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	This book contains:

	
		Strong language

		Violence, including murder

		Non-graphic/fade-to-black sex scenes

		Smoking, drug use, and underage drinking

		Bullying, homophobia, and slut-shaming

		Non-graphic discussions of suicide (see next page)






 



	 

	 

	The following story involves the suicide of a major character, and may be triggering to those who are currently struggling with their mental health. 
If you feel that reading about this topic could be detrimental to you, please
 do not continue any further. Your mental health is the most important 
thing, and there is always help available.
 

	 

	Support hotlines for those struggling with suicidal thoughts:

	Australia (Lifeline): 13 11 14

	Austria (Telefonseelsorge): 142

	The Bahamas (National Suicide Hotline): 322-2763

	Bangladesh (National Emergency and ambulance): 999 and 199

	Barbados (Samaritans): (246) 4299999

	Belgium (Stichting Zelfmoordlijn 1813 and Stichting Centre 
       de Prévention du Suicide): 1813 (Dutch language)
       and  080032123 (French language)

	Bosnia and Herzegovina (Centar Srce and National 
       Emergency Number): 0800- 300303 (Serbian language) and 124

	Bolivia (Teléfono de la Esperanza and National Emergency 
       Number): (00 591 4) 4 25 42 42 (Cochabamba and La Paz) and 911

	Botswana (National Lifeline): 3911270

	Brazil (Centro de Valorização da Vida): 188

	Bulgaria (National Emergency Number): 112
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       or PARLER (French language) to 686868

	Chile (Fundacion Vinculos): 5622 2442 533 or 5698 2481 971

	China (Beijing Suicide Research and Prevention 
       Center): 010-8295-1332 (mobile and VoIP)

	Colombia: 106

	Costa Rica (Aqui Estoy): (506) 2272-3774, Mon-Fri, 2.00-10.00PM

	Croatia (Plavi Telefon): 48 33 888

	Cyprus (Samaritans): 8000 7773, 4PM to 12AM

	Czechia: 116 111 (under 26)

	Denmark (Livslinien): 70 201 201, telephone support 11AM to 4AM

	Ecuador (National Emergency Number): 911

	Estonia (Eluliin): 655 8088 (Estonian language) 
       or 655 5688 (Russian language) From 7PM to 7AM.

	Fiji (Lifeline Fiji): 132454

	Finland (Finnish Association for Mental Health): 010 195 202 (Fins)
       or (09) 4135 0501 (Foreigners)

	France (Suicide Ecoute): 01 45 39 40 00

	Germany (Telefonseelsorge): 0800 111 0 111

	Greece (Suicide Hotline): 1018

	Guyana (Inter-agency Suicide Prevention Help Line): 623-4444 (by cellphone)

	Hong Kong (Samaritans): 2896 0000.

	Hungary (LESZ): 116-123

	Iceland (Hjálparsími Rauða Krossins): 1717

	India (Sneha India): +91 44 24640050

	Indonesia (Kementerian Kesehatan): 150-0454

	Ireland (Samaritans): 116 123

	Israel (Eran.org.il Suicide line): 1201

	Italy (Samaritans – ONLUS): 800 86 00 22, 1PM to 10PM

	Japan (National Emergency Number): 110 or 119

	Jordan (National Emergency Number): 911

	South Korea (Lifeline Korea): 1588-9191

	Kenya (Befrienders Kenya): +254 722 178 177

	Kosovo: 080012345

	Latvia (Skalbes.lv): +371 27722292, weekdays

	Lithuania (Jaunimo Linija Youth Line): 8 800 28888

	Luxembourg (National Emergency Number): 112

	Malaysia (Befrienders): 03-79568144

	Malta (Appogg): 179

	Mauritius (Befrienders): +230 800 93 93, 9AM to 9PM

	Mexico (SAPTEL): (55) 5259-8121

	Netherlands (Stichting 113Online): 113

	New Zealand (1737, Need to Talk?): 1737

	Norway (Mental Helse): 116 123

	Pakistan (Umang Hotline Pakistan): (92) 0311 7786264

	Philippines (National Center for Mental Health): (8727) (02) 7989-USAP (8727)

	Poland (Olsztynski Telefon Zaufania 'Anonimowy Przyjaciel): 89 19288

	Portugal (Voz de Apoio): 50 60 70 225 50 60 70

	Romania (Asociația de Suicidologie): 0800 080 100

	Russia: (495) 625 3101

	Serbia (SRCE Novi Sad): 0800-300-303, 2PM to 10PM

	Singapore (National Emergency Number): 999

	South Africa (Suicide Crisis Line): 0800 567 567

	Spain (Teléfono de la Esperanza): 717 003 717

	Sweden (Självmordslinjen): 90101

	Switzerland (Die Dargebotene Hand): 143

	Ukraine (Lifeline Ukraine): 7333

	United Kingdom (Samaritans): 116 123

	United States (National Suicide Prevention Lifeline): 1-800-273-8255 
       or 988 (after July 2022)

	 

	
International: Suicidestop.com is an international resource, offering free chatlines and other forms of support to those suffering with depression or suicidal thoughts anywhere in the world.
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	For Haley. 
Without you, this story would’ve ended up as just another one of my many drafts, never reaching its full potential. Thank you for helping make me the writer I am today.
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Power acquired by violence is only a usurpation, and 
lasts only as long as the force of him who commands 
prevails over that of those who obey.”
 

