled together, their conversation abruptly silenced by my sudden appearance.

“Christy,” I say, stepping back to give her space. “You missed our session last week. Did you want to reschedule?”

Her gaze flicks nervously to her friends before she mutters, barely meeting my eyes, “No, Ms. Parker. Sorry, but…I don’t think I need it anymore.”

Before I can press further, one of her friends grabs her wrist and pulls her along, eager to move away from me. “Come on, Christy, we’re going to be late,” the friend says hurriedly.

As they walk away, their hushed voices reach my ears. I catch only fragments, but one sentence pierces through the noise in the hallway.

“Did you hear that Ms. Parker and Mrs. Hancock had a huge argument before she was murdered? A bunch of people are talking about it.”

I frown, then shake my head. I don’t know how or where they would have gotten the idea that I ever argued with Rachel. Searching my mind, I try to think of something that might have seemed like an argument, but my memory draws a blank.

A suspicion creeps in that the coach might have planted the rumor himself. His influence over people is undeniable, and the fear he instills in others—even me—gives him the power to manipulate situations.

As I walk through the emptying hallways, I spot him standing just outside the gym, talking to someone—Trish. His posture is casual, leaning against the wall, but there’s something off about his expression. It’s too intense for a simple after-school chat.

I slow my pace, lingering near the water fountain, close enough to catch snippets of their conversation. Trish looks nervous, her hands twisting together as she nods stiffly. Thompson glances around, his gaze sweeping the hallway.

I quickly press myself against the lockers, my heart thudding in my ears. He doesn’t spot me, but his darting gaze sends a fresh wave of unease through me.

Trish mumbles something—too low for me to catch—before Thompson hands her a small slip of paper. She tucks it quickly into her backpack, says something else, then scurries off, her footsteps echoing in the nearly empty hallway.

Thompson watches her go, then pulls out his phone. He takes a few steps away from the gym doors, his back to me, and begins dialing. I inch closer, trying to blend into the shadows near the lockers, praying I’m not noticed.

The halls are silent except for faint voices drifting through the empty school.

“I already told you,” Thompson says into the phone, his voice dropping slightly. “She’s not going to find out. You have to trust me. It’s taken care of.”

I consider who he might be talking about.

“I’ll meet you tonight, at the usual spot. Six thirty. I’ll be leaving after my wife goes to her book club meeting.” Another stretch of silence. “You know I will. Don’t worry.”

His words send a chill through me as he ends the call. He turns just as I slip away, retreating down the hall as quietly as I can before he catches me.

Turning down another corridor, I spot Trish standing by her open locker, staring aimlessly inside. There’s a heaviness to her posture, something off about the way she’s just…standing there.

“Trish?” I call gently as I approach. “Can I see you in my office for a few minutes?”

She turns to face me, and for the first time, I see something raw in her eyes. Gone is the usual confidence or attitude—what’s left is something closer to fear.

“Ms. Parker, I’m kind of in a rush,” she says, her voice clipped, but I notice the way her hands are trembling as she shuts her locker.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You look upset.” I lower my voice, careful not to sound accusatory, but her body language stiffens immediately.

“I’m fine. It’s not your business,” she snaps, crossing her arms.

I take a step closer, softening my tone. “I’m here if you need to talk, Trish. You know that, right? Especially with everything going on lately around school…I just want to make sure you’re all right.”

She hesitates, her jaw tightening. I can tell she’s considering brushing me off, but her eyes betray her anxiety. It’s an emotion I know all too well.

I press just a little more. “When is your cheer meeting over? Maybe you could stop by my office after?”

She huffs a sigh, clearly conflicted, and after a long pause, her shoulders drop. “Fine. I’ll come by after,” she mumbles, before walking off.

[image: image-placeholder]

Later, as she sits in my office, Trish looks like a completely different person. Gone is the confident, self-assured cheerleader I’m used to seeing in the halls. Her shoulders are slumped, her gaze fixed on her lap, and her hands won’t stop fidgeting with the edge of her shirt.

I sit across from her, watching her body language. I can sense the internal battle going on in her mind. She’s torn between saying too much and keeping everything bottled up.

She hesitates, biting her lower lip, clearly weighing whether or not she can trust me. Her shoulders are tense, and I can see the internal conflict playing out behind her eyes.

“I…I don’t know if I should even be telling you this,” she finally mutters, her voice barely audible.

I lean forward slightly, trying to encourage her without pressuring. “Whatever it is, you don’t have to go through it alone.”

Her fingers twist together, and after a long pause, she blurts, “It’s about Coach Thompson. I…I don’t want to do it anymore.”

My heart skips a beat. “Do what, Trish?” I ask softly, trying to keep my voice calm despite the storm of thoughts swirling in my head.

She chews on her lip for a moment, avoiding my gaze. “The favors,” she says finally, her voice trembling. “I’ve been…doing things for him.”

I try to keep my expression neutral, not wanting to scare her off. “What kind of things?”

“Nothing bad!” she says quickly, shaking her head. “Not like that. But I’ve been…delivering notes. Passing messages. Stuff like that.” She looks up at me, her eyes pleading. “He said he’d help me with my grades. I’m trying to get into Harvard, and he said he’d make sure I got the scores I needed. At first, it seemed harmless, but…”

“But now it doesn’t feel that way anymore,” I finish for her.

She nods, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m scared, Ms. Parker. He’s been acting…weird. More secretive. And…I overheard him talking to someone the other day. He didn’t see me, but he was mad. He said something about ‘how it would ‘ruin everything.’”

A chill runs down my spine, and my mind immediately jumps to Aurora, then Rachel as I consider the thought that the coach might be covering his tracks. Auroa was afraid of him. If he hurt her, and Rachel found out, he could have silenced her to cover his tracks.

“Trish,” I say carefully, “did he say who he was talking about?”

She hesitates, her hands still trembling. “No…he didn’t. But…the way he was acting…it was like he was scared. Like something really bad would happen if it got out.”

“Has he ever threatened you?”

She shakes her head. “Not directly. But…he said if I tried to stop, he could make sure I’d never get into college. He reminded me that no one would believe me over him. He’s a respected coach.”

I exhale slowly, trying to maintain my composure. “Trish, you don’t have to keep doing this. You’re not alone in this. I can help you, but you need to tell me everything.”

She looks up at me, her eyes filling with tears. “I don’t know what to do, Ms. Parker. I’m so scared. He’s always watching people. I’ve heard other students talking about…rumors. And now with everything that’s happened…Mrs. Hancock, Aurora Clark…I’m terrified.”

“Do you think Coach Thompson is involved with what happened to them?” I ask, my voice steady, though my thoughts are racing.

Trish hesitates, wiping her eyes. “I don’t know. I never saw her talk to Coach, not that I can remember.”

“What about Rachel?” I press, trying to connect the pieces. “Did she ever mention anything to you about the coach?”

She frowns, clearly struggling with how much to reveal. “I overheard her arguing with him. That night, she was dead.”

The timing is too coincidental to ignore. “Trish, I need you to be honest with me. If there’s anything…anything at all…that could help me understand what’s going on, you have to tell me. You don’t have to be afraid of him.”

She bites her lip again, glancing nervously at the door. “I think he’s hiding something, Ms. Parker. But I don’t know what. I just…I don’t want to be involved anymore. I don’t want him to ruin my life. I don’t know if he’s really dangerous, but he’s sneaky. He’s good at keeping secrets. And I don’t think it’s just about grades.”

I swallow hard, my mind racing through the possibilities. “Thank you for telling me this, Trish. I’ll do everything I can to help you. But you have to promise me you’ll be careful. Don’t let him know you’ve come to me, and if you hear or see anything else, come straight to me.”

She nods as she stands, and when she speaks, her voice small and fragile. “Okay. I will.”

I watch her walk out of my office, my mind swirling with everything she’s told me.

The pieces are starting to come together, but something still doesn’t feel right.

As I sit in the quiet of my office, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something crucial. And if I don’t figure it out soon, I might be the next one caught in his web of lies.


Chapter Thirty-Two


I find myself again sitting in my rental, a few houses down, watching Coach Thompson’s resident. His wife had already left around thirty minutes ago. The coach, however, was still inside, and I knew, in my gut, that whatever he was up to tonight wasn’t a part of his routine.

I glance at the dashboard—six twenty. This is it. My fingers tap nervously against the steering wheel. Whoever the coach is meeting tonight holds the key to all the secrets buried at Lakewood High. I’m sure of it. Rachel’s death, Aurora’s disappearance.

I know they all connect back to him.

The street is eerily quiet, only the distant hum of traffic breaking the stillness of the early evening. The sun has dipped lower, casting eerie shadows across the pavement. A chill crawls up my spine as I continue to watch the house, hoping a neighbor doesn’t approach me like last time.

I pull the brim of my cap lower, tugging my hoodie closer around my body as I sink deeper into my seat. The car feels stuffy, but cracking a window would draw attention. I can’t risk that.

Inside his house, lights flicker on and off as the coach moves around. A part of my mind urges me to go home. But I also know that if I follow him tonight, I might finally learn the truth.

I reach for my water bottle, unscrewing the cap and taking a slow sip. I glance at the dashboard clock again—only a few minutes have passed, but it feels like hours. The waiting is the hardest part, the anticipation clawing at my nerves.

Suddenly, the front door swings open, snapping me out of my thoughts. There he is.

Coach Thompson steps outside, moving with a kind of deliberate calm that sends a fresh wave of unease through me. He’s dressed casually—jeans, a dark jacket, and his orange cap.

He moves toward his car, slides in and the door slams shut with a solid, final thud before the engine roars to life.

I wait a beat, watching as the BMW pulls out of the driveway and glides down the street.

My fingers tremble as I turn the key in the ignition, the soft purr of the rental coming to life beneath me. I pull out, keeping a safe distance, careful not to get too close. The streets wind through the suburban neighborhood, streetlights flickering on as the day fades into dusk.

I follow him, my eyes glued to his car, my mind racing through every possible scenario of where he could be going.

We pass the usual places—gas stations, a grocery store, a row of small restaurants where the locals eat. The Beemer keeps moving, heading further out of town.

As we leave the familiarity of town behind, I notice the road narrowing, the trees thickening on either side. The dim glow of the town fades in the rearview mirror, replaced by the darkening countryside. The tension in my chest tightens. Where are you going, Coach?

Then I see it. A nondescript hotel, just outside of town, its neon vacancy sign flickering weakly in the darkness. The kind of place you wouldn’t notice unless you were looking for it—a simple, two-story building with a row of doors leading into dimly lit rooms. It looks old, worn around the edges, the parking lot sparsely populated with a few cars scattered here and there.

Coach Thompson pulls into the lot, parking near the farthest end, away from the road. He doesn’t move for a moment, just sits there. I pull into the lot a good distance away, parking behind a row of overgrown bushes. From here, I can just barely see him.

After a moment, he steps out of the car, glancing around, as if ensuring no one followed him. I duck lower, watching him walk toward one of the rooms. He moves quickly, purposefully, and knocks twice on the door.

It opens almost immediately, and a figure steps out to greet him—a woman, with long hair and a slim figure wrapped in a tight coat. My heart leaps into my throat as I strain to see her face, but the shadows obscure her features. They exchange a few hushed words, then slip inside the room together, the door closing softly behind them.

My hands are shaking now, adrenaline pumping through my veins.

I stay in the car for a few minutes, then quietly slip out of the car. Keeping low, I creep toward the back of the hotel, the shadows offering some cover as I move closer to the room where they disappeared. My heart is pounding as I reach the far side of the building.

There’s a window just beside the door, the curtains partially drawn. I inch closer, keeping out of sight. The voices inside are muffled, but I can make out enough—just enough to know I’m hearing something I shouldn’t be.

“Are you sure no one suspects?” A woman’s voice, low and tight with tension.

“Why would they?” The coach’s voice, smooth, almost too casual. “I’ve got everything under control.”

I lean in closer, pressing my ear to the wall, straining to hear.

“You always say that, Alan,” the woman snaps, her voice sharper now, slicing through the air. “But I can’t keep being your secret forever. Why can’t we just come clean? Your wife will find out eventually, and I don’t care about that anymore. What I can’t stand is you being blamed for that teacher’s death—when I know you were here with me the entire time.”

Alan? A knot forms in my stomach. The coach. He’s having an affair.

“Babydoll, don’t worry about me. Detective Harris is just fishing. I don’t even think I’m on his radar. Last we spoke, he was more interested in Tessa Parker.”

I inch closer to the window, my breath catching in my throat as I peer through the narrow gap in the curtains. Inside, I can make out the coach sitting with his back to me, leaning in close to a woman. His hand rests on her knee, his thumb tracing small, intimate circles.

But it’s her face that grabs my attention.

As I get a clearer look, my heart stops.

It’s the same woman from the gas station last night. The one who had that tense conversation with the coach. The one who stayed just a little too long, making me wonder who she was.

Now, with her expression softened, almost vulnerable, she looks different. The anger and suspicion I’d seen at the gas station have been replaced by something else—something intimate, something personal.

I pull back, feeling my pulse racing. This is it. The big secret I’ve been chasing after, the thing that’s had me following him for days. But it’s not what I thought—it’s not about Aurora or Rachel. It’s an affair.

I don’t know whether to feel relieved or sick. All this time, I’ve been convinced he was tied to something more sinister, but here he is, covering up an affair.

“Alan.” The woman’s voice is hushed. “I think someone’s watching us.”

My heart leaping into my throat, I quickly hurry from their hotel room, rounding the corner in time to hear the door creaking open.

“Who’s there?” Thompson’s voice is sharp now, suspicion laced in every syllable.

I press myself against the side of the hotel as his footsteps thud on the pavement.

“Hello?” His voice is closer now, just feet away.

My body tenses as I attempt to meld into the wall. But, of course, I can’t, so praying that he doesn’t come around the corner is the only thing I’m able to do. The seconds stretch on. I hold my breath, waiting, hoping he’ll go back inside.

After what feels like an eternity, I hear him sigh. The footsteps retreat, the door closing with a soft click behind him.

I exhale, my body sagging against the side of the hotel, relief flooding through me. I need to get out of here. Whatever I thought I was going to find tonight, this wasn’t it.

Silently, I retreat, keeping low until I reach my car. Only then do I straighten up, glancing back one last time at the hotel. I’ve been chasing ghosts, thinking Thompson was involved in something bigger.

