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				prologue

				FEAR

				I watch the pathetic buzz of excitement from my car. The heavy snowstorm creates a kaleidoscope of color as students sprint into Rock Bay High wearing brightly colored parkas and the hockey team’s letterman jackets. This school is all about hockey; if you don’t like it, you can pretty much rule out succeeding in athletics here.

				They all stare at their phone screens as they run. With my window cracked open, I can hear some of them over the howling wind as they pass me without a second glance—the way I like it. They debate the topic of the day: Who has the worst death fear?

				My mouth twitches as I realize that it’s working.

				January through March is dead in this town, more so than usual, so I knew it would be the right time to begin my plan. My meme is spreading like wildfire. I never had any doubt that it would. Morbid curiosity, boredom, and a stream of serial killer documentaries on Netflix have made death and murder cool.

				Now I have everyone talking about the most painful and gory deaths. They’re sharing their most feared end.

				I used a fake account to post the meme, some random girl’s pretty face as the hook. I used it to friend-request Kason Risby. I knew he’d go for it; he’s the type. As soon as he reposted the meme, I logged out of that account, and I haven’t looked at it since.

				The cops can trace the IP address, but it will go to a greasy truckers’ café off the interstate. Far enough from our cruddy fishing town.

				I watch everyone run up the steps, the jocks in a pack, the band geeks carrying instruments, the popular girls cackling. They disappear into the building quickly because of the weather, but I know what they’ll be talking about.

				High school is always the same. The thrill of a new challenge or dare lingers for weeks, and everyone gets involved, desperate to be a part of something.

				Snow whips my face as it flies sideways through the gap in my window. My car is damp, my hair wet. I’ve been locked out in bad weather so many times over the years that it doesn’t bother me anymore.

				I think I could survive for days out in the snow.

				That’s one positive from my childhood, I suppose.

				With a sigh, I close the window, get out of my car, and walk a few steps closer to the building. My heavy boots crunch in the snow.

				They’re all excited about sharing their biggest fear. Excited by something I barely made it through. It’s a game to them, all laughing and debating whose death fear is actually the worst. Strangling, drowning, falling, hanging—the list goes on.

				My hands curl into fists. This town must have known what I was going through, but no one dared look closer. Not one adult asked if everything was okay at home. My life was a game to the people who should have taken care of me.

				Soon they will all know that I’m not playing.

				This isn’t just some stupid meme.

				This is revenge.

				Death is coming.

			

		

	
		
		
			one

			IZZY

			Snow coats the ground like a fluffy blanket. It looks beautiful, like thousands of tiny crystals that glisten in the sun. But it also conceals what could be underneath.

			Last winter it took two months—until the snow finally melted—to find my neighbor’s dead dog. Two full months that little terrier had been lying there, just yards from their front door.

			Anything could be lurking under the snow.

			We have a couple of months left of freezing conditions, but the air has been warming. Not quite enough to make the snow melt or stop it from falling, but just enough so that I don’t feel like I’m being punched in the lungs every time I step outside.

			I walk to my car and immediately blast the heat. The roads are clear, as they’re plowed regularly, giving the impression that they’ve been carved out of the ten inches of snow that frames them.

			More storms are in the forecast.

			The sun is up, but gray clouds stop it from making an appearance. January is perpetual nighttime in our little fishing town. When my car is warm, I flick the lights on and back out of the driveway. Luckily, my dad shoveled yesterday, or I’d be late to school.

			I better get accepted into Florida State. No more freezing air, no more winter coats and woolly hats, and no more wondering if there’s anything dead under the snow.

			My sister, Lia, escaped to college in North Carolina last year, and she’s enjoying the warmer climate—and the food—immensely.

			It’s senior year, and I still haven’t gotten Justin Rae to notice that I exist or told my best friend, Sydney—Syd—that I don’t really like going to parties, the mall, or any other place she drags me to.

			We’re supposed to be going to Mariella Whitmore’s party tonight. Rich girl, wants to marry a billionaire, says “like” a lot—you know the type.

			Lia calls me a shadow person because I follow silently and never stick up for myself.

			I’d be offended if it weren’t completely true.

			My car rumbles as I pull into the parking lot. I park in the same spot as always, Lia’s old one.

