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MATTHEW LEDREW

In this pulse-pounding addition to the Bestselling series, Xander Drew and his friends must rely on the wit and cunning they’ve developed to unravel the mystery of a new vigilante serial killer who is taking aim at the gang members incarcerated in Coral Beach. But when evidence begins to point to someone in their own friend circle being behind the crimes, whose side will Xander choose? And will his choices split his team apart?
Also: what do the sinister machinations of the genetic engineers that have manipulated Xander since the beginning have to do with everything unfolding?

If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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Tommy Irons held the knife firmly in his right hand with the blade pressed tight against his left wrist.

The knife belonged to his father. It was a simple hunting knife, its rubber handle wrapped in black grip tape. The faded six-inch blade came up sharp on both sides, without any serrated edges or designs in the metal to make it appear fancy or frightening. 

Against his tender, loose flesh, it looked much more impressive than when it rested casually on his father’s worktable.

His hair was spiked high, as it usually was, belaying its long length. His heart-shaped face, usually seen with a smile (or at least a grin), was now sewn up in a frown of deep resentment. He wore a stained and tattered white tee shirt under an open blue one. The shirt was denim, like his jeans. He’d fallen in love with that style three years ago after staying up late and watching old teen movies from the nineties and had gone shopping the next weekend. He owned at least a dozen identical pairs.

He sat on the edge of his bed, arms leaned against knees and feet thrown over the side. There were pictures scattered all around of the most recent person to leave him with nothing: Julie Peterson.

His walls were covered in images as well. Pictures that he had taken, pictures that had been taken of him and of his life. 

That had always been an annual ritual of Tommy’s. Every year, he’d change all of the pictures on his wall to those he’d taken the year before. His father had always called him Shutterbug for it, back when he’d given Tommy’s actions any thought.

This year, however, had been different.

This year everyone had started to abandon him, from the beginning of the school semester starting with Jamie Dawkins and continuing through to Julie Peterson. The weeks could almost be marked by a personal loss on his part, either through death or choice or circumstance.

Every time one of them left him, he would turn their picture around. He would never take it down completely, merely flip it so that it faced the wall, sticking a pin in its corners and trying his best to forget the faces contained within them.

Now they were all facing front again. They glared at him again. Judged him again. The eyes that had once seemed warm and inviting now scowled and belittled him.

Jamie, forever frozen, held his cue stick as he awaited Mike to finish his turn. Half cut off by the table, his face was also lost but this time in the shadows of his red Cougars baseball cap. In the darkness, his eyes sparkled from the flash, looking sinister as they stared out at Tommy no matter where he sat in the room.

There were sunspots in Sara’s picture, but they worked so well that they enhanced the image. Tommy had zoomed in on her face as she was sipping from the straw of what he thought might have been a Cherry Coke, although the can wasn’t visible in the photo. He had framed the shot around her flawless face, accented with wisps of her blonde hair puffing out in stringy wet spikes from each of her black hair bands. Her eyes were wide, showing almost all of her pupils. The girl just didn’t seem to believe in blinking, as he used to tell her after examining a roll of film in his darkroom. Now those eyes gawked at him, as if daring him into a staring contest he had no hope of winning even if she wasn’t merely an image on glossy photo paper. It was so condescending, the way her eyes seemed to give him the once over, then push any thought of him aside, choosing death over him.

Then there was Derek.

There was no imagination needed to vilify that photo. Staring directly into the lens, arms crossed, eyes squinted and one eyebrow cocked—he looked ready to leap from the photo and cut Tommy’s head off, which he no doubt would have done if given half the chance. Then there was that grin. The sly smile prickling at the sides of his face, the one that he’d always worn. He wore it every day at school, while everyone around him talked about the murders, wondering who would be next and who could do such a thing. He smiled and joked and made light of it every single day... knowing all along that it was him. That he could have stopped and put their fears to rest at any time, but didn’t. It was all to impress his father, who spent more time at his job than with his own son. The smile, those eyes... they made you feel like you were being stalked. Like it was only a matter of time, even through the camera’s lens.