But now I’ve seen his real secret—and it’s not what I expected at all.

And, according to the woman, he was with her the night Rachel was killed.


Chapter Thirty-Three


I pace my living room, the crackling fire casting flickering shadows across the walls, but the warmth from the flames does nothing to chase away the cold knot forming in my stomach. The truth is sinking in, no matter how much I try to deny it.

I’ve been so sure—so convinced that Coach Thompson was guilty of something far worse than an affair. I thought he killed Rachel. I thought maybe, just maybe, he had something to do with Aurora’s disappearance too. But his only crimes are misconduct at school and cheating on his wife.

Clutching my fists tighter, I snap my eyes shut. I’ve wasted too much time on a man who was never a real threat. The real answers—the ones I’ve been chasing—are still out there, waiting to be found.

Aurora. The cabin at Lakewood Resort flashes in my mind, the memory as sharp as the chill that ran through me that night. Something had happened in that cabin—something terrible. And if she had been there, if Aurora was ever in that room, then she may never have…

My breath hitches as I open my eyes, staring into the fire. I should have stayed longer. I should have been braver, pushed past the fear, and searched every inch of that place.

What if I missed something…something crucial? My mind races with the endless possibilities, each one darker than the last. There had to be a clue, a sign. No one can vanish like that. There must be something to tell me where she went, what really happened.

The flickering firelight blurs in my vision as I blink back the sudden sting of regret, torn between going back and the fear of doing nothing. Time’s running out, if Aurora even has time left.

Before I can second-guess myself, I lunge for my keys on the hook by the door. I need to get back to that cabin and look around.

Just as I reach the door, my iPhone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, the screen lighting up with Emily’s name, and for a moment, my fingers hover over the device.

Emily…

Her name tugs at the part of me that’s been unraveling since the day they started pulling Lucas away from me. Is she calling to mend the rift between us, or to twist the knife deeper?

A brief surge of longing rises in my chest, but I shove it down, hard. I can’t handle her judgment or her pity right now, and I can’t let her drag me back into old wounds.

Without a second thought, I shove the phone back into my pocket, the call left unanswered. My sister will have to wait.

I climb into the car, my hands gripping the wheel tightly, and pull out of the driveway, my heart thudding.

The roads are clear, and in no time, I return to cabin number twenty-nine. Like before, it looks deserted. A part of me screams to turn back, warning me that I don’t want to be here. But I ignore it as I push open the door and step out.

The wind picks up slightly, rustling the leaves of the trees that tower above the cabin. A chill runs down my spine, but I keep moving forward. The cabin looks exactly the same as it did the last time I was here—silent, still, almost as if it’s waiting.

Slowly, I walk up to the door, enter the code, and step inside.

The dim light filters through the windows, casting long shadows across the floor. It’s quiet—too quiet. The kind of quiet that makes every tiny sound seem amplified. My footsteps on the wooden floorboards, the soft creak of the door as it swings shut behind me—it all feels too loud in the stillness.

Everything looks the same as when I left it—the dimly lit living room with its worn recliners and stale air hanging in the silence. The television, the faint scent of old wood, all of it feels too still, like the cabin is holding its breath.

I move slowly through the cabin, my steps cautious, as if I expect something to leap out at me from the shadows. I make my way to the small kitchen, peering into cabinets, but nothing seems out of place.

The same pile of dishes sits in the sink, the wine glass with the red stain still on the counter, next to my empty bottle of anxiety medication.

Just as I start to turn back, something catches my eye—a glimpse of fabric poking out from under the sink. I pause before crouching and pull it out. S crumpled shirt, stuffed carelessly behind the trash can.

It’s mine.

The shirt is familiar, something I’ve worn countless times, but now it’s different. The light-colored fabric is stained with something dark—something that looks like blood.

“Blood?” I can barely force the words out.

I stare at the shirt, my mind racing, trying to think back to when I last saw it. The stains are dry, old, but the sight of it sends a jolt of panic through me.

I drop the shirt on the floor, stepping back as if it might leap up and attack me.

My hands shake as I grab the flashlight from the counter and step outside my legs feeling like they’ll give way beneath me. The fresh air does nothing to calm my racing thoughts.

I make my way down the narrow path behind the cabin, the beam of my flashlight cutting through the dark. The trees close in around me, their branches swaying gently in the evening breeze. The lake stretches out ahead, still and eerily calm.

The unease grows stronger with each step. I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I feel like something is drawing me in, like the darkness itself is trying to show me something I need to see.

I reach the edge of the lake, shining the light along the shore. Everything looks the same—until the beam flickers over a small pile of rocks near the water’s edge.

The flashlight trembles in my hand as I take slow steps toward it. The soft squelch of mud beneath my shoes makes me wince, every step sticking to the earth, threatening to pull me down. The air is cold, biting at my skin, but it’s nothing compared to the icy dread tightening in my chest.

As I get closer, the staleness of the lake air mixes with something sharper—damp earth, decaying leaves, and the faintest hint of something metallic. I shouldn’t be here. Every instinct screams for me to turn back, but I can’t. I have to see.

The rocks by the shore glisten under the weak beam of my flashlight, the uneven surfaces slick with moisture. I crouch, the flashlight still shaking as I move closer, my knees sinking slightly into the wet ground. The beam flickers over the rocks. Something about the way they’re piled feels wrong, disturbed, like they were placed in a hurry.

With trembling hands, I begin moving the rocks aside. Each stone feels heavier than the last, the cold water seeping into my sleeves as I dig deeper. The mud squelches as the rocks shift, revealing a tangled mess of fabric underneath. Pale blue. The same color Aurora wore that day.

I reach for the fabric, my fingers brushing against the slick, cold material. It feels wrong, too solid, too heavy. I pull gently, and the fabric shifts, revealing something underneath—something pale and unnaturally still.

The beam of my flashlight flickers, casting a stuttering light over the scene in front of me. I pull again, more forcefully this time, until a shape emerges from beneath the rocks.

A hand.

Pale, lifeless fingers curled in the mud, partially obscured by the fabric. I can see the shape of a purple heart shining against the light. My throat closes up as nausea rises like a wave in my chest.

No.

I stumble back, my foot slipping in the mud, sending me crashing to the ground. Cold water seeps through my clothes, but I barely feel it, my entire body frozen with shock. My flashlight tumbles from my hand, landing with a soft splash beside me, the beam flickering wildly.

It can’t be real. I’m seeing things. It’s the aftereffects of my medication. It has to be.

I force myself to breathe, each gulp of air sharp and painful. My mind is racing, but it’s like a wall has come down, blocking out the reality of what’s in front of me. My eyes are playing tricks on me. It has to be something else—a mannequin, some twisted joke, anything but what I’m seeing.

I close my eyes, squeezing them shut, willing the image away. When I open them again, the pale hand is still there, resting in the mud, the fingers unnaturally still.

A sharp, bitter taste rises in my throat as my stomach churns, and I feel the edges of panic creeping in. I want to scream, but no sound comes out. My brain refuses to process what’s right in front of me. My heart hammers and pulse quickens as the truth slams into me with the force of a train.

I force myself to crawl forward, my hands trembling as I reach for the flashlight. I grab it, the cold metal slick in my grip, and aim it back toward the pile of rocks. The pale blue fabric, the hand, the stillness. It’s all real.

Shaky legs struggle to support my weight as I scramble backward from the shore. I turn sharply, the flashlight beam bobbing wildly as I stumble toward the cabin.


Chapter Thirty-Four


Flashing blue lights shimmer in the darkness, reflecting off the lake’s surface in rippling patterns. I sit in the backseat of Detective Harris’s vehicle, staring at the scene unfolding before me, though my mind is far away.

Officers move around the cabin, their voices low as they search the area. Even when they aren’t looking directly at me, I can feel their gaze—feel the suspicion hanging in the air.

The chill from the lake seeps into my bones, and I pull the blanket Detective Harris gave me tighter around my shoulders, trying to still the tremors that have taken over my body. I can’t get the image of the body beneath the water out of my head.

It flashes in my mind with every blink—the pale, lifeless hand, the faint outline of a dress in the mud. It’s not just the sight of it. It’s the overwhelming certainty that my life is unraveling faster than I can control.

I glance toward the cabin. They haven’t found out yet—the cabin is in my name. But they will, soon enough. I should have told them the truth from the start, should have reported what I found the first time. Now it’s too late. Now I look even more suspicious.

The sound of footsteps crunching on gravel pulls me from my thoughts. I look up to see Detective Harris approaching, his expression grim and unreadable. He stops beside the car, opens the door, and kneels slightly, bringing his gaze level with mine.

“It’s her, isn’t it, Detective?” My voice sounds scratchy to my ears. “Aurora Clark?”

“Ms. Parker,” he begins, his voice steady, and I can tell he has no intention of answering my question. “I need you to walk me through what happened tonight. Why were you here at the resort?”

I swallow hard, my mind scrambling for the right words. “I came back because…” My voice shakes. “Because I had a feeling I missed something the first time I was here. I didn’t search properly, and I thought maybe…I thought maybe Aurora had been here.”

Harris’s gaze doesn’t waver. He’s waiting for more. “You thought she might be here? Why this particular cabin?”

I hesitate, knowing I need to tread carefully. “I mentioned the resort to her once. I didn’t think she’d actually come here, but when she went missing…it just stuck in my mind. I came to check, just in case.”

He narrows his eyes. “You just…assumed she’d be at this one?”

I take a deep breath, knowing there’s no way around it. “Yes. This cabin…it’s in my name.”

Harris’s brow furrows, and he leans in closer. “It’s in your name? You rented it?”

I nod. “I found out after Aurora disappeared. I didn’t remember renting it. I called the resort to ask about the booking, and they said the reservation was under my name.”

Harris’s pen stills on his notepad, his eyes narrowing as he absorbs this. “You don’t remember renting the cabin?”

I shake my head. “I didn’t know about it until recently. But I’ve been under a lot of stress, and Rachel—Rachel Hancock—suggested I take a break here a while back. I might have booked it and forgotten. I’m not sure.”

“Rachel Hancock?” Harris raises an eyebrow. “The teacher who was killed?”

“Yes,” I reply, my voice trembling. “She thought a getaway would help me clear my head. She mentioned this place.”

“So, you’re saying the cabin was booked in your name, but you didn’t know until after Aurora disappeared? Is that right?”

I nod again, feeling a sinking sensation in my stomach as I realize how it must sound.

Harris’s voice tightens. “And when did you come here for the first time? After discovering the booking?”

“A few days ago,” I reply, my voice barely above a whisper. “But I didn’t stay long.”

Harris’s expression hardens. “And when you came here the first time, did you see the state the cabin was in—the blood in the bedroom?”

I lower my gaze to the blanket wrapped around me. “I…panicked. I wasn’t thinking straight. I saw the blood, and I…left.”

“You saw blood—evidence of a crime—and just walked away?” His voice is calm, but there’s an edge of disbelief. “That’s not something people typically ignore, Ms. Parker.”

“I know,” I whisper. “I should’ve called. But I was scared. I didn’t know what to do.”

Harris stares at me for a long moment, the silence between us thick with tension. Finally, he leans back slightly and makes another note. “So, you came back tonight to investigate, because you felt you missed something before?”

“Yes,” I say, my voice barely steady. “I thought I might have overlooked something important. I needed to know for sure if Aurora had been here.”

Harris scribbles a few more lines in his notebook before looking up. “What did you see when you arrived tonight?”

“I went down to the lake,” I say, my voice trembling again. “That’s when I found the…the body. I didn’t know it was there before. I called you as soon as I saw it.”

He studies me for a moment, his pen still in his hand. “When you came here a few days ago, did you notice anything else unusual? Did you see anyone near the cabin?”

I’m about to say no, but then I remember the man by the lake—the one who started talking to me. “There was a man.”

Harris’s eyes narrow. “A man? Can you describe him?”

I rack my brain, trying to recall the details of the encounter. “He was tall, over six feet. Dark hair, kind of messy. He had these…intense blue eyes. He didn’t say much. We didn’t talk long. I was spooked and just wanted to leave.”

“Did he give you a reason for being there?”

I shake my head. “No. He just mentioned he’d been walking. I left soon after I saw him.”

Harris nods slowly, the suspicion still simmering in his eyes. “We’ll look into that.”

The silence stretches between us until finally, Harris speaks again. “Ms. Parker, I’m going to need you to stay here while we continue to investigate. We’ll be looking into everything—including how this cabin came to be booked in your name. You understand the seriousness of this, don’t you?”

I nod, my throat tight. “I understand.”

Harris closes his notebook with a soft snap and pushes out a long breath. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

As I watch him walk back toward the cluster of officers near the water, I realize how deeply I’ve become entangled in this mess. Every word that left my mouth felt like it could be used against me. I try to replay the conversation, searching for anything I might have said wrong, any detail that could make me seem guilty. But every word feels incriminating, no matter how innocent it sounded at the time.

The body is still out there, beneath the lake’s surface. I can picture the officers pulling it from the water, carefully preserving every bit of evidence that might lead them to the truth. But I already know what they’ll find—the pale blue dress, the bruised hand, the fabric soaked in mud.

And yet, I don’t know anything at all.

The thoughts churn in my head, spiraling out of control.

A wave of nausea rises in my throat, and I close my eyes, taking slow, deep breaths to keep the panic at bay. I’ve been on edge for so long, barely sleeping, barely holding it together. The pressure of everything—Rachel’s murder, Aurora’s disappearance, the secrets that have started to unravel—feels like it’s crushing me.

I can hear the officers talking in the distance, their voices muted by the cold night air. I strain to catch any details, any piece of the puzzle that might help me understand what’s really happening. But all I hear is static—the crackle of radios, the low hum of indistinct conversation. It’s like the truth is just out of reach, slipping through my fingers every time I get close.

Suddenly, a flicker of movement catches my eye. I turn my head, squinting into the darkness toward the edge of the trees. For a moment, I’m sure I see something—someone standing just beyond the tree line, watching. But when I blink, the figure is gone, swallowed by the shadows.

Every instinct screams for the relief of my anxiety medication, a desperate, frantic need for the calm it promises. The urgency builds, unbearable, as I struggle to focus on anything else.


