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Prologue
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CHRISTMAS EVE

Her body thrashed beneath me, her arms and legs flopping like a dying fish. 

I snickered. “You’re only wearing yourself out.” 

It didn’t take long before I could feel the life draining from her limbs. Her body sagged into my arms, and the sharp color of her eyes faded as her mouth went slack.

A blast of frigid air pierced my lungs, the kind of cold that turns your skin icy. A confetti of flurries swirled through the full trees, performing a final death dance.

I stared down at her lifeless form. Tiny snowflakes floated atop her nose and forehead, transforming her once-pretty face into a portrait of leprosy. Her eyes, which once shined with happiness and hope, locked onto something far away, filled now with only emptiness. It was as if she had never lived at all. All that energy she put into life drained within minutes.

How glorious. 

I closed my eyes and sucked in the arctic air, smiling with pleasure. It was finally done. All my hard work, all the waiting, had been worth it.

I let the body drop to the ground as I glanced around me and smiled, knowing the closest living beings were blocks away, occupied by last-minute Christmas shopping.

Shops opened their doors extra early this morning. Twinkling red and green lights framed department store windows and store signs. Eager shoppers were too busy to notice the dark shift in the forest, the smell of death and justice. 

Grabbing hold of her ankles, I huffed as the weight of her body pinched painfully into my arms. I dragged the body between the cluster of trees, her head bumping against exposed roots and small rocks. The damp smell of branches filled my nose as sharp leaves scratched at my arms.

A small pool of sweat trickled down my forehead. I paused to catch my breath, my heart leaping with excitement, not unlike the thrashing fit she’d made moments ago.

At last, we came to the clearing.

Carefully, I lowered the body to the ground, which was surrounded by a few errant pine needles. I peered above me. Snowy moss covered the limbs of skeletal trees like leprous arms of a diseased body. Glancing back down at her dead form, I chuckled. This disease was gone.

Inhaling the fresh piney smell of the trees, I looked at the body one last time, admiring its final submission into non-existence.
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Chapter One
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THREE WEEKS AGO

“Oh my gosh, you did not just say that!” Denise swatted Jack’s arm as he jumped away, laughing.

Audrey rolled her eyes. “He only said it because you know it’s true.”

“Is not!” Denise protested.

Jack had accused Denise of being lovesick. Ever since Denise agreed to go out with Ronny Davis, Audrey and Jack ceaselessly teased her. It was true Denise had a crush on him, and after one date, she’d been bummed when he didn’t ask her out again.

Of course, as much as she tried to convince herself she was over Ronny, she wasn’t, not entirely. And her best friends knew that very well. Still, that was no reason to call her out on it. In a school as small as Bliss High, the second anyone heard anything about you, everybody knew about it.

Maybe it was best to forget Ronny, as much as she didn’t want to. 

“Can you believe Lila and Jade? As if they didn’t get enough attention already,” Audrey scoffed as she threw her hand in the direction of the overboard Christmas decorations.

The two most popular girls of Bliss High had gotten their parents to donate extra funds to decorate the entire school this past week. There wasn’t a room void of the Christmas spirit. Even the cafeteria had been plastered with decorations.

“I’m about to vomit Christmas,” Audrey complained. She stuck a finger inside her mouth and made a gagging noise. “And you know they’re only doing it to ensure one of them gets to be the Christmas Ball queen.”

“I think it’s nice,” Denise said, admiring the sparkling lights and plastic figurines of Santa and his reindeer.

“I don’t know why they bother.” Audrey dumped the rest of her lunch into a nearby trash can. “It’s not like we’re going to forget.”

“Gee, Audrey, you sound a little darker than usual,” Jack quipped.

Once upon a time, Bliss High had been the ideal school, a perfect place with the highest test scores in the nation and the best academic reputation. Until five years ago, when someone named Natalie killed some of her classmates. It’s why Principal Thomas ramped up safety at school. Security stood out front, in the parking lots, in the corridors. The administration received local government funds to add more mental health counselors.

It was hard to forget about the past when the present made you remember.

Still, Denise loved Bliss High. Audrey and Jack made it fun. 