	― Denis Diderot
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Chapter One: So Begins The End

	KATE

	I've been called many things over the last four years, by many different people. Some have been true, some have not. Some have been kind, some have been cruel. I’ve been called intelligent, beautiful, full of potential. Cold, sociopathic, and mean. But there's one thing I've never been called, one thing I crave to be described as: popular. Popular not in the sense of being loved or agreeable; rather, the type of popular used to describe the mean girls in every cliché American teen movie. The mean girls who are adored by some, hated by many, but above all else, are powerful. That’s what I want: I want power. 
“Dear Diary,” I begin to write on a clean page of my journal. My font is cursive but neat. “I'm feeling villainous…”
A lot of people would think I have everything, and in some ways, I do. I have a wealthy family, the IQ of a genius, a figure worthy of fashion week runways, a face to put most beauty queens to shame, and to top it all off, I attend one of the UK’s most prestigious private schools. But it’s not enough. Nothing is ever enough for me, because here it seems to make no difference how rich you are, how pretty you are, how many Prada bags or bottles of Chanel perfume you own; no matter what, there will always be someone better. There will always be someone whose daddy is richer, whose house is bigger, and whose face is more beautiful. 
But what if there wasn’t? What if you were the one at the top, the number one girl? To take that power, you have to exert dominance through fear and intimidation. You have to be able to lie easily, and those lies have to be both bitter enough to poison your enemies, and sweet enough to charm your followers. 
“…I have a plan, and it's going to make me popular. The other girls will finally fall at my feet. It will be my parties they’ll want to go to, and me they’ll desperately try to imitate. The social ladder will be flipped, and I'll be at the top, as I always should have been…”
Hayford Independent Secondary School - the private, all-girls school I've attended since I was eleven years old - is filled with the daughters of London's richest, even some of the world's richest. Most students were born into old-money families, the children of wealthy businessmen or politicians. They are ladies, duchesses, and princesses. It’s therefore not surprising that there’s a strict social hierarchy, and everyone knows who is at the top and who is at the bottom. 
I'm not at the bottom. Even those who despise me – which is, by now, the majority of year eleven students – know that I am too good for that: I'm not one of the tryhards, or teacher's pets, or working-class scholarship students. I am in the middle – average – but average is not good enough. I deserve to be at the top, and soon enough, I will be. 
“...It's going to take some work, though. There are people in my way, and they need to be removed…” 
I continue writing. It’s one in the morning and I have school tomorrow, but I’m too excited to sleep. My heart is thumping, and a smile spreads across my lips – a sly smile, my signature - as I think of the glory which will soon be mine. 
I’ll never understand why I ended up in this middling spot of the Hayford hierarchy in the first place, as I have always had everything required to be at the top; I shouldn’t have to work for the privilege now. I am beautiful, charismatic, extroverted, and filthy rich, all the things one is judged on when they first arrive at Hayford and the order is determined, when the queens are given their coronations. I should’ve been one of them all those years ago, but at least now I can correct that injustice. My extreme intelligence and manipulation skills will provide an extra layer to my armoury, giving me a winning edge beyond physical beauty and monetary wealth, an edge lacked by the current rulers. These traits will allow me not only to steal the crown, but to dig my silver claws deep into it, ensuring it will never again be out of my grip.
But I won't work alone in this mission. That would be foolish, especially given the danger of what I'm about to do, and the trouble I'll get into if I’m caught. To pull this off, I’ll need an army of unconditional supporters. So far, I have one: Starr Smith, my best friend of two years, someone who is already firmly under my spell. We’ve been inseparable since we met at the school swimming club back in year nine, and she clings to my every word; easily led and desperate for excitement, she’s a weak girl I can mould like clay. 
Starr is the only person I like at school - and one of the few people I like in general - but at Hayford, it's kill or be killed, every girl for herself. Friends stab each other with the heels of their Louboutins, and the loser is finished off with suffocation by high-end perfume, the scent of No5 clinging to the designer clothes of the dead body long after her metaphorical murder.
I will throw Starr away if I have to, destroying her just as I’ll destroy everyone else. But to start with she’ll be my ally, the first of many.
“…Some will definitely wonder why I would go to such extremes to be popular at a school I'll be graduating from in a maximum of two and a half years' time. But this is a dream I've had since I first stepped foot into those buildings. Power and control, especially over people like Hayford girls, is what I crave more than anything else in this world. I won't deny myself any longer.”
Outside the comfort of my pink and black bedroom, a storm is brewing. I can hear the rain hammering against the glass of the window, and begin to imagine what the sky might look like. I decide it’s as dark as my hair – almost raven - but lacking the sparkle of any stars. This sky reflects what Hayford will become under my rule: darkness will take over, with every bright light quickly and cruelly destroyed. 
I sigh, then lie down in preparation to sleep, content with my planning and relaxed by the sound of the rain. The final thought to cross my mind is one regarding Starr, and how she and the other girls I’m soon to recruit will help me in this plan, serving me with unending loyalty whether they like it or not. They will obey my every command, propping me up as high as I can go; if they do not submit, they will suffer. Because in this world, popularity is everything. And I will settle for nothing less than queenship…

	