Chapter Thirty-Five


Stepping into the house the next morning, I feel drained, a heavy sense of listlessness settling over me. The police station interrogation dragged on through the night, each question slicing deeper into my already fragile nerves. My body is exhausted, my mind buzzing with the same questions Detective Harris kept circling back to, as if every word I said was a potential landmine.

Why didn’t you report the cabin sooner?

How could you forget you rented it?

Why return now?

Each question chipped away at me, until I began to question my own actions. Harris’s eyes never left me—sharp, skeptical, weighing every word, every pause. I didn’t need to be told what he was thinking. I could see it in the way his pen hovered just before jotting something down, as if confirming his suspicions. I can’t shake the feeling that I’m now more a suspect than anything else.

The discovery of the body only adds to the suffocation pressing down on me. That image—the pale hand, limp in the muddy water—won’t leave me. Every time I blink, it’s there, reminding me of how deep I’ve sunk into this nightmare.

My heart in a state of constant pounding, and with each breath, I feel like I’ll have a heart attack. The desire for my medication grows stronger with each passing second.

When I get home, I don’t even bother turning on the lights. The silence and the dim morning light filtering through the blinds make the house feel like a shell—empty and cold. I feel like I’m outside myself, watching my life crumble and not being able to do a thing to stop it.

Dragging myself upstairs, I peel off yesterday’s clothes, leaving them in a trail throughout the house. In the bathroom, I rifle through my medicine cabinet and only see a bottle of Modafinil. It’s not what I want, but I take it anyway, hoping to clear my mind.

I turn the water on in the tub and step into the shower, hoping the hot water will wash away the knots in my chest. But the water is lukewarm, barely noticeable as it pours over me. I slide to the bottom of the tub, hugging my knees to my chest, the sound of the water cascading over me the only noise in the house. I close my eyes, trying to block out everything, but the pressure inside me is too much.

The sobs come suddenly, without warning, shaking my whole body. It’s not just Aurora, not just Rachel—it’s everything. My son, my broken life, my constant failures. I want to scream, but the sound doesn’t come out. The tears are all I have, and I let them flow freely until I’m spent, the water still pouring down on me as I lie there, curled up in the tub, feeling utterly empty.

I rack my brain, trying to think of someone—anyone—left in my life who might believe me. But the truth is, there’s no one. Everyone I could turn to is either gone or keeping their distance. Even my colleagues at school, who once might’ve lent an ear, feel too far out of reach. It’s a small town, and I’m certain word of my detainment spread like wildfire, probably reaching the gossip mill before Detective Harris even had a chance to sit down and question me.

Somewhere in the distance, I hear my iPhone ringing. For a moment, I don’t move. I don’t care who it is. But then the insistent ringing pulls me out of my daze. Wrapping myself in a towel, I stumble downstairs and grab the phone from the counter.

Jeremy Swanson. The reporter.

I hesitate before answering. He’s probably calling to ask for some statement, eager to jump on the story.

“Mr. Warner, I’m not giving you a statement right now,” I mutter into the phone, my voice raspier than I’d like.

There’s a pause, then his voice comes through, calm and not at all pushy. “I’m not calling for a statement, Ms. Parker. I wanted to check on you.”

I blink, not expecting that. “Check on me? Why?”

“Because I’ve been following the news closely,” he replies, “and I know what you’ve been through recently. I heard you were released this morning, and I wanted to offer my help. I’ve seen these types of situations before, where someone gets caught up in something they can’t get out of.”

I lean against the kitchen counter, running a hand through my damp hair. “What makes you think I need help from a reporter?”

“Because I’ve been doing this long enough to know when someone’s in over their head,” he says, his tone matter-of-fact but not condescending. “You’re in trouble, and I’m not sure you’ve realized how deep yet.”

His words hit me harder than I expect. He’s not wrong. I’m drowning in a sea of suspicions, half-truths, and guilt. “So what? You think you can dig me out of this mess?”

“I’ve got sources,” he says, his voice steady. “People who’ll talk to me before they’ll talk to the police. I can help you connect the dots, see the bigger picture. The police—they won’t tell you everything, and right now, you need someone on your side who can see through the cracks.”

I frown, skepticism creeping in. “And why would you want to help me? You’re a reporter. This is just a story to you.”

“No,” he says quickly, his voice firm. “I’ve seen too many people fall apart because no one was there to listen, to help them make sense of what’s happening around them. I’m not offering you an exclusive. I’m offering you a way to get to the truth.”

I fall silent, gripping the phone tighter. He’s right about one thing—I am in over my head. But I don’t know that I can trust him. He’s a reporter, after all. And every person in my life has done nothing but stab me in the back.

“What exactly do you think you can do?” I ask cautiously.

“I’ve already started digging,” he says. “I have a few leads on people you’ve been connected to. I want to meet with you tomorrow. We’ll go over everything together, and I’ll help you find the answers you need. We’re in this together now.”

A bitter laugh escapes me. “Together? We just met.”

“Trust me,” he says, his voice sincere. “I’ve seen enough to know you’re not guilty. You’re just caught in a nightmare. I’ve been there before.”

There’s a pause, and I can hear the weight in his words. Something about his tone shifts, and for the first time, I feel a flicker of hope. Maybe he’s not just after a story. Maybe he really can help.

“Fine,” I finally say. “We’ll meet tomorrow. Nine o’clock. The Crow’s Nest.”

“I’ll be there,” he says, a note of relief in his voice. “Get some rest today, Ms. Parker. We’ll figure this out.”

As I hang up the phone, I let out a long breath. JeremyWarner might be the only person willing to dig deep enough to find the truth. But even as I agree to meet him, a part of me wonders if I’m just opening another door to more suspicion, more danger.

I don’t know if I’m ready for that.

But I don’t think I have a choice anymore.


Chapter Thirty-Six


Despite the dreams that invaded my sleep, I managed to get in a few hours, and I feel somewhat rested, but not completely. I woke with my anxiety spiked—my pulse quickening the second I opened my eyes.

Soon, I’ll be meeting Jeremy Swanson at The Crow’s Nest, and the knot that’s always tightened in my stomach tightens even more. At this point, I feel I’m at the point of no return with no one to help me. I’m surprised that I managed to keep myself together, but in my mind, I’ve credited it to my medication.

Stepping into the pharmacy, I glance around as if someone might be watching, remembering clearly the shadow I’d seen at the resort. I don’t know if it was my mind playing tricks or if I’m being watched. But right now, no one’s looking at me. I’m just another person here to pick up a prescription, blend into the background, forgettable. But I feel anything but forgettable. I feel exposed, raw, like every nerve is too close to the surface.

I make my way for the counter. All I need is to take one, just one, and everything will feel manageable again. One pill to make the tension in my chest melt away, to help me breathe, to make me feel in control—like I’m not spiraling out of control, like my life hasn’t been turned upside down. Just one.

But I think of Lucas. His face flashes in my mind—his smile, the way he used to look at me with trust, with love, before everything fell apart. I’ve let him down so many times. I’ve been absent, distracted, consumed by all the wrong things, and I know that the pills, though they promise relief, won’t solve that. They won’t fix what’s broken between us.

They won’t fix the fact that I’ve lost him forever.

I take a deep breath, my hand tightening into a fist at my side as I approach the counter. The urge to refill the prescription is still there, gnawing at me, but so is the guilt. The thought of letting Lucas down again when I should be fighting my way out, feels heavier than anything else. I have to keep a clear head.

When I reach the counter, I catch my name in a whisper, and I see one of my neighbors standing next to a young girl who works here. Glancing in their direction, they quickly turn away, trying to act nonchalant, but it’s too late. They’re talking about me.

“Good morning, Tessa. I’ve got your refill ready.” The pharmacist’s eyes meet mine, his polite smile barely concealing the unease behind it. Just like my neighbor, just like the girl—he’s heard the rumors. Everyone has.

I force a tight-lipped smile, my throat tightening as I try to speak. Hold it together, Tess.

“Actually,” I say, my voice softer than I expected, “where are the antacids?”

The pharmacist’s smile flickers, and he gestures toward the aisle. “Just over there, by the vitamins.”

I nod, mutter a quick “thanks,” and slip down the aisle, grabbing the antacids with shaky hands. Paying for it all feels excruciating, like every set of eyes in the pharmacy is following my every move. I keep my head down, my fingers clutching the plastic bag as I rush out, the door’s bell jingling behind me.

Across the street, The Crow’s Nest looks like a sanctuary. I head straight for it, sinking into a booth in the far corner. The smell of fresh coffee fills the air, but it does little to calm my nerves. I order a cup anyway, hoping it will help ease me.

At the counter, a handful of patrons sit quietly, their focus on their coffee or idle conversation. An older man in a plaid shirt flips through a crossword puzzle, his brow furrowed in concentration, while a couple murmurs quietly to each other, their hands wrapped around steaming mugs. One woman, tucked beneath a soft, slouchy hat, catches my eye briefly. She sips her coffee, her attention flickering between the cup and a newspaper spread in front of her.

The minutes tick by slowly. I glance at my phone, checking the time every few seconds. Finally, a few minutes before nine, Jeremy Swanson walks in, his eyes scanning the room before landing on me. He gives a quick nod and makes his way over, sliding into the booth across from me with an air of casual confidence. He’s carrying a small notebook tucked neatly into his jacket pocket.

“Figured you’d be early,” he says with a lopsided smile, but there’s a hint of concern in his eyes, like he can see through the walls I’m trying to keep up.

“I couldn’t relax,” I admit, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Understandable. Why don’t we dive into it?” Jeremy pulls out the notebook and flips it open, his expression shifting to something more serious. “But first, let’s order. You look like you could use something more than coffee.”

He waves down a waitress, who arrives promptly with a notepad. She’s all efficiency, barely looking up as she takes our orders. Jeremy asks for pancakes with a side of bacon, while I settle for toast and scrambled eggs, something easy on my stomach.

As the waitress walks away, Jeremy leans forward, his voice low but steady. “Just so you know, Tessa, some of my questions will be the same as the detectives’. I know you’re probably tired of answering them, but just bear with me. I need to know things from your point of view if I’m going to help.”

I nod. “I’ve been answering the same questions for weeks now. What’s one more round, right?”

Jeremy chuckles lightly, but it’s brief, almost as though he’s too focused on the task at hand to fully engage. “I get it. It’s exhausting, but I need to hear things from your perspective. You’re the one living through this, not the detectives.”

His voice is calm, reassuring even. It’s easy to trust him—too easy, maybe. But after everything I’ve been through, I’m desperate for someone who’s willing to listen. He seems like he genuinely wants to help.

He glances at his notes, tapping the pen against the paper. He starts his round of questions, and I, again, answer to the best of my knowledge. Unlike Detective Harris, Tom’s patient with me, and I see the hint of sympathy clouding his face.

The waitress returns with our food. The smell of the pancakes wafts toward me, though I can barely stomach the thought of eating. Still, I pick at the toast, trying to focus as Jeremy starts his questions. He’s patient with me, and I can see the hint of sympathy clouding his face.

For the first time in a long while, I don’t feel like I’m being judged. His steady gaze feels more understanding than accusatory, which makes it a little easier to breathe.

We fall into a tense silence as I watch him scribble notes, the pen scratching across the paper almost rhythmic. Then, he looks up, his expression carefully neutral.

“That’s a lot to deal with in just a couple of weeks,” he says. “I can’t imagine how overwhelming that must be. Do you often experience forgetfulness? Memory lapses?”

I sigh, feeling the weight of his question pressing down on me. “I didn’t used to. Not when I was married, at least. But…things changed. It’s hard to pinpoint exactly when, but over the last few years, it’s gotten worse.”

He nods, urging me to continue.

“It’s like…sometimes I’ll wake up and feel disoriented, like I’m not entirely sure where I am, or how I got there. Or, I’ll have gaps in my memory, not remembering what I did the night before.”

“Is there a reason you can think of why that is?” he asks slowly.

Hesitating, I consider telling him about the medication. I hadn’t admitted to anyone that I take them, and while I feel Tom’s genuinely trying to help, I don’t know him.

He seems to sense my reluctance, so rather than pressing me, he says, “Let me tell you what I think we should do. Now, the news are saying the body you found is likely Aurora Clark. Because the state she was found in, they had to use other means to identify her. Her mother brought in an image of Aurora wearing a pale blue dress. Like what you said she was wearing. She also has a tattoo on her wrist.”

“A heart,” I say, almost in a whisper, my appetite vanishing.

“Right.” Jeremy clears his throat. “Do you remember anything she might have said that sounded like she was in danger?”

I shake my head. She had her tiffs in school, particularly with The Royals, but I can’t imagine them wanting to kill her. “Nothing, other than Coach Thompson. But I’m not sure he hurt her.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Well, for a while, I’d convinced myself. Especially after Rachel Hancock was killed. But he has an alibi for that night.”

He nods thoughtfully. “The mistress. I’ll follow up on that alibi and see if I can’t get it checked out. Do you know why Mrs. Hancock was at the school when she was killed?”

As we talk, I notice the woman in the hat glance briefly in our direction before returning to her coffee. The diner is getting more crowded for the brunch rush, and everyone’s a little curious. I’m not the most anonymous person around here anymore.

“One of my students overheard that she was going to see what the coach was doing. She even mentioned she didn’t trust him, or the truth of what happened to Ava Winter.”

Jeremy narrows his eyes, leaning back in his booth. “Who’s that?”

“A student who drowned last year at one of his victory parties. It was ruled as accidental.”

His pen pauses over the notebook for a second before he looks back up at me, eyes sharp with interest. “So Rachel was investigating the coach, but not just because of Aurora. She thought he was involved in the death of a student last year, on top of the favors we know he has students doing.”

I nod slowly, unsure of how to piece it all together. “That’s what it seemed like. But now… I don’t know what to think.”

Jeremy leans back again, his fingers tapping lightly against the edge of the notebook. “It makes sense. If Rachel was getting too close to the truth, someone might’ve wanted to silence her.”

His words send a chill through me, but I nod. It’s what I’ve been thinking, too.

“But what about Aurora?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. “Why would someone want to frame me for her disappearance? Or her murder?”

Tom’s expression softens, his voice dropping to a more reassuring tone. “It’s not about you, Tessa. It’s about whatever Aurora knew—or whatever someone thought she knew. You were just close enough to her that they figured you’d make the perfect scapegoat.”