			I check myself out in the visor mirror. My complexion is fair, clear skin and rosy cheeks that I’m so grateful for, because I’m terrible at applying makeup. My hair is naturally wavy, which suits me just fine, because I prefer to sleep in rather than waking early to style it. I have the same hazel eyes as my sister, though my left eye has a ton of green specks. Syd says it’s cool, and I’ve grown to like it.

			I close the mirror and grab my backpack.

			Rock Bay High has been my home for the last three and a half years. The town used to be named Rock Bass Bay, but they dropped the “Bass” years ago in an attempt to sound less fishy. Now we sound much cooler than we are.

			It didn’t help, though. Thanks to bigger ports in the state, this still isn’t a town you come to unless you live here.

			“Izzy!” Syd says, pulling my car door open as if it’s on fire. Frozen air hits me instantly. “What took you so long?”

			Startled, I look at the time on my dash. “I’m actually earlier than—”

			“Forget it. Have you heard? Justin dumped Gemma. He’s back on the market!”

			That would be awesome news if I had even a hint of a shot with him.

			“I don’t care,” I tell her.

			“Sure you don’t.” She rolls her incredible sage eyes and scrolls her phone.

			Syd’s tall, has smooth, dark skin, full lips, stunning shoulder-length curls, and the biggest smile. We’ve been inseparable since freshman year.

			“You should go for it, Iz.”

			Justin has never given me a second glance with his pretty green eyes.

			She gasps as if she’s just remembered something. “Hey, have you seen this? It’s everywhere right now.”

			She shoves her screen in my face as I get out of the car. I blink and rear my head back. “Well, I can’t see it from three inches in front of my face, can I?” I push the phone back.

			“See.”

			“A new meme? A game? Fear what? What am I looking at, Syd?”

			There’s a picture of a frozen red rose on a snowy dock. Some of the petals have broken off and are scattered around it. Text sits over the image:

			
				REPOST WITH YOUR DEATH FEAR!

				If death came for you today, what would be the worst way to go? #thefear

			

			“That’s not at all creepy—wait, is this a picture of our dock?” I look over my shoulder in the direction of the port, though school is nowhere near it. Then I look back at the picture. Yeah, it definitely is. The wooden post behind the flower looks just like the one at Puck’s, the local diner. It even has the initials of the owner, Matthew, and a hockey puck carved into it.

			No wonder everyone around here is going extra crazy for this challenge. They think someone we know created it.

			“That’s totally what I thought! Must be someone around here trying to go viral. How lame,” she replies.

			“They didn’t leave their name. Looks like the original post comes from Janie Dow. Nice play on Jane Doe there. How long before this is flagged?”

			She shakes her head and takes her phone back as we walk into school. “Who do you think it is? It screams high school, right?”

			I shrug. “Probably someone who goes here.”

			Inside, it stinks like cleaning products and the repressed scent of feet. Our hockey team trains daily, and the smell proves it. So do all the shiny trophies from the glory days in the trophy cabinet.

			Rock Bay High is big on hockey. RBH Blade Rockies banners hang above almost every door, with the sharkiest-looking Rock Bay logo I have ever seen.

			Justin is captain of the team and insists on working harder so we have a shot at winning…anything this year. We actually might with him and Kason Risby leading.

			I glance down the hall and notice that almost everyone is staring at their phones and muttering to each other. That’s not about this meme, right?

			“What’s your fear? Wait, I know this. It’s suffocating, right?” Syd asks, tapping on her phone as we weave between crowds of students.

			“Yep,” I reply. “And yours is being stabbed to death, a million times, like in a horror movie.”

			“I don’t like pain, and that has to be such a painful way to go, right? I heard drowning is peaceful.”

			I bark a laugh.

			Peaceful. The only peaceful way to go is in your sleep. That’s what I’m hoping for—when I’m old and gray.

			I can’t believe I’m even thinking about this.

			“Fire would be an awful way to go, too,” Syd adds.

			“I thought social media was where people went to brag about their perfect lives.”

			Syd links her arm with mine as we walk to homeroom. “That’s so yesterday, Izzy. Keep up. Now it’s all about challenges and serial killers.”

			“I’m not eating Tide Pods.”

			“That should be your death fear, Iz.”

			“Stupid people on TikTok or ingesting chemicals?”

			She laughs as we enter the classroom.

			“No way is being shot in the head worse than drowning,” Kason says loudly, as if he wants the entire school’s attention, and flicks his dark hair. He laughs and thumps Justin playfully on his muscular arm.