Chapter Two: A Parent Only in Name

	SARAH

	Iam fully aware that my daughter is a narcissist. Kate changed when she was eleven years old, or at least that’s when I noticed it. Eleven was the age at which she started at Hayford Independent, the all-girls private school she attends on a scholarship, although we're by far rich enough to afford the fees. That’s something Kate will quickly tell anyone who wonders, lest they dare to think she’s working class. Perhaps that – her winning a scholarship which could have gone to someone less fortunate – was the start of this terrible transformation. The scholarship in question is one automatically awarded to the five girls who score the highest in the Hayford entrance exams, regardless of whether or not they can already afford the fees. Maybe the fact that Kate was one of those fortunate girls, taking a place that could’ve – should’ve - gone to a working-class talent implied to her that she was better than them, and that the world owed her something as a result. 
Just a few days after she started at Hayford, Kate began her hobby of ranting to her father and me about the other girls, a hobby she still engages in to this day, although I’ve noticed she’s become more secretive in recent months. These rants would take place over our late evening dinners, and would involve her describing her classmates as fat, ugly, stupid, and worse. At first, I couldn't believe the words coming from my young daughter's mouth; she'd never been the sweetest child, but she was pleasant enough throughout her earlier schooling. It didn’t take long for me to get used to this different behaviour, though, and I soon found myself helplessly watching on as it continued to grow more and more severe.
Working long days all week, I barely see my daughter; it is the price I pay to be one of the top criminal lawyers in London. On the rare occasions when I do have time off, Kate is always out with Starr or Nathan, or whoever her friends are these days, and so the only time we talk is over those aforementioned evening meals, where she will brag about getting a grade 9 on her latest history test, or recall how she pointed out Gretta Marin's fake Gucci bag and humiliated her in front of everyone. It’s clear that she is cruel in both word and deed, but I still love her - of course I do. She's my only child, and I'd take a bullet for Kate if I had to. But that doesn't mean I accept her wholeheartedly, and it definitely doesn’t mean that I don't dream things will change. When mornings are quiet at work and I’m taking a coffee break, my mind so often wanders to my daughter, and my hope that one day she'll go back to her “old” self: the adorable toddler with the sparkly silver eyes, who would proudly announce her love for me as I tucked her into bed each night; the little girl Ricky and I used to take to the park and push on the swings, as she blabbered for hours about her teddies and dolls; the eleven-year-old we pulled a black blazer around on the morning of her first day at Hayford, and kissed the cheek of as she left our car and took her first ever steps through the doors of that school.
My thoughts are interrupted, as Kate-Camille storms into the living room where I’m sat, back from seeing one of her friends.
“You're home early,” she remarks to me, throwing down the Prada bag she uses for school. 
“My case has finished,” I say, gazing at her bored-looking face, a beautiful cocktail of my husband’s and my features. “We won.” 
Kate pulls out a water bottle and takes a sip. Her eyes don’t meet mine.
“That’s nice,” she mutters, clearly not caring about my work in the slightest, the same work which allows her to live such a privileged lifestyle: she cares about herself, and nothing else. She places the bottle on the coffee table and takes off her school blazer, before sitting on the sofa beside me and crossing her legs. “What’s for dinner?” she then asks. She’s on her phone now, scrolling through Instagram. I watch her for a moment before answering, seeing her “like” several images and leave a comment on one posted by Starr. 
“Fish of some sort. Probably salmon,” I reply, which provokes a look of disgust from Kate. I decide it’s time to change the subject, knowing I need to use these precious few moments between the two of us productively. “How was your day, sweetheart?” 
“Fine,” my daughter tells me. She locks her phone, places it beside her, and reclines in her seat, making herself comfortable. “Sofia Roman is having another one of her parties, and there are a few new rumours going around. Nothing exciting other than that.” 
I nod, forcing interest in these trivial affairs.
“Who were you with earlier?” I decide to check, even though it’s a question which will probably annoy her, maybe making her feel like I don’t respect her privacy. That’s the last thing I want to do – I don’t want her to despise me more than she already seems to – but as a mother, my natural instinct is to worry, and Kate’s secrecy gives me plenty of reason to do that.
“Nathan.” Her answer comes quickly, and I can’t tell whether or not it’s a lie. It’s at that point – when she starts giving me one-word answers – that I realise this exercise will achieve nothing. Picking up my empty coffee cup as I do so, I head into the kitchen and out of Kate’s presence. She makes no attempt to follow me. 
The fact that I am intimidated by my own sixteen-year-old daughter is ridiculous. Today, I may have given up in trying to get her to speak to me, to rebuild our relationship, but next time Kate won’t win. Next time I will work harder, and I will come to the battle armed with a plan, energy, and courage, things I am lacking this afternoon. I, a fully grown woman with a career and family, cannot live in fear of a teenager who’s nothing more than a spoilt little rich girl; it is too unfair, morally wrong even. As I dump my cup in the sink with a sigh, I decide that I will win this war – I have no choice but to do so. Before I know it, Kate will be back under my control, and we will once again be friends in the way a mother and daughter should be. I am determined to achieve that, and when I set myself up to do something, I almost always succeed…

	 

	


Chapter Three: Admired from Afar

	GRACIE

	 