“Where do we go from here?” I ask, my voice tinged with desperation.

Jeremy leans forward, his expression serious but calm. “I think we should talk to her friends and teachers at her old school. They might know something—maybe without even realizing it.”

I blink, considering his suggestion. “Do you think they’ll talk to us?”

He gives me a reassuring smile. “People are more willing to talk when they feel like they’re helping. And trust me, they’ll talk. You just need to ask the right questions.”

His confidence is infectious, and for the first time in weeks, I feel like there’s a way forward. I trust him. He knows what he’s doing.

“We’ll find out what happened to Aurora. And to Rachel.”

I nod, a flicker of hope lighting in my chest. Jeremy Swanson might just be the one person who can help me figure all of this out. I just have to keep trusting him.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Jeremy opens the large double doors, letting me step into the massive building first. A rush of cool air greets me, carrying the crisp scent of polished wood and fresh floor wax. Stonebridge Preparatory School feels worlds apart from the chaos of Lakewood, almost like stepping into a different world.

Students in navy blue blazers and neatly pressed khakis move swiftly through the corridors, their shoes clicking against the polished marble floors. The atmosphere is pristine and intimidating, with towering stone walls that stretch upward, broken only by the solemn portraits of stern-looking former headmasters.

The sudden ringing of a bell reverberates through the halls, sharp and insistent. In an instant, the chatter dies down as the uniformed students hurry past. Everything about this place breathes discipline and control.

It’s easy to picture Aurora here, gliding through these halls like a shadow, blending seamlessly into this world of structure.

Jeremy and I walk down the long hallway toward the main office, where once again, he opens the door for me. The office is quiet, with three women working diligently behind a stone desk, their fingers clicking across keyboards.

An older woman with graying hair glances up from her screen and squints, as if trying to see us more clearly.

“Can I help you?” Her expression is sharp, her voice laced with a quiet authority.

Jeremy steps forward, revealing his press badge. “I’m Jeremy Swanson, freelance journalist. We were hoping to speak with your headmaster regarding a former student.”

The woman’s eyebrows lift slightly, her curiosity piqued. “And which student would that be?” she asks, her voice edged with caution.

“Aurora Clark,” Jeremy replies evenly. The woman’s expression tightens for just a fraction of a second before she straightens up, nodding.

“Just a moment,” she says, standing as she walks toward a back room, leaving us to wait.

The two other women remain silent, exchanging curious glances with one another. I glance over at Tom, who offers a subtle shrug, his expression unreadable but hinting at caution.

A few seconds later, the older woman reappears, this time accompanied by a tall, lanky man with sharp, angular features. His dark, deep-set eyes carry a quiet intensity, and his prominent nose gives his face a distinct, almost hawk-like profile. There’s something arresting about the gauntness of his cheeks, the way his tousled black hair falls just past his forehead, framing his pale skin. He moves with a calm, deliberate grace, his lean frame towering slightly over the others, as if accustomed to blending into the background while still commanding attention.

“Good afternoon. I’m Graham Winslow, headmaster of Stonebridge Prep.”

“Afternoon, sir.” Jeremy offers his hand, and as they shake, he adds, “I’m Jeremy Swanson, and this is Tessa Parker. We were hoping to ask you a few questions about Aurora Clark, if you have a moment.”

“I can spare a few minutes,” Winslow replies. “Please, follow me.”

He leads us through a narrow hallway to his office, a cozy, wood-paneled room that smells faintly of old books. Once inside, he gestures to a pair of leather chairs in front of his desk.

“Please, have a seat.”

I lower myself into one of the chairs, surprised at how deeply I sink into it. The cushions are softer than I expected, almost swallowing me, and I have to subtly shift to sit upright. Tom, on the other hand, settles in easily, as if chairs like these are familiar territory.

Winslow walks around his desk and sits down, steepling his fingers as he looks at us. “I understand you’re wishing to discuss Aurora Clark?”

“Yes, sir,” Jeremy says.

The headmaster gives a single, curt nod. “Very well. It’s a tragedy that happened to her.”

“Yes, it was. How long was she a student at Stonebridge Prep before she transferred out?” Jeremy asks.

“Let’s see here.” Winslow’s chair squeaks slightly as he turns to his computer, his fingers tapping the keys. After a few moments, he turns back to us, hands folded on his desk. “Aurora was here for three years.”

“Did she have a lot of friends here? People she would have confided in?” I ask.

Winslow leans back in his chair. “She did, for a time. Aurora was quite popular when she started school here…bright, driven, involved in various extracurriculars. But that changed…after the incident.”

“What incident?” I ask, my stomach twisting at the tension in his voice.

“There was a car accident during her junior year. It claimed the life of Penny Blakely, one of Aurora’s closest friends. They were inseparable before that. After Emily’s death, Aurora became withdrawn, more isolated. She struggled to fit in the way she had before.”

Jeremy leans forward slightly, scribbling a note. “Do you think the accident caused her withdrawal?”

Winslow lets out a heavy sigh, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I believe it did. Aurora wasn’t the same after Emily passed. Her grades started slipping, she dropped out of activities, and…”

He hesitates, his fingers drumming on the desk as though weighing his next words carefully.

“And what?” I ask, leaning forward slightly.

“And she became a target,” Winslow admits, his voice tinged with disappointment. “It wasn’t long before rumors started spreading. The other students…well, kids can be cruel, as I’m sure you know. There were whispers that she was to blame for Emily’s death. They said she was driving recklessly, that it was her fault. The bullying started soon after.”

“So the students turned on her?”

Winslow nods slowly. “Yes. It started with small things. Nasty comments in passing, things of that nature. But it escalated. Some of the other students took it further. It wasn’t just verbal bullying anymore. A few of the teachers witnessed a couple of the girls shoving Aurora around. I remember one incident where she’d come to the nurses station for a cut on her hand.”

Jeremy frowns, scribbling more notes. “And how did Aurora react to this?”

Winslow leans back in his chair, crossing his arms. “She kept quiet, trying to keep up a brave face. In fact, when I approached her, she brushed it off, claiming it wasn’t a big deal. But you could see the toll it was taking on her. By the time her senior year started, she was practically a ghost…showing up for class and disappearing right after. Eventually, I got a phone call from her mother saying she was transferring Aurora to another school.”

“Was there anyone she was close to after Emily’s death? A teacher, a friend?” I ask.

Winslow thinks for a moment before shaking his head. “No, not really. She had one other close friend—Megan Williams. They were tight for a while, but after Penny’s death, even that friendship unraveled. I believe Megan tried to help Aurora, but… she didn’t appear interested in being helped.”

“So Megan might know more?” Jeremy asks.

“It’s possible,” Winslow replies, though he doesn’t sound confident. “But I should warn you, there’s another side to this story.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

Winslow sighs, tapping his fingers again. “While Aurora was clearly the victim of bullying, there were some who claimed she started lashing out in return. I never saw any real evidence of this myself, but students, especially the ones who were part of the more popular groups, insisted that she began…how should I put it? Turning the tables. Subtly, at first, but she started using their own rumors against them.”

Jeremy raises an eyebrow. “You think she became the bully?”

Winslow shrugs, his expression conflicted. “That’s what they claim, but as I said, I’ve never witnessed that happening, and neither did the teachers. I don’t think Aurora ever really let go of what happened. She carried it with her, wherever she went. And it helped put a target on her back.”

“Would it be possible to contact Megan and ask if she’s willing to talk to us now?”

Winslow hesitates, then nods, sitting up to snatch up his landline. He dials a number, waiting a moment before speaking. “What class is Megan Williams in right now?”

The office is quiet as we wait for the response.

“Please have Miss Williams come to my office. Thank you.” He hangs up and looks over at us. “She’ll be along shortly.”

“Thank you, Mr. Winslow,” I say.

Leaning against the overly soft leather cushions, guilt overwhelms me. As her counselor, it was my responsibility to see the signs that Aurora was suffering, even before she came to Lakewood High. I failed her then, but I won’t make that mistake again.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


A soft knock breaks the silence of the room, and Winslow calls out for the person to enter. Jeremy and I rise from our seats as a young girl steps in, her hands nervously fidgeting with the hem of her neatly pressed navy blazer. Dark, wavy hair frames her sharp cheekbones, and uncertainty flickers in her almond-shaped eyes as she glances between us and the headmaster.

“Mrs. Mills said you wanted to see me?” she asks, her voice quiet, almost hesitant.

“Yes, Megan, come on in,” Winslow says, gesturing toward us. “This is Jeremy Swanson and Tessa Parker. They’re here to talk to you about Aurora Clark.”

The mention of Aurora’s name seems to jolt her, and her expression tightens. Her lips part slightly, but she doesn’t speak right away. Instead, she lowers her gaze to the floor, and I can see the tension in her posture—the way her shoulders hunch in as if she’s trying to shield herself from something.

“Aurora?” Megan repeats, her voice faltering as her hands twist in front of her. “Why do you want to talk about her?”

“We understand you were close with her,” I say gently. I don’t want to push her too fast, but I can already sense she’s holding something back.

Megan’s gaze remains fixed on the floor for a moment before she nods, her voice barely audible. “We were…but we hadn’t talked in a long time. Not since she left Stonebridge.”

“We’re trying to understand more about Aurora’s life before she transferred to Lakewood,” Jeremy says gently. “We believe you might have some insight. Anything you can tell us would help.”

Again, her gaze flicker nervously to Winslow, then back to us. She chews her bottom lip, hesitating. There’s a guardedness about her, like she’s weighing whether or not to trust us. After a beat, she exhales, her shoulders sagging as she gives a reluctant nod.

“Okay…I’ll try.”

Winslow glances at Megan, then back at us, his expression thoughtful. “I’ll leave you to it unless you’d prefer I stay?”

“No, it’s fine, Mr. Winslow. I’ll be okay,” Megan says quickly, almost too quickly. There’s an urgency in her voice that makes me wonder if she’s more comfortable talking without him there—maybe she’s afraid of what might come out in front of someone with authority.

Winslow nods, giving her a reassuring look before stepping out. The room falls into a tense silence, broken only by the faint ticking of the clock on the wall. Megan’s hands are still fidgeting with the hem of her blazer. Jeremy gestures toward the chair, and Megan hesitantly sits, though she doesn’t seem fully comfortable.

“Megan,” I start softly, “I was Aurora’s counselor at Lakewood High. I know she struggled a lot when she transferred there, and it’s been…difficult piecing together why. We’re hoping you can shed some light on what was going on with her before she left Stonebridge.”

Megan looks up at me, her lips trembling slightly. “Is she really…dead?” Her voice cracks, the words heavy with disbelief. “I heard about it from other students this morning. They won’t stop talking about it.”

I take a breath, pushing aside the image of Aurora’s lifeless hand in the water. “Yes, she is. And we’re trying to figure out what happened.”

Megan bites her lip, and for a moment, I see something shift in her eyes, but I can’t tell what it is. “After Penny died…Aurora just wasn’t the same. She shut everyone out…me, our other friends. It’s like she didn’t want to be part of anything anymore.”

“Did you see any signs of bullying while you were still close with her?” Jeremy asks, leaning in slightly. His voice is calm, but I can see the way Megan flinches at the word “bullying.”

She shakes her head, but her movements are stiff, like she’s trying too hard to deny something. “It didn’t happen until after the accident. The kids here, they’re always trying to find something new to talk about. After it happened, it started with whispers, rumors, but then…it got worse. People said the accident was her fault. That she was reckless. Everyone turned on her. They made her life horrible.”

There’s a tightness in my chest as I process her words. “So Aurora was there? When the accident happened?”

Megan’s eyes flash with pain as she runs a hand through her raven-black hair. “Yeah. She was driving. We’d gone to a party that night, but I didn’t want to leave. Aurora did, though. And Penny went with her because she had a big exam the next day.”

Her voice wavers slightly, and she shifts in her seat. There’s something else behind her words, something unsaid. Jeremy catches it too, his brow furrowing slightly as he scribbles a note.

“Do you remember if anything happened at the party?” he asks, his voice even. “Did Aurora seem upset, or distracted? Could something have made her leave so abruptly?”

Megan’s fingers twists tighter around the fabric of her sleeve, and her gaze darts to the side before she answers. “No…nothing like that. We were all having fun, but I think she just wasn’t into it. She was focused on her grades, more than the rest of us.”

Her answer feels rehearsed, too polished, like she’s giving us the version of events she thinks we want to hear. There’s a tension in her that suggests she’s holding something back.

Jeremy exchanges a glance with me before he presses on. “Was Aurora drinking that night? Could alcohol have been a factor in the accident?”

Megan shakes her head emphatically, her response immediate. “No, she wasn’t drinking. She never would’ve done that. She always took responsibility seriously.”

My instincts tell me there’s more she’s not saying, but I don’t push her—at least not yet.

“Was there anyone who saw what happened that night?” Jeremy asks.

Megan fidgets with the hem of her sleeve again, her eyes clouding over as she responds. “Not really. The road where the accident happened…it’s pretty isolated. And it was raining, too. No one saw it until the police got there. There were rumors, of course, but no real witnesses.”

Jeremy leans forward slightly, his pen poised over his notebook. “And after the accident? How did the school react?”

A bitter laugh escapes Megan’s lips, but it’s devoid of humor. “They turned on her. They said she was reckless, that she killed Penny. It didn’t take long for the bullying to start, and after that…things got really bad.”

“Did Aurora ever talk to you about how she felt?” I ask gently. “Did she ever say whether she felt responsible for what happened?”

Megan’s gaze drops to her lap, her voice barely above a whisper. “She never said it outright, but I think she did. She carried it with her everywhere. She pushed everyone away…even me.”

There’s a crack in her voice now, a rawness that wasn’t there before. She’s not just talking about Aurora—she’s talking about herself, too. About the guilt she’s been carrying.

Jeremy jots down another note, his pen scratching against the paper. “Did she mention anyone specific who was bullying her? Anyone who was especially harsh?”

Megan’s eyes harden for a brief moment, and her hands still in her lap. “Penny’s other friends, mostly. They were devastated, and they took it out on Aurora. But she fought back at first…tried to defend herself. After a while, though…she just stopped. Her parents transferred her out. Then I found out that she…”

She trails off, her words hanging in the air. I reach out, placing a hand on hers in a gesture of comfort. Her skin is cold to the touch, her fingers trembling slightly.