			They’re a good duo. Every guy wants to be them, and every girl wants to date them. Isn’t that what they say? I’m sure that’s what Kason thinks. He’s a cocky asshole who’s relying solely on hockey to get him into college.

			Syd and I take seats at our usual desks.

			Justin is…different. All right, he’s super sure of himself and popular, but I’ve never heard of him treating anyone badly. He is a serial dater like Kason, though.

			Another reason why I wouldn’t go there even if I had a chance: I think he averages about three months with a girl and then moves on. Still, it’s longer than Kason’s three hours.

			I’m in agreement with Kason on this one, though: drowning would be worse than getting shot.

			Mrs. Grady takes attendance, and the bell for first period rings.

			I overhear about a dozen horrible ways to die as we walk to AP English.

			Mariella strolls past with her stand-in friend Jessie, as her real friends, Tayley and Debbie, aren’t in her first period. “As if I’m going to die any way other than spectacularly. It needs to be, like, newsworthy, you know?”

			I swear I lose a brain cell every time I hear her say “like.”

			In AP English, I take a seat near the back, next to Axel, a kid who could probably have his master’s degree already and rarely talks to anyone. He always wears leather and a bored expression.

			It wouldn’t surprise me if someone said their biggest fear was “Axel staring at me to death with his threatening glare.”

			There’s a rumor that he’s older but got held back. Only that doesn’t make sense, because he’s a genius. There’s another rumor that he intentionally failed exams to stay behind. But who would want to make high school last longer? No one.

			I take a look around the room. I’ve never seen everyone so cheerful in the middle of winter before—especially halfway through January. And all it took was discussing the one way they’d never want to die…

			Justin is in the last row with Tayley and Debbie. Tayley is hanging on his every word. It looks like she’s begun her campaign to be his next girlfriend now that he’s single again.

			Mr. Morrison bursts into the room and clears his throat—he does that to start the lesson.

			I try not to switch off at the constant drone of his monotone voice.

			“How was your weekend?” I ask Axel.

			His head twists toward me slowly. His eyes are such a light blue they’re almost the color of the ice outside. They don’t look real, but I can see that he’s not wearing lenses. “Fine. Yours?”

			I flip open my textbook. “Shopping and a movie night with Syd.”

			We have a very similar conversation almost every morning. I try to talk to him so that the period doesn’t drag. He grunts one- or two-word replies. There is something new I can add today.

			“Did you see that meme being reposted on Insta?” I ask.

			“Yep.”

			I wait for him to expand, but seconds tick by and now I’m just looking at him like a weirdo.

			“Okay,” I mutter, my shoulders hunching. This period would go a lot faster if he weren’t so hostile.

			He gives me a half-hearted smile that’s more irritated grimace and turns away.

			Everyone else in the room talks, having quiet conversations and laughing under their breath. My table with Axel is always quiet.

			Behind me, I can hear Tayley telling Justin that her biggest fear is being crushed.

			Not a great way to go, but I think it would be over quickly. There wouldn’t be a lot of time to think. Not like suffocating, where you’d know for minutes that you were fading. You’d fight and eventually realize that you’re losing—dying.

			I look up and see Axel turn his nose up. No, he definitely doesn’t seem like the person to take part in TikTok challenges or anything else that involves being a sheep. I know him about as well as I know a perfect stranger, but I don’t imagine he does anything that he doesn’t want to.

			Not like me.

			I wonder what his death fear is. It would probably be something like being shot with a huge military-style gun. One of those guns that goes on firing forever in movies.

			Asking him wouldn’t hurt. He could always tell me to go away or ignore me. He’ll probably ignore me.

			He picks up his heavy textbook and flips it open, the muscles in his forearms flexing. He’s not on the hockey team, but I guess he works out. I avert my eyes, unsure if it’s me making him uncomfortable.

			“Izzy?”

			I jolt at the authoritative tone in Mr. Morrison’s voice.

			“Sorry?”

			“The partner project on Poe. You’re working with Axel.”

			My stomach sinks in alarm, and I hope that I don’t look as scared as I feel. “A group project?”

			“Partner project,” Axel replies.

			Well, that’s just great. How unfair is it to partner us with the person we’re sitting with rather than letting us choose? I thought it was bad enough working independently beside him. We might have to meet up outside of school and say more than seven words to each other. How will he cope with that?