	Staying in the closet is usually easy enough if you’re subtle. Unfortunately, I don't have the skill of subtlety, as I find myself yet again staring at the most beautiful girl in the school; she’s currently reading a history textbook and laughing with her friend. I've never actually had a conversation with her, but I've fallen in love regardless, because the way her near-black hair swings as she walks makes my stomach flip. Her eyes, framed by long dark lashes, are the most mesmerising I've ever seen. I wish more than anything to touch her, to feel that perfect, spotless skin for myself. For now, though, I can only imagine the sheer ecstasy that experience would grant me.
“Gracie?” says my best friend Leigh, trying to get my attention. 
I turn to her. In some ways, Leigh resembles the girl I was just looking at - she also has long dark hair and conventionally attractive features - but she can't possibly be compared to her. To do so would be an insult; nobody compares to the girl I love. 
“Yes?” I stutter a little as I reply.
Leigh pulls her hair around her shoulders and taps her long acrylic nails on the table, a habit I find incredibly annoying. The two of us met at the start of year seven – a little over four years ago now – and became friends almost instantly. However, our relationship has never been a particularly deep one; we sit as a duo at lunchtime and choose each other as partners for group work, but we don’t spend much time together outside of school. I’ve met Leigh’s family only a handful of times, and it often feels like we know very little about one another beyond the surface-level stuff required for a friendship. On top of all that, there are traits in both of us that I know the other finds almost unbearable. 
In short, we are definitely not friendship soulmates. I doubt we’ll stay in touch after finishing year eleven. 
“You have to tell me what's going on with you. You’re always so distracted whenever we’re up here,” Leigh continues, referring to the school library we’re currently sat in. She pauses, and then her voice gets harsher. “You're not even looking at me now!”
I quickly make eye contact, surprised by how annoyed she sounds. 
“Sorry,” I mumble. This is another thing I hate about her: she always wants to know my business, even when I make it clear that I don’t want to tell her. 
I look away again, back to Kate. She's now packing up her books in preparation to leave. Her blonde friend whose name I can never remember follows her out. 
“Seriously, Gracie,” Leigh goes on, “I'm not going to judge you, whatever it is.”
I roll my eyes, before giving her my attention again. Kate’s gone now, so there’s nothing left to distract me.
“Fine. I have a crush on a girl. I'm a lesbian.” 
The words come out before I can think of what the consequences might be; I say them only to get Leigh off my back. But to my surprise – and relief - she smiles. 
“Who?” she asks, lowering her voice to prevent anyone else from hearing. 
“Kate-Camille Granger,” I tell her, assuming she'll recognise the name despite the subject of my affection being someone who perfect, clean-cut little Leigh wouldn't dare associate with. 
She leans back in her chair and smirks, amused. 
“Seriously? She's scary,” she says. “But if that's your type, then go for it, I guess.” 
I collect my books from the table and place them inside my backpack, knowing our lunch break will end in just a few minutes’ time.
“Oh, I will,” I assure her. “She doesn't scare me. Not one bit.”
At this, Leigh chuckles, sensing that I'm lying. I am; Kate is as intimidating as she is beautiful. 
“Really? Well, I think she's terrifying.” Leigh repeats her earlier opinion just as the bell rings, saving me from any more of her silly comments. We both stand up, mutter a quick goodbye, then go our separate ways. 
As I walk through the endless hallways of Hayford Independent and towards the French classroom used by Mrs Woodstock - the teacher I hate more than any other - I begin to think more deeply about my best friend’s opinions.
Kate isn't that scary, not really. She's just different to the other girls here, with her dark, almost gothic natural beauty, unique coloured eyes, and long, flawless brown hair. She's so much classier than everyone else, a fact demonstrated by the way she makes her bland uniform look like haute couture. If she wanted, she could easily be a model for that kind of clothing, because she is gorgeous, charismatic, and most of all, unattainable. Leigh isn't used to being around girls like Kate, and to be honest, neither am I. She is everything I’m not, and I want both to be her and date her…

	 

	


Chapter Four: Gretta Marin’s Plaything

	NADIYA

	 

	“Hey!”
I turn around, resisting the urge to roll my eyes as I’m greeted by the wholly unwelcome sight of Gretta Marin and Georgina Lakeland. They’re both smirking, their full lips glittering with expensive gloss. Their blonde hair is pulled neatly behind their ears, and the stink of their parents’ money clings to every part of their toned bodies. 
Needless to say, I hate these two.
“What you doing, Nadiya? You going to work tonight?” Gretta emphasises the word “work” and both girls burst into a fit of laughter, as if me having a job is the most hilarious thing in the world. To them, it might well be; juggling a part-time job with full-time education is usually a clear indication of someone’s financial status – as either working or lower-middle class – and thus at Hayford, it is also an indication of one’s (low) position in the social hierarchy. 
“I’m going to my lesson,” I tell them, before lowering my voice, afraid of somehow offending these two even more than I already do just by existing. “Can you move please? You’re in my way.” 
Again, they laugh mockingly. 
“You know, you look really fucking fat today. Like, even fatter than usual,” Gretta sneers, her blue eyes panning judgementally over the top half of my body. The blouse I put on this morning is a little small, meaning the rolls of fat covering my stomach fight unpleasantly against the material. “You need to hit the gym.” 
“You think she can afford gym membership?” Georgina giggles. “Of course not. That’s why most poor people are obese; all they do is sit around eating junk food, and then they’re too broke to go to the gym and too stupid to think of any other ways to lose weight.”
Before I can reply to this horrific example of classism, Georgina and Gretta exchange a knowing look, then the latter lunges forward and rips my bag from between my fingers. The two girls race away with it, their mocking laughs echoing through the immaculate white corridors. I don’t chase them; I feel too tired, and don’t want to be any later to my GCSE psychology class than I already am. Sighing and biting my lip to stop myself from crying, I turn away in defeat and begin the journey towards my classroom. I’ll have to borrow a pen and some paper from a classmate, then search the school for my bag during lunch. This has happened many times before, and it always goes the same way: after spending most of my break searching, I eventually find it dumped next to a bin or thrown to the side of a random hallway, with anything of value stolen and anything worthless now damaged beyond repair.
Gretta Marin is the nastiest girl in this entire school, which is really saying something as almost everyone here is horrible. Although it may seem like she and Georgina are equal, it soon becomes clear that’s not the case once you get to know them: with one firm glare from Gretta, Georgina thoughtlessly submits to everything her friend commands. To make matters worse, none of the teachers at this school pay any attention to Gretta’s bullying. I know this because I’ve reported her on more than one occasion – in fact, I’ve done it nine or ten times now – but nothing ever changes. Sometimes, the blame is even placed on me, as I’m told to simply ignore her, or stand up for myself more, as if I haven’t already tried both those things countless times before. I suspect this is all because Gretta’s businessman daddy donates large sums of money to the school, a very effective way of silencing his daughter’s victims, because we all know that nothing matters more than monetary wealth to the people who run Hayford.
As painful as being an outcast is, though, I’m glad I don't fit in here. If I did, I would probably lose almost all the morals I hold dear, morals drilled into me from birth by the family I love more than anything. Most of Hayford’s popular girls are self-centred and snobby, with self-destructive drinking or drug habits which everyone but their neglectful parents know the details of. Almost all my classmates are filthy rich, and girls like me – those from ordinary, working-class backgrounds - are looked down upon. My family may be struggling a little financially – fine, struggling a lot - but at least they're loving. Mum and Dad work four jobs between them to afford my school fees, and yet they still somehow manage to make time for me and my four-year-old sister Rosa. In contrast, a lot of my wealthier classmates seem to have strained relationships with their parents, who are always away working abroad or on luxurious holidays. Sometimes I wonder if they pay out Hayford's ridiculous fees to make up for a lack of love towards their daughters. 
As soon as this school year and therefore my GCSEs are over, I'm getting out of this posh hellhole and completing my compulsory education at a state school sixth form. I don’t care if that means I might have fewer subjects to choose from or slightly run-down facilities. I don’t even care if it means I get lower A Level results: all I know is that I can’t spend any more time here after year eleven. In fact, I’d ask my parents to free me sooner if I weren’t currently in the middle of preparing for GCSEs. Because as much as I understand their reasons for forking out tens of thousands of pounds on my education – they want me to have the best opportunities, everything they didn’t have – I know that my mental stability is more important, and I don’t think I could survive another two years of humiliation at Hayford.