“I’m sorry you went through all that, honey. Both of you,” I say softly, my heart aching for the girl sitting next to me.

But as I speak, I can’t help but feel there’s something she’s still not telling us.

I lean in closer to Megan, my voice gentle but firm. “Megan, are you sure there’s nothing else? Nothing you’re afraid to say?”

Her gaze flick up to meet mine, wide and scared. She’s hesitating again, that same wariness creeping back into her expression. She opens her mouth to speak, then closes it, looking toward the door.

“I don’t know…” she whispers, her voice barely audible. “I…I don’t want to get involved.”

I watch Megan nervously fidget, sensing we’re on the brink of something important. There’s more to the story, and Megan might just know who can help us understand what happened to Aurora.

“Megan,” I say gently, leaning forward, “we’re not asking you to get too involved. But if you could just point us in the right direction, we need to talk to Penny’s friends—the ones who were closest to her and Aurora. Do you know where we can find them?”

Megan’s face tightens, her gaze flitting to the door like she’s preparing to run. Her fingers twist together nervously. “I…I don’t want to get mixed up in this.”

“We understand,” Jeremy says. “We’re not asking you to confront anyone. But if these people know something, they could help us figure out who hurt Aurora. You could help us bring her justice.”

Megan hesitates, then after a long, tense pause, she nods—just barely.

“They’re usually in the library after school,” she murmurs, her voice low, almost as if she’s afraid of being overheard. “There’s a study room in the back where they hang out.”

She takes a shaky breath, her eyes wide. “But…please don’t tell them I said anything. Please.”

“Thank you for your time, Megan,” I say, my voice calm despite the frustration gnawing at me. “If you think of anything else, don’t hesitate to reach out, okay?”

She nods, but as she stands, her movement is stiff and mechanical. Without another word, she slips out of the room, leaving behind a heavy silence.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


After school let out, Jeremy and I weave in and out of students, following directions from a student to the library. When we step inside, towering mahogany shelves stretch to the ceiling, and soft light pours through large arched windows. The faint smell of old books lingers in the air, while plush chairs sit in quiet corners, making the space feel both regal and scholarly.

The silence feels heavy, and I can almost hear the thudding of my own heartbeat. I trail behind Jeremy as we navigate through the maze of shelves, until we spot a small study room at the far end.

Inside, three students—a girl and two boys—are gathered around a table, their textbooks spread out in front of them. Their quiet conversation drifts toward us, one of the boys mentioning tomorrow’s finals. I feel a knot form in my stomach, but Jeremy steps forward confidently.

“Excuse me,” he says, flashing them a friendly smile. He introduces us, then adds, “You were friends with Penny Blakely, right?”

The group falls silent, exchanging uneasy glances before the girl speaks up, her voice wary. “Why do you want to know?”

Jeremy keeps his voice calm and casual. “We’re looking into what happened with Aurora Clark,” he explains. “We’ve spoken with a friend of hers, but we’re hoping to fill in some gaps from people who knew Penny. We think there might be a connection.”

The girl’s brow furrows, but one of the boys speaks up first, his voice cautious but curious. “What does Penny have to do with Aurora? That was a long time ago.”

“I’m sure you kids must have heard about what happened to Aurora.”

The girl scoffs. “Yeah, karma finally caught up with her.”

“Regina, knock it off. It’s not funny,” one of the guys says, his sandy blond hair falling just above sharp, hazel eyes. His boyish face has the kind of strong jawline that makes him seem effortlessly confident, but right now, there's a clear frustration in his tone. He crosses his arms, shooting the girl an irritated glance.

Regina rolls her eyes with a smirk, her blonde hair styled in loose waves, giving her a rebellious edge. “Of course you’d come to poor Aurora Clark’s defense. You kissed the ground she walked on.”

Glancing at us, he says, “I’m Chase. These are my friends, Regina and Mike. What happened to Aurora was a tragedy. But how do you think we can help?”

“We just know Aurora had a tough time after the accident, and we’re trying to understand if something from back then carried over to what happened recently.”

Mike shifts uncomfortably, running a hand over the black ponytail tied neatly at the back of his head. “We didn’t really know Aurora like that. She wasn’t in our group after…”

The girl cuts him off, her voice firmer. “Look, whatever happened to Aurora, we had nothing to do with it. Penny was our friend, and we’ve moved on from that night. Why dig it all up now?”

Jeremy invites himself to sit next to Mike. “We just think there might be something you remember. Something you didn’t think was important at the time. We’re hoping that you could help us understand why Aurora was targeted. Did you notice anything strange before or after the accident?”

Regina’s eyes flicker with hesitation. “Like I said, we’ve moved on. Aurora’s recklessness killed our friend. The school was a better place when she skipped town.” She glares at Chase. “People like Loverboy over there thought she was so innocent. Poor little Aurora. Always being bullied.”

“Are you saying she wasn’t being bullied?”

Regina crosses her arms, scowling. “That snake was always dropping little comments, acting all innocent. ‘I don’t know why Regina doesn’t like me,’ ‘I didn’t mean to offend her,’” she says, mocking Aurora’s voice with exaggerated sweetness. “She made it look like I was tormenting her. Even told people I was the one who started the rumor that she lost her virginity to Brad Solar before she died, like I was pushing her over the edge.”

Her glare sharpens. “She wasn’t the victim she was making herself out to be.”

“That’s not true,” Chase says. “You told everyone she was hooking up with teachers to get better grades. You made her life miserable.”

“So I take it you and Aurora didn’t get along?” I ask.

“They got along as well as oil and water,” Mike says, “Even before Penny died.”

“What do you remember about that night?” Jeremy asks.

Regina huffs, then says, “We were at a party. Aurora showed up with the other two bottom-feeders. They stayed for maybe two hours. Then she said she was bored and wanted to leave.”

“‘She,’ being Aurora?” Jeremy asks.

“Yeah. So Penny went with her. She had a big exam the next day. I begged her to stay.” Regina sneers, raising her eyebrows. “Oh, and then she goes, ‘Well, if you were half as dedicated as Penny, maybe you wouldn’t be failing everything.’ Like she was so much better than me.”

“As you can tell,” Chase says with a smirk playing on his lips, “My friend still has a bruised pride. Aurora was good at pretty much everything she did.”

“Just ask Charlotte,” Regina snaps. “Aurora isn’t some sweet little girl. It’s a good thing that she and Megan finally wised up. A little too late, but they did.”

“Who’s Charlotte?” I ask.

“The fourth girl of the so-called Inner Circle. The four of them were so popular for years. Then Penny was killed in that accident, and everyone finally got smart.”

The tension in the room is thick as Regina’s words hang in the air, sharp and bitter. It’s clear that whatever happened between her and Aurora runs deep—far beyond simple schoolyard jealousy.

Regina’s disdain for Aurora is undeniable, but it’s laced with something else—something personal, and I have to wonder if she might have decided to seek revenge. Maybe their paths crossed, bringing everything back.

I decide to press further. “Regina, it sounds like there was a lot more going on between you and Aurora than just the accident.”

Regina’s eyes narrow, her lips curling into a sneer. “What do you want me to say? That I hated her? Fine. I hated her. She was always acting like she was better than us. Better than Penny, even though Penny was the one everyone loved. After Penny died, Aurora played the victim, like she was the one suffering the most. But she was the reason Penny was in that car. She was driving, and she killed her.”

Chase interrupts, his tone firm but calm. “It wasn’t like that, Regina. Aurora didn’t kill Penny. It was an accident. And it was raining pretty badly. You know that.”

Regina scoffs, rolling her eyes. “Of course you’d defend her. You always did, even after everything.”

Jeremy leans in slightly. “Regina, do you think Aurora was trying to hurt Penny that night? Do you think she wanted something to happen?”

For a moment, Regina hesitates, her bravado faltering. She glances at Mike, who avoids her gaze, and then back at Chase, who’s watching her intently.

“No,” she says finally, her voice quieter now. “But that doesn’t change the fact that Penny is dead because of her. And she never paid for it. She just…ran away.”

The bitterness in her voice is raw, but there’s something else beneath it—guilt, maybe, or regret. I can’t quite tell.

“What about Penny?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation in a different direction. “It sounds like you cared about her a lot.”

Regina’s expression softens, just for a moment, and she nods. “Penny was…she was the best of us. Smart, kind, always trying to help people. She and Aurora were close, but after a while, even she started pulling away from Aurora. I think Penny saw what we all saw…that Aurora wasn’t as perfect as she pretended to be.”

“And Charlotte?” Jeremy asks. “How did she fit into all of this?”

Regina’s jaw tightens, and she glances away, her fingers drumming on the table. “Charlotte was just like Penny—always trying to be the peacemaker. She hated drama, but she couldn’t stand up to Aurora. No one could. Not until after the accident.”

Chase shakes his head, clearly frustrated. “That’s not fair, Regina. Aurora didn’t control anyone. People were hurt and grieving, but blaming her for everything that went wrong after that night? That’s not right.”

Jeremy scribbles a few more notes, then leans back in his chair. “It sounds like there was a lot of tension in your group even before the accident. Did any of that spill over into what happened at the party that night?”

Regina’s eyes flash with irritation. “The party had nothing to do with it. We were all fine until Aurora decided she was bored and wanted to leave. That’s what started everything. If she hadn’t been in such a hurry to go, maybe Penny would still be here.”

I can feel the conversation slipping toward a dead end. Regina’s anger is blinding her to anything beyond her resentment toward Aurora, and Chase and Mike seem reluctant to push back too hard.

“Regina,” I say gently, “we’re not trying to accuse anyone of anything. We just want to understand what happened that night—and what happened afterward. There are still so many unanswered questions. And Aurora’s not dead. Not by an accident. She was murdered.”

Regina looks at me for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then, with a sigh, she leans back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t know what you expect to find. Aurora was a liar. She acted like she cared about Penny, but she didn’t. Not really. And after Penny was gone, she made sure everyone felt sorry for her. She got away with it.”

“Do you know how we can reach Charlotte?” Jeremy asks.

After a brief hesitation, Regina says, “I have her number, but I haven’t seen or heard from her in weeks. She said she was going out of town to visit her grandparents.”

“Can we have the number?”

With a nod, she pulls out her phone, then grabs an empty paper from her notebook, scrawling it out.

“Thanks.” Jeremy closes his notebook, sticking the paper inside. “If you think of anything else, don’t hesitate to reach out.” He pulls out a card from his shirt pocket and passes it toward them.

Chase nods, but Regina just shrugs, clearly done with the conversation. As we stand to leave, I can’t shake the feeling that we’re still missing something—something important. Regina’s anger is clouding her judgment, but there’s more to this story. Aurora wasn’t perfect, but I’m starting to wonder if anyone in that group really was.

As we step out of the library and into the quiet hallway, Jeremy turns to me, his brow furrowed. “What do you think?”

“I think Regina’s holding onto a lot of anger, but there’s something she’s not saying,” I reply, my mind racing.

We make our way through the school, the conversation replaying over in my mind. The more we dig, the more tangled this web becomes, and I can’t shake the feeling that we’re getting closer to the truth—closer to understanding what really happened to Aurora.

But with every step forward, the shadows grow darker, and the secrets buried at Stonebridge are more dangerous than I ever could have imagined.


Chapter Forty


I shift uneasily in my seat, folding my arms across my chest as Jeremy leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His notebook rests on his knee, his calm demeanor steady, while the knot in my stomach coils tighter with each passing second.

“I still don’t buy it,” I say, sharper than I intended. “What Regina said about Aurora…it doesn’t add up. She’s bitter, holding onto some high school grudge. Penny’s death just pushed everyone over the edge. People loved her, and it only made the hatred between them worse.”

Jeremy looks up from his notebook. “Regina’s anger felt real to me. I’m usually good at reading people. I’m not saying Aurora deserved what happened, but it’s possible she wasn’t as innocent as you thought.”

I press my fingertips into my temples, trying to fight the tension building in my head. “You think I don’t know that? I’m a counselor, Tom. I’m trained to read people. It’s my job.”

“Being close to someone can make it harder to see them clearly. Aurora may have changed after Penny’s death. People react in ways we don’t expect under pressure.”

Did I miss something? The thought hovers, unsettling me. I push it aside, but the memory of Aurora’s first visit to my office surfaces before I can stop it. She’d transferred mid-year, and she was visibly shaken. It took time—too much time—to get her to open up. I remember how hard I worked to break down her walls. But the voice in my head is sharp: You didn’t work hard enough.

I shove the thought away, refusing to let it take hold.

“No,” I say, my tone firmer now. “Aurora wasn’t like that. She didn’t fight back, not in the way Regina claimed. Aurora was quiet, withdrawn. I’ve seen her with The Royals…she didn’t have it in her to be manipulative.”

Jeremy frowns. “The Royals?”

I let out a frustrated breath. “The Royals are the group of rich, popular girls at Lakewood. They practically run the school, tormenting anyone who doesn’t fit in. And they targeted Aurora the second she transferred in.”

Jeremy tilts his head slightly, processing the information, tapping his finger lightly against his pad. “Do any of them know about the accident that killed Penny?”

“I don’t know.” I try to remember if we ever talked about the accident, but my mind is still hazy with some details. “I just know they’re just like Regina. I’ve seen it firsthand, how girls like that need someone to tear down, to make themselves feel superior. Aurora wasn’t manipulative or playing games. She was just trying to survive all the cruelty.”

Jeremy leans back, still skeptical. “Regina seems convinced that Aurora wasn’t as innocent as she seemed.”

I cross my arms, anger tightening in my chest. “Of course she does. Regina’s just like them. Entitled and mean. She’s twisting everything to make Aurora look like the villain, when really, it was girls like her who made Aurora’s life miserable. I could give you a list of students who can back me up on that, too.”

Jeremy raises an eyebrow. “I’m just saying we can’t rule anything out. People change when they’re pushed to their limits.”

I stand, needing to move, the energy in my body restless and tense. “You didn’t know her, Tom. Aurora wasn’t someone who would manipulate or hurt people. She was just trying to survive high school. She had enough trouble at home with her parents, but here, everything seemed ramped up.”