Then there was Julian Grendel, one of his best friends growing up, sitting back against the couch in his rumpus room, arms stretched out around Cathy and Liz as the both of them leaned in and pretended to give him a kiss on either cheek.  His smile was broad. His big blue eyes clearly visible, their color brought out by the sea-green tee shirt he was wearing. He was mocking Tommy, holding out his hands around all that he had and Tommy did not. He was laughing at him, egging him on and yelling at him to do it—to slice the flesh and let it bleed all over him.

Then there was Randy Owchar, hanging out at The Factory with Justin Langley and Sven Douglas. Never aware that Tommy was taking their picture, they were just loitering by the counter. One of them (Sven, maybe) was holding a Pepsi.  As it turned out, all three of them had been Tees, a gang of idealistic thugs that thought way too much of town pride and formed by Randy’s mentally disturbed father. Randy had betrayed and hurt them all in many ways, but none more than Tommy.

In the photo each Tee, but especially Randy, was turned away from him. If anything, it was more natural that—like always—they didn’t give him a second thought. From his place on the bed, Tommy glared up at Randy’s face, turned away and sneering at the former friend.

In the background of Randy’s picture was Roxanne, the waitress at The Factory. She, at least, was looking directly at the camera. A small grin stretched across her gorgeous face, which was framed by the few scattered wisps of her curly red hair, otherwise drawn up in a bow. She was bringing Randy a Coke, for which he was already reaching into his pocket for change. She, at least, had always been kind to him. She was also one of the women killed by Derek Smith, who explained to a reporter that his reason was to throw the authorities off his trail by killing people outside his circle. Ever since she died, The Factory had not been the same. Joan, the owner, hadn’t had any spirit since that day. None of it was fun anymore, instead just a grim reminder of what it had once been, when they had at least been able to cling to the illusion that everything was normal and that they were all friends, despite their differences.

Tommy turned and closed his eyes tightly, batting away a few droplets of tears as he turned to the next picture. His grip relaxed around the knife, then tightened again. He sighed, opened his eyes, and looked straight at the photo of Frederick Windser, who most people just called Sud. The picture was a bust of him, his bald head gleaming under the flourescent lights of the school. He had a fist connecting with the palm of his hand in front of him, wrinkling his dark green sweater at the elbows, distorting the triangles that adorned its chest. He had a vivid, fake grimace on his face as he posed, but the truth of the matter was in his eyes. His eyes sparkled with the mischievousness and playfulness of his true spirit as he posed for his friend’s picture. In those eyes were all of the many years of friendship that he had given to Tommy... and the question of why Tommy had betrayed him. It stung more than any photo yet. The night before Sud’s death, Tommy had been with his killer. Randy murdered him simply because of his hometown – dead because of a few measly miles—and the artificial importance of the tags ‘Tee’ and ‘Omega.’

And then there was Mandy.

Amanda Peterson, the light that shone on all their lives, bringing hope to all it touched. She had come to them in their darkest hour, when it seemed like there was no good left in this world, and gave them a glimpse of something better. Her flame burned strong, even as darkness threatened, and maintained her cheerfulness, zest for life and ability to forgive those who had wronged her.

This was part of the reason that Tommy had loved her so much.

In the end it had taken a beating, both physical and spiritual, to finally break her body... but not her spirit. Raped, beaten, tortured, mocked, spat upon... the hope was still in her face, even long after she was dead.

Now, from its perch on his wall, that glow bathed down on him from her pictures on his wall... a mockery of what it had been, for no picture could ever do it justice.

The first was of Cathy, Julie, and Mandy at the Factory. It was one of those spur-of-the-moment pictures that he had taken only because he had his camera on him at the time and they had not noticed that he was standing there until it was too late. 

Those were the ones that he liked best. Not the ones where everyone stood in a line like they were getting their driver’s license photo, looking stone-loaded out of their minds with red eyes and pasty expressions or had fake smiles plastered over an otherwise dreary expression. 

No, he preferred the pictures that were natural. When he could look and remember what people were like, not when they were all dressed up, but every-day normal, in case he ever forgot.

The three of them were sitting on one of the park benches that The Factory owners had bought from the city and fixed up, with an old fashioned street lamp hanging overhead. Where they’d gotten that piece of nostalgia, he’d never know. Never ask, either.