	 

	 

	Forty-five minutes after having my bag stolen by Gretta and Georgina, I leave my psychology class, more than ready for lunch. But as I walk, I remember that I have swimming as my period five PE lesson, so decide to make a quick detour to my locker to grab my kit.
The lockers at Hayford are tiny for such an enormous school, little grey boxes barely big enough to fit a small gym bag in. Upon pulling mine open, I spot a piece of paper sitting on top of my kit. The words “To Nadiya” are handwritten in a neat, cursive font on one side, and the sheet is folded in half, secured with a staple. Pushing my glasses closer to my eyes, I open it up and begin to read.

	 

	“Nadiya,

	 

	You're not the only one who hates G.M, and you're definitely not the only one who wishes someone would put an end to her bullying. I also know that you're lonely, and I don't like seeing people left out: everyone deserves a friend.

	 

	If you want to get rid of G, meet me in the woods through the park at 8PM tonight. There's a small group of us, and if we work together, I think we can do it.

	 

	Don't tell anyone about this letter and don't let your parents know where you're going.

	 

	-KG x.”

	 

	I re-read the letter, slower this time to take in all the details. I would love more than anything to “get rid” of Gretta, and I might even make friends out of this; the writer says that everyone deserves a friend, and it does mention it being a group effort. It seems like a win-win situation, but I’m not stupid; I also know this sounds too good to be true. 
The sender of the letter is obviously Kate-Camille Granger, an arrogant yet charismatic girl in my year group. She's the only person I know with those initials, and she seems to hate most people, Gretta probably included in that number. It goes without saying that I’m not particularly fond of Kate – most people aren’t - but I dislike Gretta much more. That girl has made my life school life a living hell, defined by tears, fears, and insecurities.
Kate’s plan will be worth it, whatever it is, if it means I'll never have to hear Gretta call me fat, stupid - or worse, racial slurs - ever again.

	


Chapter Five: Initiation

	STARR

	 

	Grabbing my Stella McCartney backpack, I rush to get ready in time to meet Kate at 8PM. Inside my bag, there's a bottle of vodka stolen from my dad's supply, a lighter, some money, and my phone - after all, I never know what Kate might be planning. She always manages to surprise me, even after more than two years of friendship. 
Still wearing my Hayford uniform and with my bag now secured on my back, I bound downstairs. Mum emerges from the kitchen as I reach the hallway, and gives me a kind smile. 
“You meeting Kate?” she asks, totally fine with the fact that her fifteen-year-old daughter is going out so late on a school night. Both my parents are far more lax about my behaviour than the families of my mostly old-money classmates are, which I figure is down to the differences in their own upbringings compared to those of the other parents. Mum and Dad both come from ordinary, lower middle-class families, and met at their state secondary school. I was born a couple of weeks after they completed their GCSE exams, making them just a few months older than I am now when they first became parents. But being the determined, hard-working people they are, neither of them allowed a surprise teen pregnancy to ruin their ambitions for the future, and thanks to the support of all four of my grandparents, they both returned to school to complete their A Levels. Soon after doing those exams, Mum gave birth to their second child, my now fourteen-year-old brother Jude. With two children to care for at the tender age of eighteen, they decided then to move on from education and make a start in careers that could earn them a good income. That led to the creation of Cerys A, a boutique clothing company named after Mum which eventually made them unlikely millionaires. Thanks to Mum’s artistic talents and Dad’s business knowledge, the company grew and grew, and now has stores all over Europe. The teenage years of my parents – years of independence and risk at a young age, which were tough but ultimately ended with results to be proud of – are likely the reason why Mum doesn’t lose it when I now want to do things other mothers might disapprove of. She knows more than most that teenagers don’t want to be coddled or forced to behave like little children, and acknowledges that allowing them the freedoms they crave doesn’t always end in disaster. 
I nod my head to answer her question, a small smile on my lips.
“Yep. We’re meeting in the woods, then I think we’re going to her place,” I reply honestly; I won’t get into trouble for this, so there’s no point in lying. My family are an extremely close one, and we try to stick to a policy of honesty whenever possible. 
“All right,” Mum says, mirroring my smile. “Have fun, and don’t be back too late. Remember you’ve got school tomorrow.” 
I adjust my backpack and quickly rearrange the curls of my hair. 
“I’ll only be gone a couple of hours,” I promise her, putting my key in the front door. “Love you. Bye.”