			I peek to my side, and he’s glaring at his textbook as if it’s just flipped him off.

			Well, it’s safe to say that he’s not loving the idea of working together either.

			“Should we meet up after school this week?” I ask.

			“Why?” he asks, as if it’s not actually obvious.

			“Um, to work on the project…”

			Surely he doesn’t think I want to spend time hanging out with him. I don’t think I’d want to be alone with him.

			“We can do it in class.”

			“Sure, but what if we don’t finish?”

			“We will.”

			I bite my lip hard so I won’t tell him to get lost. It’s not like this was my idea, yet he’s making it seem like I’m forcing him into it.

			“Fine. You’re going to have to talk to me, though. You get that, right?”

			“I don’t mind talking to you, Izzy.”

			That’s the first time in the three and a half years at this school that he’s used my name. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever heard him use anyone’s name. Also, he’s lying. He obviously does mind talking to me.

			We start work, or rather, I start work. I decide what we should focus on in our presentation, opting for how Poe’s rather depressing life influenced his writing. Axel replies with his usual grunt to everything I suggest. I get the impression that he doesn’t care what we do for this project; he just wants to get it over with.

			So, I scribble lots of notes while he stares at the table like a serial killer.

			When that wonderful ding of the bell rings, I sigh in pure relief.

			“Axel,” I say as he grabs his unopened notebook and stands.

			He looks down and grunts, “What?”

			Damn, he really is tall. A mountain of a seventeen-year-old, he could easily get away with being twenty-one. His square jaw, ruffled blond hair, and almond-shaped eyes make girls melt…until they meet him.

			Just say the words, Izzy.

			“What’s your death fear?”

			He turns his nose up in the exact way I thought he would. Yeah, he’s definitely above all this meme stuff.

			Still, I hold my ground, tilting my chin up and waiting.

			Finally, he replies, “All of them.”

			“I’m sorry, what? All of them?”

			He walks around the desk but keeps his eyes on me. “Falling, burning, illness, being buried alive, crushed, strangled, suffocated, stabbed, shot, beaten. They’re all bad. Everyone is running around arguing over whose fear is the scariest, as if they have everything figured out.” He shakes his head. “The truth is, when death comes, no matter how it comes, it’s always scary.”

		

	
		
		
			two

			IZZY

			Axel’s words rattle around in my head as Syd and I make our way along the busy corridor to gym.

			The truth is, when death comes, no matter how it comes, it’s always scary.

			I mean, how insanely creepy is that?

			“What did the resident freak talk to you about?” Syd asks, scowling at someone who didn’t give her enough room to pass.

			“Axel isn’t a freak, Syd.”

			At least, I don’t think so. Maybe he’s just a bit strange. Who’s afraid of every death?

			Though, who isn’t? Maybe we’re the freaks and he has everything figured out. I’m sure if your fear is drowning but you’re set on fire, it’s not much better.

			She laughs. “Oh sure, he’s just misunderstood. Did you know that he lives alone? Like, no parents at all.”

			“And how do you know that?”

			“I overheard Tayley talking to Debbie. She lives a couple blocks away from him and said she’s never seen his parents or any other adult going in or out of his tiny apartment.”

			“I question how long she’s spent watching his apartment in order to reach that conclusion.” I’m unsure how much I trust Tayley and Debbie’s word, considering they behave as if they’re constantly auditioning for Euphoria.

			Syd scrolls through her phone, almost walking into more people. “Look at this! Justin reposted that meme with his fear. Do you want to know?”

			I push open the locker room door. “I could just look myself. Besides, Kason said his fear is worse than being shot, so it must be that.”

			“Don’t be a party pooper, Iz. That’s not what he’s put on his post anyway. He’s scared of suffocation, too. You guys are meant to be.”

			“I think I might be scared of every death now,” I say as a shiver ripples down my torso.

			“Okay, I have got to know what Axel said to you!”

			“Nothing much. He’s not thrilled to be partnered with me.”

			“I can’t believe we have assigned seats in Mr. Morrison’s class. He’s evil. I bet it’s the only fun he has. You are coming to Mariella’s party tonight, right? Her mom’s away until Wednesday, apparently. You can’t say no. We’re seniors this year. It’s time to attend every party and every event. We have to make this a year to remember.”

			“Where do you hear all this?”

			We head to our lockers to change. “Mariella.”

