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Prologue

The night Brandon Solis died, the moon was the color of a bruise.

I didn't know that detail would matter. I didn't know a lot of things that night — that the photograph I took on a whim would become evidence, that the boy I'd been secretly watching across the bonfire would become the only person I'd trust with my life, or that the truth buried inside Hallow Ridge would try very hard to bury us along with it.

I'm Mara Voss. I'm seventeen years old, and I was the last person to see Brandon Solis alive.

Well. Almost the last.

Chapter One

The Party I Didn't Want to Attend

The invite had come through Priya, as most social obligations in my life did.

"It's Hallow Ridge," she'd said, as if that explained everything. And honestly, at Crestwood High, it kind of did. Hallow Ridge was the abandoned Harrington estate on the eastern edge of town — three floors of crumbling Victorian architecture, a kidney-shaped pool drained of everything but old leaves and regret, and twenty-two acres of woodland that the county had been trying to sell for a decade. Every year, the junior and senior class threw one unauthorized party there. Every year, Principal Dawes sent a stern email the following Monday. Every year, nothing happened to anyone.

It was tradition.

"I have a calculus test Monday," I told Priya.

"You've already studied for it four times." She was leaning against my bedroom doorframe, wearing a yellow dress that made her skin glow like a lamp. Priya Mehta had the gift of making every room look like it was designed around her. I, in my oversized flannel and camera strap permanently worn across my chest, had the gift of disappearing into the background of every room I entered. It was useful. It was also, occasionally, lonely.

"The paper needs content," I said, which was at least partially true. I was the photography editor for The Crestwood Chronicle, and we were thin on material for the October issue. Mrs. Aldridge, our faculty advisor, had specifically mentioned needing "candid student life shots." A party at Hallow Ridge qualified as student life, technically.

Priya grinned. She knew she'd won. "Grab your camera."

— ✦ —

We arrived at nine-fifteen, when the party was already swelling. Someone had strung Edison bulbs between the oak trees that lined the path to the estate, and they swayed in the October wind like tired fireflies. The bonfire at the center of the lawn was enormous — more enormous than I remembered from last year — and it threw orange light across the faces of maybe a hundred kids from school.

I raised my camera immediately. It was reflex. Behind a lens, I didn't have to talk to anyone.

I moved through the crowd the way I always did — quietly, at the edges, pausing to shoot. Priya vanished within three minutes, absorbed into a group near the drinks table. I didn't mind. I was better alone.

I was framing a shot of two sophomores laughing near the fire when I saw him.

Eli Crane.

He was standing apart from everyone else — which was how I'd first noticed him two weeks ago when he'd transferred in from somewhere upstate. He had the posture of someone who'd learned to take up as little space as possible, shoulders slightly curved inward, weight resting back on his heels like he was always half-ready to leave. His dark hair needed cutting. His jaw was set. He was watching the party with the expression of someone surveilling a crime scene rather than attending one.

I'd shot his photo exactly once before, a candid during lunch. I'd never shown anyone.

I didn't shoot him now. Instead, I watched him watching everyone else, and I wondered — not for the first time — what had happened at his last school that made him look at crowds like they were made of glass that could shatter.

Then Brandon Solis grabbed the aux cord and cranked the music up, and the moment passed.

— ✦ —

Brandon Solis was the kind of boy who arrived at a party and the party got louder. Captain of the lacrosse team, student body president, the sort of effortlessly handsome that seemed less like genetics and more like a social skill. He had perfect teeth and a laugh you could hear from forty feet away and a girlfriend, Jess Vance, who was almost as beautiful and approximately twice as intense.

I'd photographed Brandon dozens of times for the paper. He always knew where the camera was and always turned to give you his best angle. That calculated quality had always made me vaguely uneasy in a way I couldn't articulate.

Tonight, though, something was off about him.

He was laughing too loudly. Moving too fast between groups. I watched him through my lens and noticed the way his eyes kept cutting toward the tree line — checking, scanning, looking for something or someone. His smile never reached his eyes. That was the thing about working behind a camera long enough. You learned to see what people's faces were actually doing beneath the performance.

Around ten-thirty, I drifted away from the main party toward the east side of the property. There was an old stone pool house there, half-consumed by ivy, and the light was interesting — one of the Edison strings had come loose and was casting this low, swinging glow across the overgrown patio. I wanted the shot.

I was about thirty feet away, adjusting my ISO for the low light, when I heard voices.

Sharp. Urgent. Coming from behind the pool house.

I stopped.

I didn't mean to listen. But sound carried differently out here, away from the music, and the words arrived clearly before I could choose not to hear them.

"—said I was done. You hear me? I'm done." That was Brandon's voice, stripped of all the party-brightness. Raw. A little scared.

The response was lower, calmer, and far more dangerous for it. I couldn't make out the words. Only the tone: flat, deliberate, the voice of someone who was used to not being argued with.

Brandon again: "You touch her and I'll—"

The calm voice, cutting him off. Still too low.

Then silence.

I stood frozen on the patio, camera half-raised. My heart was doing something strange and fast. After a long moment I heard footsteps moving away — one set, heading deeper toward the tree line. Then nothing.

I waited another minute. Then I walked around the corner of the pool house.

Brandon Solis was standing alone on the narrow path that ran along the back of the estate. His hands were at his sides, fists clenched. His face, in the low swinging light, was the color of old paper.