Tom’s gaze hardens for a moment, and I catch a glimpse of doubt. “I get that you want to believe that. But sometimes we miss things, especially when we care about someone.”

I stop pacing, his words striking too close. “Oh, so, exactly why should we be so sure that Regina’s so innocent? Do you know her at all? Are you absolutely certain that her words aren’t as manipulative as she’s claiming Aurora is?”

I push out a heavy breath, shaking my head, instructing myself to calm down. I can already feel my heart pounding, and the last thing I want to happen is have Jeremy witness one of my attacks.

“Listen, she ratted out one of The Royals for cheating on a test. She didn’t mean to. She was just upset because she failed but the other girl didn’t, so she blurted it out. That girl needed to retake the test, and because of that, The Royals came at her. Hard.”

His silence says more than any answer could. He’s doubting me, and I can feel it. That creeping sensation settles deeper in my chest, and for the first time, I wonder if he’s questioning everything I’ve told him. He doesn’t trust my judgment.

Jeremy expression softens slightly, but there’s still a hint of something distant. “I’m just looking at the facts, Tessa. And right now, there’s more we don’t know than what we do.”

“Facts?” My voice wavers. “What facts do you even have? You’re starting to make me feel like you think I’ve been blind to everything. Like I don’t know what’s been happening right in front of me.”

Jeremy stands, his body tense. “You asked me to help. I’m doing my job, but I can’t ignore the possibility that Aurora wasn’t just a victim in all this. Maybe there were things going on you didn’t want to see.”

My chest tightens, and the room feels smaller, suffocating. “I didn’t miss anything,” I say, though the words feel hollow. “I know what I saw going on in my school. And I know who Aurora was.”

“Then let’s keep working to find out the rest. But you need to take a step back for a minute. You’re too close to this.”

I shake my head, feeling the tension rising. “No, Tom. You’re missing the point. Aurora’s dead. Someone killed her, and we’re sitting here debating what kind of person she was. We need to start thinking about why someone would want to hurt her.”

His gaze shifts, and for a moment, I see a flicker of understanding. But it’s quickly replaced with the same measured expression, the same skepticism.

“People get killed for a lot of reasons, Tessa. I suppose it could have been revenge. Like you said, high school girls can be mean.” He pauses a beat. “And, you’re right. Maybe Regina saw an opportunity.”

I don’t respond, because I’m not feeling that he’s actually believing his own words.

The distance between us feels like a rift that appeared out of nowhere. He’s supposed to be helping me, but instead, I can feel the doubt creeping into every word he says, every look he gives. Jeremy is no longer the ally I thought he was.

“Why don’t we break for tonight? We’ll regroup in the morning. Okay?” He waits for my response, but when I don’t give it, he grabs his notebook and heads toward the door, leaving me standing in the middle of the room, unsure of who to trust anymore—not even myself.

As his hand reaches for the doorknob, something makes him pause. He hesitates, then turns slightly, his expression unreadable. “Is there something about all of this that you’re not telling me?”

The question slices through the air like a knife, and I gape at him, words failing me. My blood starts pounding in my ears, drowning out the silence in the room.

“Excuse me?” My voice is thin, almost unrecognizable.

Jeremy doesn’t blink. His eyes stay locked on mine, searching, like he’s trying to read every flicker of emotion across my face. “You've been defensive all night, Tessa. I get it, you cared about Aurora, but if there's something more, if you're holding back, you need to be straight with me.”

My chest tightens. I can feel the heat rising to my face, the pulse of panic thrumming under my skin. “I’m not…I’m not hiding anything, Tom. I’m just trying to find out what happened to her. That’s it.”

“I told you, Tessa. I’m good at reading people. I know when someone’s lying. To me and…to themselves. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He opens the door and walks out, leaving me standing in the empty room, the echo of his question still hanging in the air. The silence closes in, heavy and unsettling.

Something’s shifted, and I can feel it, gnawing at the edge of my thoughts. It’s like the answer is right there, just beyond my reach—but I’m too afraid to find it.


Chapter Forty-One


It’s another sleepless night. I’m on the front porch, gripping a mug of coffee that’s gone cold, feeling the damp air settle over me. The neighborhood’s dead quiet. Every now and then, a stray sound creeps in—a branch creaks, a distant owl calls, the soft rustle of wind through the trees. Lakewood at night feels like it’s waiting for something. Maybe it’s waiting to swallow me whole.

Tom’s question won’t leave me. It circles in my mind, his voice steady, unshakable.

“Is there something about all of this that you’re not telling me?”

It’s not just the words. It’s the way he looked at me, like he already knew something I didn’t. Now, no matter how hard I try to settle, I can’t. My heart hasn’t stopped pounding since. There’s this jittery pull under my skin, like I’m on the edge of something, but I can’t figure out what.

The mug warms my palms, but it does nothing to ease the tightness in my chest. I’ve told Jeremy everything I know. At least everything I can remember. The doubt he planted feels like it’s spreading, pulling me into a loop of thoughts I can’t shake.

Every small noise—a crack, a whisper of wind—sets my nerves on edge. My mind keeps pulling me toward something, something I’m not seeing. Every time I try to grab hold, it slips.

It’s been like that for months. I’m desperate for relief, wanting so badly to scrape off the guilt and sorrow that cling to me. But it’s like there’s a stone wall, solid and immovable, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t break through.

Ethan’s right. I need help. I know that now. But what would it even change? I’ve already lost everything that mattered. My husband, my sister, my son—they’re gone. And Aurora, Rachel, probably the rest of my colleagues too. I can’t blame them. I can’t blame anyone. Not when I’m the one who can’t even trust herself anymore.

Aurora’s face flutters in my mind, and all I can see is the young girl, desperate to belong. She’d struggled for so long, but in those rare moments when she was happy, it was unmistakable. It lit her up, like she’d finally found a glimpse of what she was searching for.

I sip my lukewarm coffee, the taste tepid and bitter on my tongue. A soft breeze brushes by, forcing a slight shiver.

A light in the house across the street flickers on, and I watch as my neighbor steps outside, stretching her limbs before starting a slow jog to the end of her driveway. We've exchanged pleasantries in passing, the kind of neighborly gestures that never go beyond the surface. But in the last few months, even that faded.

I’m the one who pulled away.

She’s the kind of person who always seems to have her life together, early morning runs, a pristine yard, everything in order. I’m the complete opposite right now—barely hanging on by a thread, and I’m sure the whole neighborhood knows it by now.

The gossip likely have reached her too. After all, Lakewood is a small town, and they latch onto every new thing.

She pauses there, glancing my way, then down the street, as if trying to decide whether or not to approach.

Finally, I see through the darkness, her shoulders hunching as if she’s sighing, then she heads toward my house.

My chest tightens with the urge to retreat inside, to hide from another pair of prying eyes, but I can’t seem to find the will to move inside. The last thing I want, or need, is someone else digging into my life, asking questions I’m not ready to answer. I’ve had enough people poking around, trying to pry open parts of me I’m barely holding together.

“Hey,” she calls softly as she steps onto the curb across from my porch. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

I shake my head, tightening my grip around the mug. “No, it’s fine.” My voice sounds hollow, even to me.

She takes a deep breath, her gaze flickering around the quiet street before finally landing back on me. “I saw you and just wanted to check in. You…you’ve seemed a little…”

“Off?” I finish for her, offering a weak smile. “I guess that’s one way to put it.”

She looks down for a moment, almost as if she’s carefully forming her next words. “I’m sorry about to hear about what happened to Rachel Hancock. I know you were friends.”

I nod, my throat tight, words failing me. A burning heat spreads across my skin, a sharp prickle just beneath the surface, threatening to erupt. But I shove it down, as deep as I can, and force a smile I don’t feel.

“Thanks.”

She hesitates a moment. “I know people are talking, but I also know how fast things can spiral when everyone’s trying to fill in the gaps. I want you to know that whatever you’re going through now, I’m praying for you.”

For a moment, I don’t know how to respond. I’ve grown so used to the stares, the whispers, and the sideways glances that someone speaking plainly catches me off guard. But I’ve been burned too many times by people claiming good intentions—first Ethan, then Emily, and now Tom. Trusting a neighbor I haven’t spoken to in months is more than I’m willing to risk.

“I appreciate that,” I manage to say, my voice softer now. “But it’s…it’s complicated.”

“I can imagine,” she says, taking a cautious step closer to the edge of the porch. “Listen, I know we haven’t talked much, but if you ever need to vent, or just…not be alone, I’m around. Sometimes it helps to talk things through with someone who won’t make assumptions.”

I nod slowly, surprised at how much her offer touches me. Maybe it’s because it’s been so long since anyone’s spoken to me without a trace of judgment in their voice.

“Thanks,” I say, and for a moment, I feel the words sticking in my throat. “I’ve been…well, drowning, I guess. And honestly, I don’t even know where to start.”

She nods, a sympathetic look crossing her face. “You don’t have to explain it all now. But if you need an ear, I’m here.”

We fall into a comfortable silence, and for the first time in what feels like forever, I don’t feel like I’m being watched or scrutinized.

Her gaze flicks to the quiet street before returning to me. “I’ve been meaning to ask…and maybe this isn’t my place, but I’ve noticed things have been different for you since, well…what happened a few years ago.” Her voice lowers, as if afraid to say it too loudly, like the memory itself is fragile.

My grip tightens around the mug, but I force myself to stay still. “What do you mean?”

She glances down, then back up, her eyes soft with what looks like regret. “I should’ve reached out sooner back then, but I didn’t. I guess I thought you had people around you.”

She hesitates, her fingers brushing the edge of her sleeve of her tracksuit.

“Then I saw your ex-husband with Emily at that new restaurant a few months ago. After that, I noticed you seemed…lonely.”

A few months ago. The realization that’ve been having an affair for that long seems to be kicking me in the gut. I’d been blind to it, and I hate myself for it.

She speaks again, slowly, as if trying to make sure she says the right things. “It’s not very neighborly to sit back and not do anything. When I saw you just now, I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “I just felt like I should talk to you.”

Her words sit heavy in the air between us, the memory of that night flickering at the edges of my mind. I push it back down, refusing to let it surface. “It’s okay,” I murmur, though the tension in my chest says otherwise. “Really. I’ve been fine.”

She gives me a look like she doesn’t quite believe me but chooses not to press. “I’ll let you get back to your night,” she says, turning to jog back down the driveway. “But remember, if you need to talk, just knock.”

I watch her fade into the darkness, and as soon as she’s gone, an overwhelming sense of isolation washes over me. The quiet night closes in, and the familiar prickling sensation creeps back beneath my skin, sharper than before, and I can’t seem to force it back down.


Chapter Forty-Two


I stumble back inside, legs wobbling beneath me as though the ground is slipping away. My breath is ragged, each inhale feeling as though I’m choking on air, and my heart feels trapped in my throat, beating erratically, like it’s trying to escape.

The voices—those voices buried deep in my mind—start to resurface, creeping out of the shadows. They're nothing clear, just unsettling murmurs, like ghosts haunting the corners of my thoughts. A reminder that I'm losing control, slipping further away.

My hand clutches the mug, fingers stiff and unsteady, like it’s the only thing anchoring me to reality. I move toward the kitchen sink, but the room seems to tilt and spin, my vision narrowing, blurring at the edges. Before I can set the mug down, my hand betrays me.

The ceramic crashes to the floor, shattering with a sound that splits the air. Shards spin out in every direction, scattering like the fragments of my mind, too many pieces to collect. I blink down at the mess, but the mess inside me is louder, sharper.

I can’t breathe. My chest feels like it’s caving in.

Without thinking, I lunge for my handbag hanging on the hook by the door. My hands fumble, knocking it to the floor as I tip it upside down, dumping everything out in a desperate mess. Lipstick rolls away. Receipts flutter like useless scraps of my life. I dig frantically, pawing through the chaos, until my fingers curl around the bottle.

Empty.

No. No, no, no.

A sob claws its way out of my throat, sharp and raw. My breath comes in jagged gasps, and I’m choking on nothing but the panic rising inside me. My chest tightens further, the edges of the room closing in. I stumble toward the stairs, my vision swimming, my body running on pure instinct.

The bathroom. Pills in the bathroom. There have to be pills.

I half-fall, half-run up the stairs, slamming into the walls with each step. My limbs feel disconnected, like I’m not really in my own body anymore, just a puppet, dragged along by strings I can’t control.

I reach the bathroom, yanking open the medicine cabinet, my hands shaking so badly that bottles topple out—painkillers, vitamins, cough syrup—everything but the one thing I need.

No pills. No relief.

I’m gasping now, pulling at the air like it’s water, like I’m drowning. The mirror reflects back a face I don’t recognize—pale, wild, broken. My reflection blurs as my eyes fill with tears. I blink them away, but they just keep coming.

This can’t be happening. I can’t do this. I need them—I need them now.

Staggering back into the bedroom, I yank open the drawer, rifling through it with shaking hands. Books, papers, everything tumbles onto the floor, but I keep searching, tearing through the drawer like a woman possessed.

But there’s nothing. No pills. No escape.

I collapse to my knees, my body folding in on itself, like I’m crumbling under the weight of it all. My head falls forward, and I press my palms against the cold floor, my chest heaving with sobs I can’t control anymore. The tears sting, burning hot against my cheeks, and I blink rapidly, trying to fight them, trying to hold on to anything left of myself.

“Come on, Tessa. You can fight this.” The words spill out in a whisper, trembling and fragile. My own voice sounds distant, like it belongs to someone else. It’s not me anymore, just a stranger trying desperately to pull me back from the edge.

“One,” I whisper, forcing myself to breathe. “Two.”

But the panic is louder. The breathing exercises that are supposed to help, supposed to calm me—they aren’t working. My chest keeps tightening, the air keeps slipping away, and I can’t escape it.

I’m nowhere near the truth. My mind keeps replaying moments, fragmented memories, things I don’t want to remember, and I’m trying to push them back, but they keep coming, uninvited.

Ethan. Taking Lucas.

Detective Harris. Watching me, waiting for me to slip up.

Rachel, gone.

Aurora…gone, too. And it’s my fault.

“Stop. Stop.” I squeeze my eyes shut, but the darkness makes it worse. The memories, the guilt—they claw at me, sharper and louder in the black. Emily—my own sister—betrayed me.

I can’t breathe.