			Mariella and Syd go to the same dance school three times a week. They’re not friends exactly, but at dance class, they get along. Mariella, Tayley, and Debbie are a pyramid of popularity, and Mariella is on top.

			“I’ll skip this party.”

			“You skipped the last one.”

			“So did you,” I tell her.

			“Because you did, idiot. Come on, please, Iz. I can’t go alone. You’ll have fun, I promise. Besides, don’t you want to snoop around Mariella’s massive house again?”

			“We don’t even like anyone going.”

			“We don’t actively dislike them, either. Iz, please. I don’t want to spend every evening sitting at home, waiting to get a life.”

			She might not dislike them, but I think they’re all self-centered mean girls who will speak to you only if they need something. The guys aren’t any better.

			“All right, but this is the last time you can drag me along this month.”

			“Deal.” She beams at me, her dark eyes happy for now. “February is only two weeks away.”

			I change quickly and follow Syd into the gym. It smells of dirty socks, sweat, and despair. No one likes being in here, but the weather is too bad to do much outside.

			“Sydney and Izzy, you will be our goalkeepers,” Miss White says. She, too, is evil.

			“Soccer,” I groan, trudging to the goal as if my life is over. For the next thirty minutes, it’s going to feel like it.

			Can this be my fear? Death by soccer ball? I’m about to get hit—a lot. Soccer isn’t my sport. The boys take soccer very seriously and shout if we don’t win. To be fair, so does Mariella.

			I personally couldn’t care less. Basketball and hockey, I like.

			Standing in my goal, I bend my knees, ready to spring either way, hopefully to catch the ball before it slams into my face or the back of the net.

			Miss White tells the boys not to kick the ball too hard as they’re playing with the girls. I grind my teeth, but I don’t actually want to be bruised, so I let it go.

			Kason kicks the ball to Justin. Mariella runs at Justin, and I really hope she manages to tackle him so I don’t need to try to save this.

			I take a breath, bouncing from foot to foot.

			Whatever happens, I’m going to go for this.

			Justin runs around Mariella and kicks.

			My eyes bulge and I leap to the left as the ball hurtles toward me.

			I actually do it. I block the ball from going into the net…with my face.

			The damn thing ricochets off my forehead, and I land on the floor in a heap.

			I push myself up, rubbing my forehead, as Justin jogs over. “Izzy, I’m so sorry,” he says. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah. I’ll survive.”

			“I didn’t mean to kick it that hard.”

			“It’s not your fault I’m a terrible goalie.”

			“Not really. That was an excellent save. A lot of people would’ve backed down so they don’t get hurt.”

			Smart people. That’s what I should have done.

			“Well, that’s good, but now I have a concussion.”

			He winces. “Do you need to go to the nurse’s office?”

			“That was a joke.” I drop my arms, my cheeks catching on fire. I guess I can add “not funny” to the list of things I am. Why am I such a dork around him?

			“Right.” He nods, turns around, and walks back to his side of the indoor pitch.

			Syd gives me two thumbs up, as if that encounter with Justin was something positive. He kicked a ball into my face, and then I behaved like an idiot.

			“Okay?” Miss White asks.

			“Fine.”

			Kason kicks the ball to the other team, and we get ready to start again.

			I’m going to have bruises everywhere by the time we’re done.

			We play for another twenty minutes. I let in three and save four.

			“Let’s wrap it up,” Miss White calls.

			Oh, thank you, Lord.

			I might not be the fastest out there, but I am the fastest when it comes to getting back into the changing room. No one wants out of gym class more than I do. The others trail after me as I run for the door.

			Syd and I change and then go our separate ways for the third period.

			I do have to get through AP math with Axel again. At least I don’t have to sit next to him, though. He sits alone near the back of the class.

			I like math. The answer is the answer and that’s that.

			I walk into the classroom and take my seat. While everyone is filtering in, I listen to the fizz of excitement the death fear meme has caused. It’s incredible how happy this creepily morbid thing has made people.

			Axel is already sitting down when I look over my shoulder. He’s glancing at his phone, scrolling and occasionally shaking his head with a clenched jaw. Is he looking at people’s fears? He thinks every way to die is the worst. But he can’t really believe that, right? I mean, being burned alive has to be worse than falling down some stairs.

			I might be giving this meme more thought than I should.

			Mr. Heston turns our attention from gossip to math.