Jack moved to their wealthy development, Springton, last year. He arrived on the first day of sophomore year in black jeans, a black shirt, and black motorcycle boots, his long black hair slicked back. Completely stood out from everybody else, like he wanted to show them all how he didn’t belong here. Which is exactly what drew Audrey and Denise to him right away. He blended perfectly with the classic gothic writers, creating dark and anguishing emotional poetry.

Audrey was her closest friend since kindergarten. Audrey didn’t usually take things too seriously, including school and her parents’ rules, with one exception: anything Jade and Lila related drove her nuts. 

“Come on!” Audrey tugged on Denise’s elbow. “We’re going to be late to the assembly!”

Denise let herself be dragged out of the cafeteria. She’d nearly forgotten about the Christmas pep rally. Last night, she’d stayed up until midnight, going over pages of notes for the big history final next week. Mr. Gray was a tough teacher, but fair. He also happened to be one of her favorite teachers, so it was important to her she submitted a test that reflected her dedication to his class. 

Jack found them a bench close to the floor. Audrey squeezed between them, with Denise sitting on the end next to the stairway.

Down on the floor, a handful of seniors dressed as snowmen danced to “Jingle Bells” in an exaggerated, silly way as the crowd stomped their feet.

An uproar of laughter went up as a student dressed as a Christmas tree spun across the floor, waving his hands as he tossed bright red streamers into the stands.

Jack suddenly jumped to his feet, his jaw dropping in mock fear. “There he is!” He was always joking around.

Denise looked in the direction he was pointing and saw the new boy coming toward them. Theo Brooks.

Denise sunk into her seat, feeling herself blush. She loved Jack, but why did he have to act like almost every moment was out of a scary movie?

“Oh, he’s cute,” Audrey murmured as she turned to look, uttering the exact thing Denise had been thinking.

Theo was new to Bliss High this year. He stood over six feet tall, a good two inches above the other juniors. He was dressed in a light blue shirt and faded jeans, a nice compliment to his rich dark skin. He was sweet on the eyes. Or was it easy on the eyes? Denise couldn’t seem to think straight.

“Jingle Bells” faded into “We Wish You A Merry Christmas”. Everyone around them stood, clapping in rhythm. Denise barely noticed.

Theo stopped two rows down, his gaze scanning the area until they paused. On Denise.

Audrey clutched Denise’s arm. “Oh my gosh, he’s coming this way!”

Denise had spoken to Theo on several occasions, in class for small group discussions, and a few times at lunch. He didn’t act like the other guys; he was mature, sincere, and unlike the rest of the boys, he seemed to know what he wanted in life. He had already applied at a couple of colleges for early admission into their engineering program.

Theo ascended the steps until he came to their row. His arm grazed Denise’s as he stopped next to her. Her heart rate immediately jumped.

“Hi.”

Was he talking to her or Audrey? Their conversations had always been limited to academia, and they usually involved Audrey, since she and Denise were practically always together. 

“Denise,” Audrey muttered under her breath as she nudged her in the ribs. “He’s talking to you.” Why would he be going out of his way to talk to her?

Theo smiled at Denise, and she could feel her knees giving out and her body prepared to slide to the ground out of sheer embarrassment.

Thankfully, Theo didn’t seem to notice. “History isn’t my strong suit. You sound like you know a lot about it when we’re in class. And you actually seem to like it. I could really use your help in getting caught up. If that’s all right with you.”

He was only talking academic stuff again. No big deal. “Uh, uh, yes, yes, that I would like.” 

Another smile of his sent her heart knocking. “Well, great. I appreciate that, Denise. See you after school in the library?”

Denise. Who’s Denise?

Audrey elbowed her again, a bit harder this time. Denise winced as she glared at her friend before turning back to Theo. “Sure. That we can do.”

“Thank you.” He nodded as he brushed past her, sending a lovely stream of chills up her arm.

Audrey gave her a funny look once Theo was out of earshot. “Who are you? Yoda?”

Denise groaned.

Audrey playfully shoved her. “He is totally into you, and all you could do was grunt.”

Denise grimaced. “Don’t remind me.” Jolly music played as the cheer team gathered on the basketball court, their high ponytails in jingly hair ties. “Why does he have to be so—”

“Tall, dark, and handsome?”

Denise laughed. “Yeah, that.”