The panic keeps crawling up my spine, tightening its grip around my throat. I try again, dragging in a breath, forcing the numbers. “Three. Four.” But it doesn’t matter. I can’t make it to five. I can’t make it past the fear.

“Get it together, Tessa,” I gasp out, my hands trembling violently now, fingers curling into fists so hard it hurts. But it feels like I’m trying to hold onto sand—everything is slipping away, slipping through my fingers, and I can’t stop it.

I stumble to my feet, legs shaking as I make my way toward the stairs. My throat is dry, so dry, and I think maybe water will help. Maybe it will steady me.

But when I reach the last step, my foot catches, and I fall. Hard. The ground rushes up to meet me, pain shooting up my back, my arms, but I don’t move. I just lie there, face down on the floor, and for a moment, everything is still.

Everything hurts, but I don’t move. I can’t.

The silence presses down on me, and for the first time, I wonder if maybe, maybe it would be easier to just stay down.

The world would be better without Tessa Parker in it.

Lucas is better off with Ethan. He doesn’t need me—he never really did. All I’ve ever done is hurt him, drag him into the chaos of my life. I’ve been unstable, unreliable, and I’m sure he’s seen it. He knows I’m not the mother he deserves. Ethan’s right to keep him away from me.

If I can’t trust myself, how can I expect Lucas to? How can I expect anyone to? I’ve lost everything—my marriage, my job, my friends. I’ve been spiraling, and now I can’t even hold myself together long enough to protect him. What kind of mother is that?

I wanted so badly to keep him close, to believe that I could be the one he needs, but maybe Ethan’s right. Maybe it’s better this way. Maybe it’s safer. He deserves stability. He deserves someone who’s not constantly on the edge of falling apart.

He deserves better than me.

Slowly, I peel myself off the floor, shifting into a sitting position, my back against the wall. My breath is still ragged, but it's easing. Through blurry eyes, I blink away the tears, my vision clearing bit by bit.

And that’s when I see it.

From this angle, beneath the small table by the stairs, a faint glimmer of orange catches my eye—a pill bottle, hidden in the shadows, overlooked in my frantic state.

I crawl toward it, my hands trembling as I reach for the bottle, pulling it into the light. Take one by mouth as needed for anxiety. The label stares back at me, a cruel reminder of how far I've slipped.

I twist off the cap, my breath hitching as I stare inside. One pill. Just one.

My heart races again, but this time, it’s not from panic—it’s from relief.

I clutch the bottle tightly, my fingers shaking. It's the answer I’ve been desperately searching for, the escape I've needed. But as I sit there, staring at that single pill, something shifts inside me.

I could give in—one more time, just to get through this night. To push away the fear, the guilt, the spiraling thoughts. It’s right here, within reach. But after this, then what?

I hesitate, frozen, my breath uneven. The pill is so small, so simple. Yet it holds so much power over me.

I want to take it, feel that calm wash over me, drown out the chaos for just a little longer. But as my fingers hover over the pill, I pause. Is this what I want? Is this how I face what’s coming?

Slowly, I close my hand around the pill, but I don’t take it. Not yet.

Because now, more than ever, I need to face this with a clear mind.


Chapter Forty-Three


The pill feels heavy in my hand, like it's carrying the weight of all the mistakes I've made. My breath has steadied, but the urge to take it is still there, pressing down on me.

It would be so simple, too simple, to give in again. But now I see what it's done, how it’s twisted everything, leaving me tangled in a reality I can barely understand.

Using the table for support, I pull to my feet, a groan escaping as pain shoots throughout my body.

I move toward the kitchen, my legs barely cooperating, dragging me forward.

My fingers curl around the sink’s edge as I stare at the pill. It’s small. So small. Yet somehow, it’s grown to mean everything. The choices I made, the things I lost, the moments I barely remember—it all comes back to this.

This pill was supposed to keep the world together, keep the cracks from spreading, but it did the opposite. It blurred everything. The lines between right and wrong, between guilt and innocence, between who I was and who I’ve become. All of it twisted, reshaped by something so tiny.

And still, it pulls me. Just one more. One more to quiet the noise, the ache, the confusion. That’s the lie, though, isn’t it? One more never makes anything better. It just pushes the truth away for a little longer.

Before I can change my mind, I drop the pill into the sink, turning on the garbage disposal. The grinding sound jars my senses, a violent, guttural noise that feels like it’s tearing something loose inside me.

The pill vanishes, ground into nothing, and yet the noise keeps going, echoing the turmoil in my head. It’s unsettling—relentless—but there’s something final about it, like the chaos in me being swallowed by the machine, leaving an uneasy quiet in its wake.

A gasping sob escapes me, and my body trembles as I turn to face the empty kitchen. My gaze drifts to the clock on the wall. It’s only ten o’clock, but it feels like the night has stretched on forever. I know I should try to sleep, but I feel too worn out to even think about it.

The house is quiet, too quiet, as I start picking up the broken pieces of the mug, the sharp edges slipping through my fingers. The faint sound of ceramic clinking against the dustpan is barely enough to break the stillness, but I keep moving, sweeping up the scattered contents of my handbag from the floor.

Eventually, I drag myself upstairs. After tossing everything back into the bedside drawer, I change into my sleep shorts and a tank top. The fabric feels cool against my skin as I crawl under the covers, and pull it to my chin, curling into a tight ball.

Tomorrow will come, whether I’m ready or not. It’ll bring more trouble, more questions I can’t answer. But I have to stop running from it. I have to take back control, no matter what it takes.

There’s a noise. Soft, faint, almost too quiet to notice.

It’s probably nothing. Just the house creaking, settling as old houses do in the night. But the sound echoes in my mind, nagging at me like a whisper just out of reach. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle as I try to convince myself it's my imagination.

But then it comes again—softer this time, but definitely there. A creak. A shift. My heartbeat quickens, and I throw off the covers, my feet hitting the floor before I can think twice.

I move cautiously through the hallway, the wooden floor cold beneath my feet. My breath comes in shallow, quiet bursts as I make my way to the front door, the handle feeling solid and cold in my hand as I check the lock. It’s secure. I knew it would be, but I need to be sure.

My hands trembling, I fumble with the lock before finally easing the door open. A rush of cold air sweeps inside, biting at my skin. I step onto the porch, wrapping my arms around myself, though it does little to ward off the chill. The neighborhood lies in shadow, every house bathed in darkness except for one faint light glowing in the distance.

A dog barks somewhere far off, its sound muffled by the stillness that clings to the night. Crickets chirp in the distance, their steady rhythm the only sign of life. But everything else—the street, the houses, the trees—is unnervingly quiet.

Stepping back inside, I close the door, locking it behind me, then move to the back door, the same creeping sensation at the edge of my mind. I check that lock to find it’s still bolted tight. The house is secure.

But the feeling won’t go away. There’s something else. A presence I can’t explain, something that’s making my skin crawl. I turn, glancing around the kitchen as if expecting something to jump out of the shadows.

Then my eyes catch something sitting on the kitchen table.

At first, I don’t register what I’m seeing.

Aurora’s bracelet.

It wasn’t there before.

I stop in my tracks, my breath catching in my throat. The little silver charm gleams faintly in the dim light, the blue star dangling from its chain. My mind races, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing. I haven’t touched it since I found it in my jewelry box, hidden away like a secret waiting to be uncovered.

But here it is. On the table, where I couldn’t miss it. Like it’s taunting me.

I take a step back, the world tilting slightly as my mind scrambles for answers. How? How could it be here? The house was locked. No one’s been inside. I checked. I know I did.

The edges of the room blur, my vision narrowing to the bracelet. Just the bracelet, and nothing else.

The truth is staring at me, clear as day.

Someone’s been here. Someone was in the house while I was upstairs.

The cold grip of fear tightens around my chest, and I can’t breathe.

Because whoever was here…is still watching.

“Hello?” My voice cracks, barely a whisper against the silence of the night. The word feels small, swallowed by the darkness surrounding me. “Who's here?”

No answer. The house is silent, the kind that feels unnatural. I grip the nearby counter, scanning the kitchen.

I reach for the knife block, my hand shaking as I drag a knife free. Its weight feels awkward, unsteady in my trembling grip. I force myself to tighten my hold, taking a small, shaky breath as I scan the empty room again.

“Who’s there? I’ve got a weapon.” I glance toward my iPhone, charging on the counter. Quickly, I make a dash toward it.

As I unlock it, my fingers tremble too much to scroll smoothly. I fumble through my contacts, searching for Detective Harris’s number, but the lack of sleep, and the lateness of the night is catching up to me. My thoughts are jumbled, racing too fast for me to focus.

“Come on, come on,” I mutter to myself, my voice barely audible in the eerie silence. The phone finally lands on his contact. Just as I’m about to press call, from behind me, a voice slithers through the air, low and mocking.

“I never thought it would be this entertaining, watching you fall apart…piece by piece.”

The voice is eerily familiar—chilling, taunting. My heart freezes in my chest, and I stand there, too terrified to turn around, knowing exactly whose voice that is.


Chapter Forty-Four


Slowly, I force myself to turn around, the knife still clutched tightly in my hand.

And there she is.

Aurora stands in the doorway, her slim figure casting a shadow that stretches across the floor. Her face, framed by blonde curls under a wide-brimmed hat, looks hauntingly familiar. Her jeans and tank top seem casual, but her cold eyes and smile say she’s here to play a game I’ve already lost.

She locks her gaze on mine, cold and unblinking.

“Aurora?” My voice barely rises above a whisper, hoarse with disbelief. “You’re…”

“Alive?” She tilts her head slightly, that twisted smile spreading wider across her face. Her eyes gleam with something icy, something that makes my pulse race. “Surprised?”

“H…h…how? I saw your body.” My gaze flicks to the tattoo on her wrist. It’s unmistakable. Detective Harris saw it, too. I didn’t imagine it.

She lets out a soft, almost musical laugh, her voice dripping with mockery. “Oh, poor Ms. Parker.” She steps closer, her tone dark and sing-song, with a cruel sweetness that makes my stomach churn. “You didn’t think it would be that easy to escape me, did you?”

Her grin widens as she watches the shock spread across my face.

“I’ve always been two steps ahead. You’ve been dancing to my tune all along.”

Her words hang in the air, thick and suffocating. My legs feel like they’re going to give out any second, but I force myself to stay upright, gaze locked on her. I take a shaky step back, my hand gripping the counter behind me for balance.

Aurora steps forward again, her movements slow, like a predator toying with prey. “This revenge has turned out even better than I anticipated. I almost didn’t want it to end. You were so close to taking that last pill. I have to commend you for fighting against it. Addiction’s not easy, Ms. Parker.”

Her voice drips with mock sympathy, and the cruel edge in her words slices through me. I can’t stop the tremble in my voice.

“I…I don’t understand, Aurora. Why? Why did you fake your death? And who…”

“Who was the poor soul at Lakewood Resort?” She cuts me off with a smirk, her eyes gleaming with dark satisfaction. “That was my best friend. Well…” Aurora pauses, her expression hardening as she leans in closer, her voice dropping to something darker. “Former best friend. Charlotte Masters.”

I blink, struggling to process her words, but she keeps going. We’re circling each other in the kitchen, like two opponents locked in a tense, deadly dance.

“It was simple, really,” she says, her tone so casual it’s chilling. “I convinced her we were still close. She was so desperate to believe we were friends again, I even got her to get a tattoo like mine.”

She holds up her arm, the purple ink dark and unmistakable.

“And when the time was right, I used her,” Aurora says, her voice now razor-sharp. She steps closer, her breath cold against my skin. “I killed her, dumped her body, and let everyone think it was me.”

Her laugh is sharp, almost hysterical, and it makes my skin crawl. My stomach churns as her words sink in. She’s been orchestrating everything—every step, every detail. And I never saw it coming.

“But why?” I whisper, my voice barely audible, my throat tight with disbelief. “Why do this? I was trying to help you.”

Aurora’s laughter shatters the air again, but this time it’s cold, hollow. She steps closer, her smile fading as something darker twists her face.

“Help me? You think you were helping me?” Her voice cracks, the mask slipping, revealing the rage simmering beneath. “You were the one who killed my best friend! You murdered Penny. It was your car that hit us. You took her away from me.”

I instinctively shake my head, trying to reject her words. “What? No…that’s not true. I would remember something like that.”

Aurora’s face contorts with anger, her voice rising, shaking with fury. “You don’t remember because you buried it! You just walked away like it didn’t mean anything. Like Penny didn’t mean anything!”

I take another step back, panic rising, the air closing in around me. “I didn’t…I don’t…” My voice cracks, my thoughts spinning, grasping for something that makes sense.

Aurora’s eyes narrow, and she steps forward again, her voice low and venomous. “You think you can hide behind your pills and pretend it didn’t happen? You can’t run from this, Ms. Parker. You can’t hide from the truth. You killed her. And now…” A slow smile spreads across her face. “You’re going to pay for it.”

Her words hit me like a sledgehammer, and suddenly, the room feels too small, too suffocating. The walls close in, and my legs threaten to buckle beneath me. I can’t breathe, can’t think. All I can see is the raw fury in her eyes, the truth twisting into something monstrous.

“No…no, that’s not what happened,” I stammer, but the words feel hollow, weak, like they’re slipping through my fingers.

Aurora’s lips curl into a twisted grin, her voice low, mocking. “Oh, but it is. And I’ve been waiting so long for this. To watch you unravel. To see you fall apart. And it’s been even better than I ever imagined.” Her voice drops to a soft, cruel whisper. “This is only the beginning, Ms. Parker. You’re going to lose everything—just like I did.”

Aurora steps closer, pulling something from her back pocket. She holds it up, inches from my face—a crumpled newspaper clipping. My heart stops as I read the bold headline: “Lakewood High Counselor’s Negligence Leads to Teen Death.”

Below it, a black-and-white photo of Penny Blakely stares back at me, her face hauntingly familiar, right next to mine. A chill runs down my spine.

I killed her.

The words echo in my head as memories start to fall into place, sharp and painful. A gasp escapes me as the truth crashes down.

Aurora leans in, her voice low but laced with dark satisfaction. “Ah, I see you’re starting to remember now, Ms. Parker,” she whispers. “Good. Because your forgetting wouldn’t make this nearly as satisfying.”