In the picture, Cathy was sipping on her bottle of Cherry Coke via a straw, her head turned slightly. The angle made her hair drape down over a good portion of her face, dividing it into angular lines. She was wearing a tank top with red and black vertical stripes. One of the shoulder straps had fallen over her shoulder, turning the picture from something simple into something sensual.

Julie had actually managed to see him right before he pressed the shutter. She’d been looking past him, at Xander. There was a quirky smirk on her face. When developing the photos and finding he had captured it, Tommy got so happy that he pinned it up while it was still wet, permanently staining the bedspread beneath it with photochemical dots.

And Mandy. She was doing something with her hair. She had both hands up, fixing her pigtails, inadvertently presenting her breasts through the sweater that she almost always wore, or at least some variation of it. There was nothing sexual about the pose, though. It was like looking at a portrait, a painting of a beautiful woman. If done right, there was nothing sexual about the nudity, just beauty. That was the way this was. It was simply her being her, as no other person could, with mouth open to say something to Julie, who was completely oblivious to Mandy’s presence.

Tommy had loved that picture for that exact reason. The fact that there she was, being perfect, and nobody was paying attention to her.

Nobody else could see her glow.

Sighing, he turned from the wall to the bed and floor surrounding him.

There were thirty or more photos sprawled out on the floor. Some upside down, some overlapping the others, and none of them in any particular order. There were close shots, wide shots, medium shots, group shots, portrait shots, and the one semi-nude she’d let him do that time they got drunk in Grendel’s cabin with Sara. All the shots, no matter their composition, had one thing in common:

They were all of Julie Peterson.

In some she was looking at him, others she was interacting with others. But in all of them, she had cute freckles across the bridge of her nose. She had effervescent green eyes that formed the basis by which every other color in the photos were judged. She had perfectly white teeth, just a little crooked in the front and always in a smile. She had a heart shaped face. She had brown hair with natural light streaks.

In all the photos, she was who she was: never posed and never fake.

One in particular had Julie sitting with Mandy on a bench just outside of school. He told Mandy under false pretenses that he was taking the picture solely of her, so she was posed perfectly, pretending to be a kind of funny-sexy. Julie had been turned toward the smoking section, saying something to Xander when he had called out her name, just before pressing the shutter release button. What resulted was the most natural shot of her possible, from the back wearing a slinky tank top, her head turned over her shoulder to look at him.

He also lingered at the semi-nude shot, in which her shirt was off, revealing a black bra underneath. Nobody in attendance had remembered him taking that picture, including Tommy himself. When he discovered it he had told no one, not even Sud.

Turning away from the pictures, he let a single tear dribble down his cheek as he pressed the knife in; slowly increasing pressure, hissing air as he drew blood, which gradually streamed down his arm.

Pursing his lips, he continued to push, driving deeper into the tender flesh. The pain was overwhelming, shooting in violent bursts between wrist and brain, then everywhere in-between.

Biting his lower lip as the pain got even worse, he held his breath, trying to summon the strength to push down just a little deeper...

His lungs fought back and Tommy heaved a great sigh. He relaxed his grip on the blade and let it fall to the bed. He stood. Cursing softly to himself, he looked around the room at all of the faces staring back at him again.

Sud

Mandy

Julie

Xander

Sud

Randy

Mandy

Cathy

Xander

Sara

Julie

“Argh!” he screamed, eyes bloodshot from pain and rage. He picked up the knife again and sliced it across the wall. Several pictures tore in half, some just below the neckline. Bellowing again, he sliced at the picture of Sud again and again, ripping it up with each strike until it was barely recognizable. He then turned the blade on Sara, and Jamie, and Derek, and Grendel, and Roxanne, and Mandy, and Julie. He tore them all to shreds, sending tiny pieces of photo-paper confetti fluttering in all directions as he waved his arms about wildly with the blade.

He sliced a photo of Xander directly in two vertically, splitting him into halves. He turned to the part of the wall that mainly portrayed Cathy and Mike, grabbing at them with hungry fingers and ripping through the glossy finish on the paper as though it were nothing.