			But no one is into it, and it’s the same for the rest of the day. Everyone half-heartedly listens to the teacher while scrolling to see all the awful ways we could be murdered.
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			IZZY

			By the time I leave school, I’m ready to watch or read something light and fluffy. If it was still December, it would be something cheesy from Hallmark. That’s the level of happy I need right now.

			Hearing about death all day has been kinda depressing, and I could use something upbeat after constantly reading about gory murder.

			As if that weren’t distressing enough, I have a red circle on my forehead from the soccer ball in gym. It’s almost gone now, but I did spend all day looking like…well, like I was hit in the head with a ball.

			Syd and I walk to our cars with our chins tucked, trying to keep the bitter wind from biting our cheeks.

			“I need summer,” she mutters.

			“Me too. Are we going to the diner before this stupid party?” I ask. The only thing that will make this bearable is one of Matthew’s hot dogs.

			“The party isn’t stupid, and of course we are!”

			“I’ll meet you at Puck’s.”

			We go our separate ways for the five minutes it takes to drive from school to the town square. It takes two minutes in better weather. I pass the first dock at the port. Boats are out as usual, because fishing doesn’t stop for snow or ice, apparently. The water would probably freeze over if there weren’t a constant ring of fishing boats coming and going.

			The only time they stop is if there’s a blizzard. Which has happened five times so far this winter.

			I park in the lot, wave at Syd’s dad out on a boat, and dash along the shoveled sidewalk to Puck’s Diner—owned by Matthew Grayson. Ex–minor league professional hockey player and the person closest to reaching fame that Rock Bay has ever had.

			He’s Kason and Justin’s hero, though I’m sure they’re hoping to get to the majors.

			Syd and I take a seat in an ice-blue booth. The tabletops are painted with the layout of an ice hockey pitch, and framed game photos hang all over the walls. Most important, Puck’s has the best burgers, hot dogs, and slushies in the world.

			“Tell me you two aren’t getting in on all this nonsense,” Matthew’s wife, Lenora, says, stopping by our table with her notepad and pen. She’s a glamorous woman with shiny hair and a new dip manicure every two weeks. Half the town thought she would leave Matthew when his injury stopped him from playing.

			“The fear thing, you mean?” Syd says. “We haven’t reposted anything yet, but I think half the school has by now. More, probably.”

			“We’re not going to,” I add.

			“Good. You guys want your usual dogs and cherry slushies?”

			“Please,” Syd and I reply in unison.

			“All right. Amiyah’s already here. She’s in the bathroom,” Lenora says as she walks toward the kitchen.

			Amiyah is my cousin, and she makes up our trio. Uncle Samar is a surgeon at the local hospital. He’s loaded, so Amiyah attends St. Mary’s, an all-girls private school just outside town.

			She bursts through the bathroom door and runs to our table, her curled black hair bouncing behind her. Sliding into the booth beside me, she shoves her phone in my face.

			I wish people would stop doing that.

			“Have you seen this?” she asks.

			“You’re so yesterday, Miyah,” Syd says.

			“It’s all over your school, too?” I ask.

			“It’s all anyone can talk about. It’s from here! I’d recognize that dock with Matthew’s carving of a puck and initials etched into it anywhere.”

			“That’s what we said.” I push her phone away, and she drops it on the table. “You haven’t done it, have you?”

			“Everyone has, Iz. I thought you hadn’t seen it, because there was nothing on your profile. Not that I don’t know your biggest death fear. Did you order? I have, but I told Lenora I’d wait for you two, and I’m starving.”

			“We ordered,” I say. “Why did you share it? It’s creepy, Miyah. Who would even think of something like that and why?”

			“It’s just a bit of fun. Lighten up, Iz.”

			Syd laughs. “Izzy’s freaked out by it.”

			“No, I’m not!”

			“You’ve been weird about it all day.”

			“How?”

			She frowns. “You just have.”

			That’s her argument when she has no evidence or facts to back a claim up.

			“If not doing it makes me weird, then you’re weird, too,” I say.

			Syd grabs her phone.

			“Put that down!”

			Miyah rolls her eyes. “Chill, will you, Iz? It’s a joke.”

			“It’s about death.”

			“This dude just wants to go viral. Like people on TikTok with their unboxing videos or playing games.”

			I will never understand why someone would watch someone else playing Minecraft. However, I do love unboxing videos.