“I don’t know, but he sure wears it well.”

Denise thought about Audrey’s comment as one of the students came spinning around dressed as Frosty the snowman. Fake snow poured from the ceiling and everybody went wild.

Denise felt herself smiling as she looked down at Theo. His head was bopping to the music as he stood on the outskirts of the basketball court.

By the time she, Jack, and Audrey got to math class, Denise knew it would be difficult to concentrate. She kept replaying the short conversation between her and Theo, the way he smiled only at her. How her arm tingled when he touched her.

She sat up straighter in her seat. Wait. Why hadn’t he given Audrey a second look? She was the one who was easy to talk to, who put guys at ease.

She turned around in her seat to see Audrey fiddling with a pencil. She looked up. “What?”

“Don’t you think it’s strange Theo didn’t ask for your help?”

Audrey dropped the pencil and let it roll down the desk, then repositioned it at the top of the desk again and watched it roll down again. “Not really. You’re the history buff.”

Denise turned back around and sagged in her seat. “Oh, yeah.”

Theo wasn’t after her for her looks, just for her smarts. Once he got the help he needed from Denise, he’d forget about her and make his move on her best friend.

Try as she might, Denise couldn’t concentrate on anything Ms. Harrison was saying. She glanced outside the window and saw a light dusting of snow.

Christmas was only three weeks away. It was her favorite holiday. All the fresh piney trees, snow-covered lawns, candy canes, and holiday music lifted her spirits.

Something else cheered her up too, of course. Just twenty more minutes and she would be helping Theo with history.

Then she would be history.

Sighing, she brought her attention back to the classroom. Maybe it was better to focus on math after all.

Ms. Harrison’s walls were covered in red and green streamers, cut-out snowflakes, and cardboard Santas. She’d even taken the time to decorate her door with shiny green foil. It was impossible to be miserable in her class.

Smiling, she decided no matter what happened with Theo Brooks, she would enjoy every minute of attention he gave her.

After class, Denise, Audrey, and Jack gathered at their usual meetup spot near the computer room.

“Well, what are you going to say when he asks you out?” Jack asked Denise.

Her mouth dropped as she blinked at him. “He’s not going to ask me out. Why would he ask me out? All he wants is my help. I don’t know why you think he would be interested in something else.”

Jack chortled as he clutched his slightly chubby stomach.

“What? What’s so funny?” Denise looked to Audrey for an explanation.

“Goodbye, Ronny.” Jack waved his hand like he was shooing a fly.

“What? What do you mean? I’m just helping him. I’m his study partner. Even Audrey said so.” Now she was totally baffled.

Audrey grinned as she slung an arm around her. “You’ve already fallen, and I don’t think there’s any way you will be able to get back up.”

Jack was wiping his brow as he finished laughing. “Come on, Denise, you know how you get when you have a major crush on someone. You lock up when he’s around, then you get all defensive and start doing that speed talking.”

She glanced from Jack to Audrey. “I do not.”

They exchanged smirks as they simultaneously said, “Point proven.”

Jack held up a finger. “In fact, I’m thinking of writing a little poem about it.”

Jack was a writer, a really good writer, but she didn’t want to hear his perspective on her gushy reflexes whenever Theo was around.  

By the time Denise got to the library, she was a wobbly mess. Because her best friends were right. She’d fallen, and she’d fallen hard. Not even Ronny made her feel like this. Rattled. Speechless. A motor mouth. All at the same time.

Outside the library, she closed her eyes as she drew in a long, steady breath. She could do this. She could concentrate on her favorite subject. She opened her eyes and admired the Christmas decorations on some of the lockers. “Jingle Bells” was playing over the speakers. She would go inside, help Theo, and not lose her cool.

The front desk was vacant, but Ms. Kay, the librarian, spruced it up for the holiday. A little flocked Christmas tree squatted on the corner next to a pile of mini wrapped presents. A snow globe containing a miniature town inside sat beside the tree.

It was impossible to be worried when she was surrounded by such Christmas cheer. Smiling, Denise looked around for Theo.

The first person she spotted was Mindy Tennyson, one of her friends since middle school, though they had become more like acquaintances since the beginning of high school for whatever reason.