Finally he stopped and looked at what he had done. Sweat poured down his brow and blood down his arm. His breath came in heavy, great gasps.

One photo remained on the wall, hanging from a single tack.

It was the shot of Randy, Sven and Justin, all hanging out at The Factory, awaiting their drinks. Slowly, he reached out with the tip of the blade, gently slicing away Sven and Justin and sending their pieces falling to the floor.

Stepping back and turning away for just a moment, he spun back around quickly and threw the knife as hard as he could at the picture. The knife burrowed a whole two inches into the wall, splitting Randy directly between the eyes.

Tommy stood there, breathing deeply as he squinted at the knife and waited for it to stop vibrating.
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She threw the vase as hard as she could, without aiming it at anything in particular, just heaving it with as much force behind it as she could muster.

It burst against the wall just to the side of Lee Piercey. He had to duck just to avoid the shards of pottery and soil coming back at him. 

“Jaylen!” he cried, his face livid with anger as he stood up again, brushing the dirt off of his shoulder. “What the hell is the matter with you?”

“Me?!” she screamed, pointing her finger at herself to bring the point home. “Excuse me, you son of a bitch. I found the goddamn letters!”

Lee’s face went white.

She reached into the kitchen drawer behind her, pulled out a bound wad of envelopes and heaved them at him. They connected with his forehead, knocking him back a pace. The elastic band binding them snapped, sending letters fluttering about everywhere, spinning to the ground all around him like fake plastic flakes in a snowglobe.

Lee fumed as he watched them fall around him. He turned back to face his wife, finger extended, and a fiery red color now very apparent on his face. 

“Well, maybe if you were doing your fucking job, I wouldn’t have to go sneaking around like a goddamn child!”

“Me?” she laughed, pointing at her own chest. “I couldn’t get it up if I wanted to, you impotent fuck! What the fuck does this one got that I don’t? Testicles?”

“You shut the hell up,” he barked, taking several menacing steps toward her, his jaw set.

“Get out!” she screamed, stepping back against the wall, fear flashing in her eyes.

He realized what she thought he was going to do, shaking his head spitefully. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he drawled.

“Leave,” she repeated, standing up straight again.

Smiling and calming down, he nodded and turned back toward the hallway.

Lee entered the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. He knelt down and reached under the bed quickly, pulling out a leather suitcase and opening it. It was already full of clothes, razors, and a few other toiletries. He looked it over quickly, then zipped it up, slung it over his shoulder and headed back out the door.

He walked to the front door of the house, slipping off his loafers as he went. When he reached the porch, he pulled on his shoes and grabbed the keys to his car off the rack. He looked down at them, smiling. Slowly, he removed the house key and the mail key off of them. He held them in the palm of his hand, feeling their weight.

“Jaylen!” he called out to the kitchen, a smug look on his face.

There was no response.

He frowned, turning toward the room and tilting his head to try and see in. “Jaylen?”

Again, no answer.

Sighing, Lee walked across the carpet, tracking mud over it as he did. He turned to look at it, worried at first, then smiled. “Jaylen, I’m leaving the fucking keys on the kitchen table!” he yelled out, wondering where she had gone on such short notice.

He turned the corner to enter the kitchen and saw her, lying on the floor with a long red line drawn across her gut. Blood leaked out of her mouth and her glassy eyes looked into the distance.

“Jesus!” he screamed, dropping his keys and the suitcase to the floor.

He felt a sharp pain in his back and fell to the ground. He hissed, then looked at the rapidly pooling blood on the floor next to his face until his eyes finally closed and he drifted off to sleep.
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Xander Drew stared forward, entranced, at the row of lockers spread out before him. They were painted in the school’s colors, an alternating pattern of red and orange.

His brown hair looked almost black, only accented by his attire: a tight-fitting black tee-shirt, leather jacket, and dark blue jeans. Even his eyes, usually a dark blue, looked exceptionally black.

His brow furrowed, scrunching his bushy eyebrows as he stared at the sight before him, letting out a sorrowful sigh.

One of the lockers, an orange one, was left hanging open.

There were squares on the inside that were not as faded as the rest of the painted metal, where photographs and a schedule had once been taped down. On the front of the locker were
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