	 

	 

	The November cold hits me as soon as I step onto the London streets, so I pull my blazer tighter around my body in an attempt to keep warm. The woods I’m heading to are about ten minutes away from where I live, but since I left slightly later than planned, I decide to speed walk; if I maintain this pace, I can get there in around seven minutes, making me just about on time. 
The woods in question are somewhat unusual, given that they’re in the city. They were planted around fifty years ago – making them man-made, not natural - and are most easily accessible by walking through a small park frequented by young families. As I turn a corner into said park, I spot someone I recognise on the other side of the road. The girl is slightly taller than average, Black, and is also dressed in the black and white uniform of Hayford Independent. After pausing for a second to watch her, I realise it's Nadiya Akinyi, a student in my year who's bullied by Gretta Marin, an outcast with no friends. I assume Kate has also invited her to whatever she's planning in the woods; she's always looking for new people to exploit, and Nadiya would be the perfect victim. 
I arrive a few minutes after her, and see three girls sat on logs: Nadiya, Kate, and Gracie Notting. I'm surprised to see Gracie there, as Kate always insists her crush on her is creepy and that Gracie’s a freak for it. On that I agree, because Gracie’s longing for my best friend goes beyond a schoolgirl crush: at this point, it’s an obsession. 
Soon after we met, Kate told me that since the start of year eight, Gracie had been practically stalking her during school hours. It took only a few days for me to realise that she wasn’t exaggerating. Every lunchtime after we’ve eaten, the two of us retreat to the huge school library – a separate building which looks straight out of a dark academia moodboard - to study and gossip. And every single day, Gracie is there too, sat with her friend Leigh, but her attention reserved only for Kate. As if that wasn’t bad enough, we often see her again when Kate and I leave the lessons we share, lingering outside the classroom like a bad smell. If Gracie wasn’t so pathetic, I think we’d both be frightened by her behaviour. Still, I suppose Kate now thinks she can use all this to her advantage somehow. She's clever - or rather, sly - like that. 
“Thanks for coming, Starr.” Kate greets me in her usual empty tone, as I sit down beside her and place my backpack by my feet. “So,” she then begins, looking in turn at the three of us. “You're probably wondering why I asked you to meet me here.” 
Gracie nods, a stupid, desperate smile on her acne-marked face. 
“You obviously all found the letters I left in your lockers. I'm going to elaborate on what I said in them,” Kate continues, and with that, I unzip my bag and pull out the bottle of Absolut Raspberri. My best friend's eyes light up when she sees it. 
“Starr?” She uses the tone she always does when she wants something, a tone I'm very much used to by now. “Do you have enough to share with everyone?”
I remove my lips from the top of the bottle and sigh. 
“Yes,” I spit, as passive-aggressive as possible. “That's fine.”
It isn’t really fine, but I don’t want to argue with Kate; I hate arguing with her, mostly because she always wins. I pass the bottle to Nadiya, who takes little more than a sip, then turn my attention back to Kate. She clears her throat and continues. 
“I hate how Gretta Marin behaves. She thinks she's at the top of the school, walking around like her shit doesn't stink, even though everyone hates her.” Kate's tone changes now, growing stronger and more angry. It surprises me a little, as I didn't think she cared much about Gretta, but she quickly proves me further wrong. “I'm sick of that bitch picking on people for no reason, making their lives a misery and getting away with it. I'm sure you'll agree with me when I say I want her gone.”
Nadiya nods wholeheartedly, but Gracie looks confused. I'd be surprised if she even knows who Gretta is, as she seems to interact only with Leigh Colby. 
“Well, I have an idea as to how we can rid the school of Gretta and other people like her,” Kate continues further. “We set up a group - the four of us and a couple of others - and we mastermind a murder.”
Nadiya coughs loudly, her dark eyes almost popping out of her head.
“What did you just say?” she splutters. Fear consumes her facial features, and I see her muscles tense beneath her too-small school uniform. 
“Just trust me,” Kate says quickly, her tough exterior not faltering for a second. “We'll plan everything so meticulously that there's no chance it can be linked back to us.” 
I snatch my bottle and take a long swig. This is wild, even for her. We’ve spoken about killing people before – I think most teenagers have – but only as a joke or a few throwaway comments made in the heat of anger. I never considered the possibility that Kate might’ve been serious. 
“But that won't be the only thing we do.” She moves on casually. “We're the kind of girls who never get invited to parties, so we'll have our own. We can go round each other’s houses, go shopping together, whatever you want. It’ll be like a sort of exclusive social club.”
“That sounds fun,” Gracie coos. She then grabs the vodka from my hands and downs the rest of it in one greedy gulp. I shoot her a look of disgust.
“Great. Anyone disagree with Gracie?” 
Kate looks to Nadiya and me. We both shake our heads, although Nadiya’s is a hesitant gesture, clearly fuelled by fear. Still, Kate smiles sweetly. 
“Good,” she concludes. “We'll meet here every Wednesday at eight.”

	


Chapter Six: Nathan

	KATE

	 