Mindy’s wore her fiery red hair straight and short with scissor-sharp bangs. A sprinkling of freckles ran across her nose in a light trail, and her bright green eyes seemed filled with mystery. She reminded Denise of the twins in the Parent Trap remake, both in looks and personality.

Denise sort of regretted how they drifted apart. There wasn’t a particular reason she could pinpoint. They didn’t have a falling out or anything like that. 

According to Audrey, Mindy was still a middle schooler while Denise and Audrey had matured. Denise didn’t think that assessment was fair or accurate, but she didn’t argue the point. She hated fighting with Audrey because it always led to her giving Denise the silent treatment. She knew Audrey only reacted out of hurt, so she was always careful to not start something with her.

She threw her old friend a little wave. Mindy smiled back and beckoned her over. “Have you read this?” She pointed at a paperback lying on the table in front of her.

Denise leaned over to read the title: The Dangerous Mind. “No. What is it?”

Mindy’s eyes lit up. “It’s really good, but really creepy!” Her whisper was nearly a shout. Ms. Kay, who had returned to her desk, threw them a stern look and pressed a long finger against her closed lips. Stifling a giggle, Mindy went on. “Anyway, this is filed under fiction, but it’s not.”

Frowning, Denise sat next to her. “What do you mean?”

Mindy pointed at the cover. “Notice anything funny?”

Denise glanced at it. “Yeah, the author is anonymous.”

“Right. Whoever wrote this doesn’t want anyone to find out their identity.”

Denise smirked. “What?”

Mindy’s voice dropped, sounding almost conspiratorial. “The writer recounts bits from newspapers about Natalie Smith.”

Denise felt a shudder run through her. Normally, she didn’t mind reading about mysteries and scary stuff. She loved watching thrillers and horror movies. Yet, the whole Natalie Smith incident really happened. True crime was not her thing. It always gave her the chills.

Audrey loved true crime stuff. She devoured books on it, watched the documentaries. She’d tried to get Denise interested, but had failed miserably. Apparently, Mindy liked true crime too.

Against her will, as if something possessed her to ask, she said, “What does the author say?”

Mindy flipped to a page. “Well, there’s this. Look.”

Denise shifted to see where Mindy was pointing. “No one really knew Natalie, understood her. No matter what she did, she was treated like a pariah. If only someone had befriended her and not run away.”

Mindy flipped to the middle. “And here.”

“Everyone has a dark side. It’s up to us to recognize that when it comes to others. They should never feel alone.”

Mindy turned to another page. “Then there are these poems.”

Denise skimmed some of the words.

“There’s nothing so clear

As the love of someone dear

Or in death the sense of fear”

Denise’s legs trembled. The author’s opinion was unsettling. Who could ever justify the evil someone did? Suddenly, she felt queasy.

“I have to go, Mindy.”

“Oh, sure. See you later.”

Feeling disoriented, Denise looked around the library in search of Theo and saw Lila and her best friend Jade in the corner. They weren’t here to read, judging by the way their heads were stuck together as they whispered back and forth.

She’d also known them since middle school. They were practically the same person, never doing anything apart. Lila was tall and thin with long dark brown hair that looked like a model’s on one of those hair commercials. Her eyes were lilac colored, which really drove the guys wild. Jade was tall and thin too, with long jet-black curly hair and dark blue eyes. They might as well have been twins. Not only did they look alike, they were always in sync about who they liked or didn’t like. The only real difference was Lila came off calm and serious, whereas Jade tended to be perky.

Denise didn’t feel insecure about herself until she was in their presence. Both girls gave off this air that they were better, and their glossy self-confident appearances made Denise doubt her own.

Which was stupid when she thought about it. Nevertheless, she couldn’t seem to help feeling that way whenever she saw them. That, and the fact that they acted totally snobby.

She turned around, scanning the room for Theo again. There he was. He was strolling in near the entrance; his head was turned away from her.

She hurried over to him as he turned in her direction. A smile, that smile, crossed his spectacular face, which was square with solid cheekbones and a smooth nose. His lips, equally remarkable,  looked soft, kissable.

Wow, what was she doing thinking things like this? She’d never be able to help Theo with history if she didn’t snap out of it.

“Where should we go?” he asked.

Denise spotted an empty table for two. “Over there.”