			“Are you going to Mariella’s party?” Syd asks.

			“When have I ever turned down a party?” Miyah replies.

			“Your parents’ Christmas party,” I say.

			“Ugh. Stuck-up assholes from their social circle. That’s my idea of hell. Anyway, I went to that.”

			“Only because I agreed to go with you. And because Uncle Samar gave us fifty dollars each to pretend to be happy about it.”

			He’s my favorite uncle.

			“Your fear is being dragged by a car! Miyah, what the hell!” Syd’s mouth falls open as she stares at her screen, reading my cousin’s repost.

			Miyah laughs. “It’s, hands down, the worst way to go! Could you imagine? Ooh, our food is here.”

			My heart races.

			I wouldn’t have even thought about that as a way to go. I know that, with the amount of textbooks Uncle Samar has around, Miyah has access to all things gross and gruesome, but her mind is darker than I thought.

			She was once obsessed with medieval surgical methods after reading one of her dad’s books.

			While we eat, I try to forget about the meme. Despite the fact that the whole diner is talking about it and trying to figure out who started it.

			We overhear Matthew denying any involvement and insisting that just because they took a picture here, that doesn’t mean he’s responsible. He seems half annoyed and half pleased that his carved post was used.

			I don’t know if that means someone who knows him started this or if that was the only recognizable landmark. The creator wanted the town to be identified.

			Who knows?

			“What are you two wearing?” Syd asks as we finish eating.

			We all chuck some cash on the table to cover the bill and tip.

			“I’m not dressing up,” I tell her.

			“Neither am I,” Miyah says. “Even if Tayley, Debbie, and Mariella will be in tiny dresses. Besides, my parents would never let me leave the house with too much exposed skin.”

			Syd’s shoulders slump. “Jeans it is.”

			“My friend dropped me off, Iz, so I’m coming with you,” Miyah tells me.

			“Okay.”

			I zip my coat as we walk to the door. Miyah and I go to my car, and Syd goes to hers.

			After cranking up the heat, I drive home.

			“Who do you think made that meme?” I ask.

			Miyah scrolls through her phone, paying no attention to anything else. “No idea. They must be bored, though. What I’d like to know is why.”

			“Miyah, not everything on the internet is exactly logical. There are quizzes that tell you what kind of sandwich you’d be.”

			She laughs and finally looks up as we reach my house. “That’s true.”

			I park in the drive and let us in. We go straight up to my room to change. My dad works for a finance company, and my mom is a dental secretary. Neither of them will be home until after seven p.m., and we’ll be gone by then.

			Miyah opens my closet door and tilts her head to the side. “I need to borrow a shirt. I only brought jeans with me.”

			“Grab whatever you want.” I sit on my bed and unlock my phone.

			My feed is flooded with nothing but fear.

		

	
		
		
			four

			IZZY

			I pull up at Mariella’s house. “Mansion” is probably a better way to describe it. It’s huge, with a sprawling front lawn. The driveway has been meticulously plowed down to the black asphalt, but it’s packed with cars, so we park on the street. Her parents own a dance and workout clothing line, and Mariella is in most of their social media posts and ads. You can always tell when she’s done a shoot, as she behaves like she’s a fashion model for the rest of the week.

			Syd always thought Mariella would end up going to Miyah’s school, but that girl would never go anywhere without boys. Dating is her religion.

			I wonder if she’ll be making a play for Justin, like Tayley is.

			We take off our coats and toss them in the car—we don’t want someone stealing them or, worse, vomiting on them.

			“Come on, it’s freezing out here!” Miyah says, wrapping her arms around the skintight top she borrowed from me. There might not be much skin on show—you’re welcome, Uncle Samar and Aunt Ellen—but there doesn’t need to be when the top looks painted on. It’s one of my favorites and looks incredible on her.

			I let her take my hand and drag me up the drive.

			A cold shiver rattles down my spine. Instinctively, I look over my shoulder and see Axel standing on the opposite side of the road, talking to some guy whose face is obscured in the shadows.

			Is Axel coming to the party? That would be a first. The guy he’s with looks older. Maybe there is some truth to the rumor about his being held back.

			“Izzy, hurry up!” Miyah says, tugging on my hand to get me to walk faster.

			I turn away from Axel, who never even glances in my direction. “Sorry.”

			He’s probably just talking to a friend. Though it’s strange to think of him as having a friend, since he’s made no effort to get to know anyone at school.