	I walk Gracie home after our meeting, as the sky is pitch black and she claims she's afraid of the dark. I’m not sure I believe that - I suspect it’s just an excuse to spend more time with me - but I go along with it anyway. 
“You're super clever, Kate,” Gracie compliments, trying to take my arm. I pull away and quicken my pace, Prada school shoes clicking against the pavement. 
“I have an IQ of 160. I know,” I snap at her.
Gracie’s light eyebrows furrow.
“Okay,” she says, a hint of attitude creeping into her voice. This surprises me a little; she’s never spoken back to me before, even at this minor level. “But I meant with this whole plan thing. Getting rid of the people you don’t like and forming your own little social club, it’s a good idea.”
“It is,” I agree nonchalantly, just as we reach her house. “I'll see you next week.”
I quickly turn away and begin down the road, leaving Gracie on her doorstep. I don’t get far, though, before I hear her voice again.
“Wait, Kate!” She rushes back to my side, and I roll my eyes in an exaggerated manner. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure,” I reply, even though her presence is annoying me more with each second that passes. She better be appreciating the sacrifice of both my time and sanity. 
Gracie takes a deep breath and a small step back; she’s obviously nervous about whatever it is she has to say. The air around us tastes smoky, and our breaths are visible in the form of icy mists when we speak. I pull one of my blazer sleeves over my fingers in a pathetic attempt to fight the cold.
“I'm just gonna say this straight-up,” Gracie then begins. “I really like you. You're unbelievably pretty. Like, I can’t put it into words.” She chuckles nervously, as she runs her hands through her thin, dirty blonde hair. Her entire body shaking, she flashes me an innocent smile. “And I want to be with you more than anything. Will you be my girlfriend, Kate? Can we go on a date? Maybe…I don’t know, maybe I could buy you a coffee or something?”
Suppressing a laugh, I try to keep my facial expression neutral. I knew this was coming at some point, and have had my answer strategically planned for years. 
“I don't know, Gracie. I don't really “date” as such,” I tell her, just as a particularly harsh gust of wind hits us, sending Gracie's hair flying upwards. She pulls it back around her face and frowns. 
“Okay. Fine,” she mumbles, unable to hide her disappointment. “I'll see you later.”
She gives me one last glance, tears brimming in her big brown eyes, then disappears round to the other side of her house. Once she’s out of sight, I cross the road and walk as quickly as possible away from her street, not feeling entirely safe; I am alone in the dark, in an area I don't know well. To distract myself, I try to focus my thoughts on the success of the meeting I just held with the first few members of my new group, a group I’m calling The Granger Girls: a name which makes clear who’s in charge, who these girls now belong to. I want no mistaking who runs this operation. 
As I reach a neighbourhood I’m more familiar with, my mind moves on, wandering to the slightly mundane topic of what I might do when I get home. After going over a few different options, I decide I’ll try to get through a couple of pages of the book I’m currently reading – Iain Banks’ The Wasp Factory – whilst drinking a glass of red wine stolen from my parents’ stash. That, I figure, will be the perfect way to unwind. I can’t help but smile at the thought of it.
“Kate!” 
I quicken my pace as I hear my name being called. At first, I assume it's Gracie yet again, until the voice repeats itself: it's male. A second later, I feel a hand on my shoulder. Fear taking over, I pull out the knife I keep in my blazer pocket. 
“Touch me again and I’ll fucking kill you!” I scream, and then immediately feel stupid when I hear the boy’s response. 
“Oh my god, Kate, I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to scare you.” 
My eyes adjust to the darkness, and I see Nathan Willis' handsome, smiling face. I breathe a sigh of relief, but don’t let go of all my anger just yet.
“Seriously, Nath?! I thought you were some sort of stalker!” 
“I’m sorry, I really am. But your reaction was quite funny,” Nathan chuckles. He takes my hand, and we walk together through an alleyway, bringing me to the relative safety of the street in which I live.
“Funny?!” I echo. “I was terrified, you arsehole! You can’t just creep up on a girl like that! Do you know the kind of stuff we have to put up with?” 
I elbow him hard in the stomach and he staggers backwards, but the smile on his face remains. There’s a glimmer in his eyes which is only there when he’s alone with me. 
“So, what were you doing out at this time?” He changes the subject slightly, before slipping his arm around my waist, pulling my body closer to his. 
“Just with a friend from school,” I half-lie. Then, in a sultrier tone, I murmur, “Don't worry, I haven't found someone to replace you.”
“That’s reassuring,” Nathan replies, “because you’re my best customer. I’d be broke without you!” 
I shake my head and chuckle, looking into his eyes. Even in the dark, I can see what a bright green they are.
“You would not be broke!” I say playfully. “Your dad went to Westminster then Oxford, for god’s sake, you’ll never be broke. You’re old money!” 
“I know, I know,” he laughs, and then we fall into a brief, comfortable silence for the last few metres of the journey.

	 

	 