Surprised she could talk at all, she led the way, passing Lila and Jade, who softly snickered as they looked her way, and chose the chair with its back to them as Theo circled around to the seat opposite her.

“I really appreciate this,” he said quietly as he put a notepad and pen on the table in front of him.

“No problem.” She figured the less she said, the better.

“Where should we start?” he asked.

When she glanced up, she got a really good look at him this time. His blue shirt complemented his short dark buzzcut and piercing black eyes that stared at her intensely. It was a good thing she was sitting down, or she may have passed out over his gorgeous looks.
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Chapter Two
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I NEED TO RESET MY attention, Denise told herself as she looked around the library. She quickly realized what a mistake that was as her eyes caught on Lila, who shot her a dirty look.

What was that for? Normally, she laughed at her or turned her nose up whenever she saw Denise.

For some reason, it made her uneasy. Maybe because of her conversation with Mindy.

Denise looked past her to where Mindy was sitting, but she had already left. Did she take that book about Natalie with her?

Denise’s gaze danced past rows of shelved paperbacks until it came to a small lone table. Ronny was watching her, and he didn’t look happy. He was holding an open book, but his glare stayed on her.

That was weird. First Lila, now Ronny?

Annoyed, she looked away and back at Theo. He was staring at her with a small grin. “I thought you forgot about me.”

“Huh? Oh, no.”

As if that were possible.

He looked at her curiously. “You seem distracted.”

“I’m sorry. You’re right. I am. I was.” She opened her history text. “Let’s get started.”

“Great.” He sounded cheery, and that encouraged her, making her forget the weird stares from Lila and Ronny.

Helping Theo was like having a natural, easygoing conversation. It didn’t feel like work at all. It was like she’d known him for years. She’d read a section, ask him questions, quiz him, and he would eagerly respond. The flow between them endeared her to him even more, which got her mind into some trouble. Now she couldn’t stop imagining being with him on a date, holding his hand, hugging him, going to the dance with him, maybe kissing him . . .

“Uh, Denise?”

Theo was watching her with a little bit of amusement in his eyes. “Distracted again?”

“Uh . . . huh.”

Theo slid his school supplies into his backpack and stood. “Well, thanks for all the help. I feel like I know the material much better now. Can we do this again later in the week?”

Again? He wanted to meet with her again?

It’s only a study session, Denise.

“Sure.” She nodded, and he waved goodbye.

When Denise twisted in her seat to watch him go, Ronny was still sitting there, glaring at her.

She quickly turned back around and shoved her stuff in her bag. How could she have ever liked Ronny?

A voice behind her made her jump.

“So, moving on already, huh?”

Ronny came around the table and looked at her. Only, he wasn’t glaring at her. Actually, he looked disappointed.

Had she misjudged his expression? He had been sitting several feet away, after all.

Still, how dare he think he had the right to comment on her interactions with Theo. Instead of being hurt by his comment, she felt annoyed. She stood to face him. “You’re the one who never called.”

In a defensive manner, he said, “I had to watch my little brother, and my parents took away my cell privileges.”

She stared at him in disbelief.

His dark red hair curled around his ears as he pouted. “I’m not lying. I’m grounded. I forgot to take care of my chores again, but I can go out this weekend.”

She studied his face. He seemed sincere.

She was surprised when he took her hand. “Please, give me another chance.”

Her heart went a little wild at the softness of his touch. 

“Okay,” she said.

His blue eyes lit up, and he squeezed her hand. “Drive-in, okay? Saturday night?”

“Sure.”

He leaned over, surprising her again, this time with a kiss on her cheek. He winked at her as he left.

Denise let out a puff of air. Wow, what just happened? Did Ronny really invite her on a date? It was everything she’d been yearning for the past couple of weeks, only she couldn’t stop thinking of Theo.

Gathering her backpack, she headed for the parking lot to her red truck. Denise’s dad passed it down to her for her sixteenth birthday, a “classic”, he’d called it. She’d wanted a brand-new car, a Mustang, but the Chevy had grown on her. 

She tossed her stuff in the backseat and hopped into the driver’s seat, her head a scrambled mess.

Just as she was about to turn the key in the ignition, somebody smacked the driver’s window.

Denise’s
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