“It was an accident, Aurora. I lost control of my car. It was raining,” I whisper, feeling the tears burning my eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

Aurora scoffs. “That doesn’t cut it, Ms. Parker. You getting off with a slap on the wrist does not cut it!”

“Neither does you murdering Charlotte,” I snap, anger flaring through the fear. “She was just an innocent young woman.”

Aurora leans in, her eyes gleaming with a manic energy. “Innocent? Innocence is a lie, Ms. Parker. No one’s ever innocent…not Charlotte, not Coach Thompson, and certainly not you.”

I feel my heart pounding in my chest, trying to keep up with the whirlwind of her words. “What…what are you talking about?”

She smiles, the kind of smile that sends ice down your spine. “Charlotte was just a pawn. Coach Thompson’s skeletons were perfect. Sure, he’s respected, has been around forever, but people have always whispered about him behind his back. I made sure to fan those flames, making it look like he had something to do with my disappearance. I can’t believe you actually thought he killed Ava Winter. That sleaze doesn’t have it in him to kill anyone. He’s all talk, all bark, no bite.”

She’s orchestrated everything, and I’ve been blind to it all.

“What about Rachel?” I ask, my voice trembling. “Did you kill her too?”

Aurora’s lips twist into a cruel smile, her voice dropping to a mocking whisper. “Mrs. Hancock was a loose end. She caught me at the school the night you broke into Coach’s office. I couldn’t let her ruin my plans. So I needed to silence her.”

I stagger backward, my body trembling as the horror of her confession sinks in. “You…you killed her because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time? She was my friend, Aurora. She’d been nothing but good to you!”

Aurora’s expression sharpens, her smile gone. “She got in my way, Ms. Parker. And I don’t let anyone get in my way.”

My body trembles, the realization of how deeply her manipulations go sinking in. “You’re insane,” I whisper.

Aurora tilts her head, her voice soft, mockingly sweet. “Maybe. But insanity’s just a matter of perspective, don’t you think?” She takes a slow step closer. “You see, Ms. Parker, you’ve lost your standing in society. No one will believe you. They'll just think you finally cracked under the pressure.”

“They’ll find out the body is really Charlotte’s,” I tell her.

Aurora scoffs. “I’ll be long gone before that happens. Don’t you get it? I’ve been there, right under everyone’s nose. That’s what happens when no one ever sees you…when no one ever notices you. They’ll never see me slipping away.”

I back away as she steps closer, the madness in her eyes growing with every word.

“I let you think you were unraveling, that you were losing your grip on reality. I wanted to see how far you’d fall. And oh, how you fell. Watching you squirm, watching you question everything…that was the real fun.”

Tears blur my vision as Aurora stands just inches away, her voice dropping to a low, chilling whisper. “But now…now it’s time for the grand finale. And I’m going to enjoy every second of it.”


Chapter Forty-Five


As a wave of panic hits me, I swing the knife wildly at Aurora, but she’s faster than I anticipated. She dodges, and we both fall to the ground, tangled in a vicious struggle. My body slams against the cold tile with a thud, the knife skittering from my grasp. I roll on top of her, gripping her wrists, but her strength surges, twisting and shoving me with more power than I thought possible.

Her elbow catches me in the ribs, and a sharp pain shoots through my side. I gasp, loosening my hold for just a second—long enough for her to buck me off. I hit the kitchen floor hard, my head spinning, and scramble on my hands and knees, desperate to get up. But before I can find my footing, she grabs my ankle and yanks me back.

A loud crash echoes as we slam into a cabinet. The kitchen fills with the sound of grunts and gasps, the clatter of a chair knocking over, and the scrape of my shoes against the floor as I struggle to overpower her.

Aurora is relentless, climbing on my back, pinning me with brutal force. I twist violently, flinging my elbow back, catching her in the shoulder. She grunts but doesn’t let go.

We roll, tangled together, until we crash into the side of the table. It tilts, knocking a vase to the floor with a sharp smash, glass shattering across the tiles. The noise is deafening in the confined space, fueling the panic thundering in my chest.

With a surge of adrenaline, I kick out, managing to dislodge her grip. I jump to my feet, dashing for the front door. A lamp flies against the door, narrowly missing my head with a sharp bang.

Aurora seizes the moment, slamming into me, and we both tumble again, the walls shaking with the force. Her hand grabs a fistful of my hair, jerking my head back.

“You can’t escape this, Ms. Parker!” she hisses, her voice dripping with fury as she yanks me back toward the center of the room.

Gritting my teeth, I twist, blindly grabbing for anything to push her off. My fingers find the base of the fallen lamp, and I swing it as hard as I can. The solid metal base collides with her shoulder with a sickening thud.

She staggers back, letting go just long enough for me to catch my breath.

“Aurora, stop, just think about what you’re doing,” I gasp, my chest rising and falling in sharp spurts. My eyes lock onto hers, searching for any flicker of reason, but I know—deep down—I won’t be able to talk her down. She’s too far gone.

“No one gets off,” Aurora hisses, her eyes wild, her body coiled like a predator about to strike again. “No one’s without punishment.”

Just as she starts to move toward me again, a loud knock comes at the door, cutting through the tension like a blade. Both of us freeze, turning our gaze toward the sound.

“Tessa? You okay in there? I thought I heard something,” comes the muffled voice of my neighbor.

For a split second, the room is still. My neighbor’s voice feels distant, unreal in the chaos. Aurora’s eyes flick to the door, her face twisting in irritation, but her focus quickly snaps back to me, her jaw clenched.

I open my mouth, ready to scream for help, but Aurora’s eyes narrow, daring me. A thin, twisted smile forms on her lips as she inches forward, her voice barely above a whisper, dripping with menace. “Go ahead. Let’s see who they believe.”

The silence between us stretches unbearably as my neighbor’s voice fades. Aurora's eyes flick back to me, a dangerous glint darkening her gaze. She steps forward again, her hands balled into fists, ready to strike.

Without thinking, I dive for the fallen lamp again, my fingers trembling as they close around its heavy base. I hoist it up just in time as Aurora lunges at me, her arms outstretched like claws. She runs toward me, her eyes filled with rage.

Desperate, I swing the lamp wildly, the metal base connecting with the side of her head with a sickening crack. The impact reverberates up my arm as the blow knocks her sideways. She stumbles, a dazed look flickering across her face before she crumples to the floor.

For a moment, there’s nothing but the sound of my ragged breathing and the dull ringing in my ears. Aurora lies there, unmoving, her body limp and twisted on the floor. The room feels eerily quiet, the adrenaline still surging through me, my hands shaking as I drop the lamp to the ground with a hollow thud.

I take a step back, my mind racing to process what just happened. Aurora—finally—knocked out cold, her chest rising and falling in slow, shallow breaths. Relief washes over me, but it’s shaky, fragile, like it could break at any moment.

My knees hit the ground, as I stare at her body, exhausted and trembling. I want to move, to call for help, but all I can do is sit there, too numb to do anything but watch the woman who nearly destroyed everything.
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“You were lucky, Ms. Parker,” Detective Harris says, his voice low as he glances toward the house. His words linger in the air, heavy with meaning.

I nod weakly, the words barely registering. My throat feels dry, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to find my voice. The flashing lights of the police cars bathe the neighborhood in an eerie, unsettling glow.

Neighbors are stepping out of their house, watching the events in my world.

I sit on the edge of the ambulance, a blanket wrapped tightly around my shoulders, but it does little to chase away the cold gnawing at me from the inside.

My neighbor had been my salvation. She’d heard the commotion after returning from her evening run, sensing something was off, and called the police. Without her…I don’t know how much longer I would have lasted. The thought sends a fresh wave of nausea through me. It wasn’t just my body that nearly broke tonight—it was my mind.

The paramedics hover around me, checking my pulse, my blood pressure. But I barely register their presence. I’m stuck in the spiral of my own thoughts, replaying every second of the last few hours. It feels like a bad dream I can’t wake up from. Yet, the bruises on my skin, the blood on my hands—they’re real. Too real.

I flex my fingers, still sticky with dried blood, my mind flashing back to the moment when I thought it was all over—when I was sure she’d kill me. I didn’t just fight for my life tonight, I fought to survive the weight of all the things I’ve buried for years. Things I wasn’t ready to face.

Harris stands by the ambulance, notepad in hand, his eyes never leaving me. I’ve just told him everything—how Aurora faked her death, how she manipulated me and everyone else, and how she finally came to finish the job.

It seems he believes me, or at least, he’s starting to. But even so, I can’t tell if it’s relief or guilt weighing on me. I survived, but just barely.

“You’ll need to give a formal statement,” Harris says, his tone softening. There’s something almost gentle in his voice now, a rare thing for him. “But for now, you should rest. You’ve been through a lot. Do you have anywhere else to stay tonight?”

My first thought is Ethan. The instinct to call him, to tell him everything, almost rises to the surface. But I push it away, shaking my head. That part of my life is over, and dragging him into this mess wouldn’t help anyone.

“Well, we can arrange for you to stay in a hotel room,” Harris says after a brief pause, sensing my reluctance. His words are practical, but there’s an underlying sympathy in them.

I nod, my voice still caught in the exhaustion and fear.

My gaze drifts over to the ambulance, where the paramedics loading Aurora into the back. Her face is pale, her eyes closed, but she’s alive.

The doors of the ambulance close with a heavy thud, and the sirens wail to life, fading into the night as the vehicle pulls away. I watch it disappear down the street. I should feel relief, I know I should. But all I feel is exhaustion—the kind that seeps into your bones, the kind you can’t shake even with sleep.

I sit there, my hands trembling under the blanket. The past few weeks feel like a lifetime, like I’ve been dragged through the darkest parts of my mind and barely made it out.


Chapter Forty-Six


“How do you feel, Tessa?” My therapist leans back in his chair, one leg crossed over the other. A pad rests in his lap, and he holds a pen as he studies me.

I don’t answer right away. Instead, I stare at the floor, counting the seconds ticking by. My stomach twists, but it’s not from hunger. It’s the ache of guilt, of knowing I’ve missed too much already. Too much of Lucas. Too much of everything.

Aurora may be behind bars, but her presence still lingers, like a shadow I can’t escape. Even from a distance, I can feel her—her angry words cutting into me, sharper now that the truth of the accident has come back in full force.

I remember it all too clearly. The panic, the suffocating weight in my chest after Ethan told me he was leaving. I’d fumbled for a pill, desperate for relief, and when it slipped from my hand, I leaned over to grab it. The car swerved, veering across the double yellow line, and in that single, fractured moment, everything changed. Penny Blakely’s life ended. Mine should have, too.

Guilt wrapped itself around me that day and never let go, though I buried it deep. I walked away without a scratch, but it haunted me. So I did what I knew best—I pushed it down, shoved it out of sight, out of mind. And the pills helped, at least for a while. But every time that guilt clawed its way back to the surface, I’d take another pill. Then another.

“Tessa?” Dr. Johnson’s voice cuts through my thoughts, and I look at him through my eyelashes.

“What did you say?”

“How do you feel today?”

I pause, the words tangled in my throat. What should I say? That I feel like a shell of who I once was? That the guilt gnaws at me, even when I try to bury it beneath layers of medication? I swallow hard, forcing the air back into my lungs.

“Honestly? I feel…hollow.” My voice cracks, and I look away. “Like I’m still trying to outrun something that’s always been there. I thought I could forget, but I didn’t. I just…numbed it. But it’s still there, underneath everything. And I don’t know if I’ll ever escape it.”

Dr. Johnson nods, his pen gliding across the notepad, mirroring the way I used to jot down thoughts when counseling my students. When I counseled Aurora.

“After everything you’ve been through, it's completely understandable,” he says, his voice measured, as though he’s rehearsed these lines a hundred times.

I scoff, shaking my head. “Understandable? It’s a mess. I caused someone’s death. Maybe it was an accident, but it’s still my fault. That one second…it changed everything. For everyone.”

Dr. Johnson looks at me with that practiced, gentle smile, the one I’ve seen in my own mirror when trying to comfort students. “One second doesn’t define a life, Tessa. You’re here now, and that matters. You move forward one step at a time.”

“And how exactly do I do that?”

He leans back, letting a brief silence stretch between us. “You take it one day at a time. That’s all you can do.”

I glance at the clock on the wall, sensing the session winding down. Dr. Johnson notices too, sighing softly. “I’m afraid that’s all we have for today. Same time next week?”

I nod, forcing a smile that feels tight, almost unnatural. “Yeah, sure.”

As I leave the office, the cool air outside hits me, crisp and refreshing. I head toward my car, but once in the driver’s seat, I don’t know where to go. My hands grip the steering wheel, white-knuckled, and I find myself driving aimlessly through town.

Before I realize it, I’m at the Lakewood Park. My heart clenches, and for a moment, I consider leaving, but then I see them.

Ethan and Emily, sitting on a bench. His arm is draped casually over her shoulder, her head resting on him like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

My chest tightens painfully, but I can’t look away. My gaze dart across the playground, searching.

And then I see him.

Lucas. His tiny frame is sliding down the playground slide, laughing, his joy so pure it stabs me. He toddles over to them, reaching for Emily’s hand, tugging her toward the swings. She goes willingly, helping him into it and giving him a gentle push.

I roll down the window, just enough to hear his laughter. It’s light, carefree, the kind that once echoed through my home. Now it feels like it belongs to someone else.

My throat tightens. My fingers grip the door handle instinctively, but I don’t open it. I don’t move.

I watch as Emily pushes Lucas higher, their faces lit with smiles. And for a fleeting moment, I let myself imagine that it’s me standing there, my hands on the swing, my voice coaxing laughter from him.

But it’s not me.

I’m here, on the outside, watching my son live a life I’m no longer a part of. Desperation claws at me, an overwhelming urge to run to him, to take his hand, to be the one pushing the swing. But something keeps me still, frozen behind the wheel.

What if I’m just a ghost in this moment, already erased from their lives?

I swallow the lump in my throat, gripping the steering wheel so hard my knuckles ache. And then, slowly, I roll the window back up, shutting out the sound of my son’s laughter.

The park fades in the rearview mirror as I drive away. My hands are trembling, but I keep driving. One day at a time, Dr. Johnson said. One foot in front of the other.

But right now, I can’t help feeling like I’m walking in circles, forever stuck just beyond the reach of the life I used to have.
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