He looked up and saw me.

For one second, something moved across his face — relief? Fear? I couldn't read it.

"Hey," I said, brilliantly.

"Hey." His voice was steady. Practiced. The performance snapping back into place. "Get a good shot?"

"I wasn't—" I gestured vaguely with the camera. "I was looking for the light."

He glanced at my camera, then back at me. Something calculating moved behind his eyes. "Cool," he said. Then he smiled — that big, polished smile that never touched his eyes — and walked back toward the party.

I stood on the path for a moment longer.

Then, almost without thinking about it, I lifted my camera toward the tree line where the other person had gone.

I pressed the shutter.

I didn't see anything in the dark. I didn't know what I was shooting. I just — shot.

Then I lowered the camera and went back to the party, and tried to convince myself I hadn't just witnessed something that mattered.

I almost succeeded.

Chapter Two

What I Found by the Pool

Twenty minutes later, I heard the scream.

It wasn't mine — not yet. It came from behind the pool house, high and ragged, cut off fast like whoever made it had clapped a hand over their own mouth. The music was loud enough that I was probably the only one near enough to catch it.

I was moving before I'd made a decision to move.

The east patio was empty when I came around the corner. The Edison string swung overhead. The pool house door was open — it had been closed before, I was almost certain — and the darkness inside it was absolute.

I didn't go in.

Instead, I followed the path around the back, the same one where I'd found Brandon standing twenty minutes ago, and that's where I saw him.

He was at the edge of the drained pool, face-down in the accumulated debris at the bottom — old leaves, cracked concrete, a rusted lawn chair that must have been there for years. The drop was maybe eight feet. Not enough to kill someone, maybe, if they'd simply fallen. But Brandon's body had the specific stillness of something that was no longer a person.

I don't remember making the sound I made. But I must have made one, because a second later I heard footsteps behind me and spun around, and Eli Crane was standing three feet away.

We stared at each other.

His face was unreadable. But his hands — I noticed his hands, even then — were trembling slightly at his sides.

"He's—" I started.

"I know." His voice was very quiet. "I saw."

"What happened? Did you—" I couldn't finish the sentence.

Something shifted in his expression. Not offense, exactly. More like exhaustion. "I didn't touch him," he said. "I came around the path ten seconds before you did. He was already—" He glanced at the pool, then looked away. "Already."

I believed him. I didn't know why. I just did.

Then from behind us, someone else rounded the corner and started screaming in earnest, and within minutes the party had imploded, phones were out, someone had called 911, and everything that came after came very fast.

— ✦ —

The police arrived in eleven minutes. Three patrol cars and a detective's unmarked sedan, which I thought was fast for what was supposedly just a report of a teenager who'd had too much to drink and fallen into an empty pool.

The detective's name was Kane. He was somewhere in his late forties, with a neatly trimmed beard going gray at the edges and the kind of careful, pleasant expression that made me immediately uneasy. He smiled a lot. The smile never changed, regardless of what you were saying to him.

He interviewed Eli first, then me, separately — walked us to different corners of the back lawn with uniformed officers and asked us calm, thorough questions about when we'd arrived, what we'd seen, whether we'd been drinking.

When I mentioned the argument I'd overheard — Brandon's voice, the other person's voice, the words I couldn't quite make out — Detective Kane wrote something in his notepad without looking up. "Could you identify the second voice?" he asked.

"No. I couldn't see anyone either. I just heard them."

"Mm." He wrote something else. "And you say you took a photograph? Of the tree line?"

I had forgotten I'd mentioned that. My hand moved involuntarily toward my camera bag. "I don't know what I got. It was dark. I was probably just—"

"We'd appreciate if you'd share your memory card with us." Another pleasant smile. "Just for completeness."

"Do I have to?"

"Not tonight," he said easily. "We can arrange it officially if needed." He handed me a card. "You've been very helpful, Miss Voss. You should head home and try to get some rest."

I looked across the lawn. Eli was still talking to the other officer, and as if he felt my eyes on him, he glanced over. His expression was carefully neutral.

I went home.

I did not sleep.

Chapter Three

The Morning After

By the time I got to school Monday, Brandon Solis's death had already been labeled an accident.

I heard it from three different people before I reached my locker. Tragic accident. Terrible loss. He fell. Principal Dawes made an announcement over the PA before first period — condolences to the family, grief counselors available in the library, a moment of silence. The word "investigation" was not used.

I sat in homeroom and felt the wrongness of it settling into my chest like weather.

Priya found me at my locker between first and second period, her eyes red-rimmed. She'd been crying, which surprised me — Priya and Brandon weren't close. But Priya cried easily, not in a weak way but in an open way I'd always privately envied.

"Are you okay?" she asked. "You were there. You saw him."

"I'm fine." Standard Mara Voss answer. "Priya, did you hear anything about the investigation? Whether they—"

"They're saying he was drinking and he fell." She hugged her textbooks to her chest. "It was dark and the path was uneven and he was alone and—"

"He wasn't drinking," I said. "I watched him all night. He barely touched anything."

Priya looked at me carefully. "Mara."

"Something was wrong with him before it happened. He was nervous. Scared, maybe."

"Mara." Softer this time. "I know you and your camera see everything. But sometimes accidents just happen."
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