			We step inside, and we’re welcomed by warm air and the smell of beer.

			Mariella’s house is a sea of red Solo cups, bodies making the most amazing shapes—almost like they’re being electrocuted rather than dancing—and others with their face attached to someone else.

			I love to dance, but I would feel too self-conscious to do it here. Not all of Mariella’s friends are nice, so I can only imagine what they might say.

			“Beer?” Miyah asks. “Oh, sorry. You’re des.”

			“Yeah, thanks for reminding me that I have to stay sober. Though I do get to watch you all make fools of yourselves, so…”

			“Whatever, don’t be bitter.”

			Miyah, much better at blending in than I am, immediately goes for a beer and starts talking to Tayley. I wish I had her confidence. Not that I want to talk to Tayley.

			I leave Miyah and walk into the kitchen to find a soda. There’s only beer in the coolers.

			Justin and Kason are laughing and shoving each other at the far end of the kitchen, both spilling beer onto Mariella’s marble floor.

			They look up as I grab a Dr Pepper, but they turn away just as fast and neither says anything to me.

			But then Justin does a double take. He frowns and his forehead is almost lost to his shiny blond hair. Is he trying to work out whether I’ve been invited?

			My heart leaps anyway.

			I’d be offended if I cared. Okay, so maybe I care a little bit. Being invisible isn’t always fun, but at least I don’t have the pressure of fitting in.

			At least the mark on my forehead has disappeared.

			Axel spoke more than two words to me today, though, so it hasn’t been a total fail.

			I take my can into the living room to see whether Syd has arrived yet. She was getting a ride with Emma from her biology class, since they live close to each other.

			I find Syd and Emma with Miyah on the sofa, all three of them with beers in their hands. They’re giggling and looking over at a couple of guys from the hockey team.

			“There you are!” Miyah says, as if I’ve been gone for an hour.

			I hold my drink up. “Remember, some of us have to remain sober.”

			Shouldn’t Emma? I guess I’ll be taking Syd home.

			Emma shrugs and sips her beer. “Right. See you guys later. I’m off to find Kason.”

			“You are not getting back into a car with her,” I say once Emma’s gone.

			“Absolutely not! I’m coming with you!” Syd replies.

			“Look, there’s Justin and Kason,” Miyah says. “Did you see their fears? Creepy!”

			“Yours is way worse,” Syd tells her.

			I nod. “She’s got you there.”

			“Whatever.” She sighs and her dark eyes gloss over as she watches them. “I wish I went to your school.”

			“I couldn’t do the no-boys thing,” Syd says.

			I zone out as I spot someone who looks like Axel walking from the kitchen out the front door. No way. It’s hard to see as Danny and Beck jump up and down to “Cake by the Ocean” in front of me, but I definitely saw messy blond hair and a leather jacket.

			Debbie walks into the room wearing a tiny yellow dress that would make my parents choke if they saw me in it. She looks like a model.

			She raises a Solo cup to her mouth and takes a long swig. Her pale eyes are tense, and she’s clenching her free hand as if she’s holding in a tantrum.

			I remember seeing her explode when she didn’t win prom queen last year. She walked around for ten minutes looking like her veins were going to pop…then she screamed at poor Gemma for daring to breathe in her vicinity.

			Someone must have made her mad.

			Maybe Kason rejected her.

			Or maybe she had an argument with Axel. They both came from the same direction, and he just stalked outside as if he was storming out after an argument. Now she looks like she wants to destroy the entire human race.

			No way would she even speak to him, though. Unless it was to tell him to get out of her way or call him a freak.

			Oh my God, I would die if it turns out she’s been hooking up with him. She’s never dated anyone other than guys on the hockey team. In fact, I’ve heard her say that Axel is disgusting and probably spends his time pulling the heads off small animals.

			Imagine if the beauty was sleeping with the beast.

			“I’m going to get another drink,” I say absentmindedly, following Debbie into the kitchen.

			Miyah and Syd are too preoccupied talking to Jeremy and Billy, who made their way over after noticing them staring.

			I swerve around a couple of people before I bump into them and get beer spilled on my top.

			Debbie is glugging her drink by the fridge. I step deeper into the room. A couple of people are around, but they’re not paying attention.

			“Debbie, are you okay?” I ask.

			Mariella laughs beside me.
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