	Nathan is still smiling like an overexcited puppy when we reach my house. It's nearly midnight now - both my parents will be in bed - so I don't have to sneak back in. 
I open the door and we step inside without any discussion. We don’t have to say anything to each other, to ask what’s going to happen now: this is far from the first time we’ve done this. 
“I need a favour from you, Nath,” I remember, as I remove my black school blazer and shoes. “I'm having a few school friends round next week, on Wednesday. Would you be able to supply me with some of your...products?”
I pull my skirt up a touch as I ask; I don't always pay for my drugs with money.
“Of course. What do you want?” Nathan replies, at which point I take both his hands in mine and swing our arms slightly, looking at him with an expression of false adoration I know he’ll fall for. 
“Six ecstasy tablets, and as much weed as you’re willing to give me,” I request.
He nods, a small smile playing on his lips. 
“Of course. You already know you can have whatever you want from me.” 
That I do; Nathan would give me the sun and the moon if I so much as asked.
“Thank you,” I tell him anyway.
Mirroring his facial expression, I then push myself against his muscular body, feeling the soft material of his hoodie between my fingers, and breathing in his familiar scent, of expensive aftershave and cannabis. 
Nathan's my best friend alongside Starr, although I’ve known him a lot longer than I have her. We met at the beginning of primary school – meaning he's also my oldest friend - and we have a lot in common, coming from similar backgrounds and both having at least one lawyer as a parent. Nathan, however, attends St Michael's - the local state secondary - instead of Hayford’s brother school, Bartholomew Independent. This was a decision made not because of his family’s finances – they’re richer than mine - but rather because of his parents’ desire to keep him “grounded.” Bartholomew’s reputation couldn’t have helped, either, as they’ve become known in recent years for turning out drug addicts and alcoholics, as opposed to the politicians and businessmen that have long featured on their alumni page. I can’t imagine Nathan’s respectable, doting parents wanting that for their only son, but their choice of school didn’t make much difference to his fate anyway. After all, he’s in my house right now, in the dead of night, having just confirmed a drug deal. 
Speaking of drugs, the nature of my relationship with Nathan changed after he started dealing them, and I began buying them off him. At first, I gave him cash like his other customers do, but it wasn’t long before I realised we'd both prefer a different form of payment. 
“Come on.” I take his hand again. “Let's go upstairs.” 
We carefully tiptoe to avoid waking my parents, then close the bedroom door behind us. Nathan’s hands soon make their way to my waist, and I sigh in anticipation.
I wasn't lying when I said I don't date; despite what we’re about to do, me and Nathan are definitely not a thing, and I’ve never had a boyfriend or girlfriend of any kind. But I did fall in love once, and as I remember my conversation with Gracie earlier, I find myself thinking about her.
Her name was – or rather, still is - Mollianne, and we met at the age of eleven, on our very first day at Hayford. Despite our fairly different familial backgrounds – she was the pampered daughter of the local MP, raised in an old-money family, whereas my parents were relatively humble-born and made their millions practising law – we became fast friends, quickly finding we had many of the same girly interests. Together, we made it through years seven and eight as an inseparable duo, our bond growing stronger with every lavish shopping trip and party we were too young to be attending. But by time I turned fourteen, I’d come to realise that my love for Mollianne was more than just platonic: I had romantic feelings for her, and that terrified me. I’d been so confused as to why, when I sat at my desk doing maths homework, I pictured in my mind not triangles and equations, but her bright eyes and butter blonde hair. I didn’t understand why I sometimes got the urge – such a strong, almost unshakeable urge - to grab her hand and kiss her mouth, as we skipped down the London streets on our way home from school. That didn’t happen with my other friends - not then, and not now either. What I did know, though, was that it felt right; it felt natural and good, just as good as I imagined love between a boy and a girl would feel. And so at a sleepover during half-term break, where we shared Molli’s bed, I thought nothing of putting my arm across her in an awkward sort of hug. But I was too excited to pay attention to the placement of my hand: I didn’t realise it was on one of her breasts. Molli noticed, though, and this caused her to leap up, grab the nearest pillow, and viciously hit me across the face with it.
“Kate!” she screamed. “Are you a lesbian or something?!”
I don’t remember how I replied to that comment, but I do remember her tone. It was one of anger - a flaming hatred - as if being a lesbian was an illness, an infectious disease. That comment burnt me, burrowing into my brain like the worst kind of maggot, eating away at me for months. 
That was the moment my friendship with Mollianne began to deteriorate. Soon after the incident at the sleepover, my best friend of two and a half years started hanging out with a group of girls who were – and still are – the de facto queens of Hayford. Then before I really knew it, I was dumped entirely, left friendless among the vast, dangerous sea of private school princesses. For that, I have never forgiven Mollianne, and I never will; forgiveness is for fools, it is something I never indulge in. And besides, I know she doesn’t feel remorse for what she did to me, because she’s since destroyed another one of her so-called best friends, in a different but equally cruel manner. 
After my love for Mollianne turned to hatred, I concluded that I don’t need love of any kind. I realised romance would weaken my character, and force me to start thinking about others when I act. That is something I will never do, so instead, I use sweet words, kisses, and sex as tools to manipulate others, as well as for the occasional bit of purely selfish pleasure. Both those objectives have worked out pretty well for me so far.
Turning my thoughts away from Mollianne and back to Nathan, I pull him even closer and plant a kiss on his cheek. 
“Let's make this quick,” I whisper in his ear, then pause to giggle, “I know you usually do that anyway.”
“You cheeky cow!” Nathan laughs, nudging me playfully. “But if that's what you want, then I’ll do my best.” 
And then there are no more words, as the mood between us changes. Nathan’s hands move to my chest, his lips press against mine, and we step towards the bed…

	 

	


Chapter Seven: Hopeless Crush

	NATHAN

	 

	I attempt to have a conversation with Kate once we’ve finished. I can tell she's tired – her silver eyes are flickering as she fights to keep them open - but I need to know how she really feels when it comes to our relationship. This casual sex is driving me crazy: I need more, and she knows it.
“Kate?” I whisper. I move so that our bodies are touching again, then gently brush some dark hair off her ear. Even now, there’s still a hint of her favourite perfume – Versace’s “Crystal Noir” - lingering on her perfect skin.
Slowly, Kate turns to face me. A small, slightly suggestive smile plays on her lips.
“Yes, Nathan?” she whispers, fluttering her eyelashes. This action isn’t deliberate – it’s just her trying to keep her eyes open - but it makes my heart thump even harder than it already is. I swallow nervously. 
“How do you feel?” 
Kate chuckles, pulling the duvet up to her neck. The laugh she does when she’s truly happy is a beautiful song, warm and sweet and capable of making all my insecurities vanish.
“What do you mean? I feel fine,” she tells me, genuinely not understanding the deeper meaning of my question.
“I meant about us,” I clarify. “How do you feel about us?” 
For a moment, I find myself caught in her eyes – silver and blue, with long lashes of raven black - before I shake out of it and move on to examining the other features of her face, a face I would stare at forever if I could.
Kate-Camille Rosemary Granger is anything but average, and she knows it. Her beauty is ethereal: she has long, silky waves of dark brown hair, a heart-shaped face, a dainty nose which is slightly upturned at the end, and the most gorgeous eyes I've ever seen. Her personality is sometimes undesirable, but to complain about that would make me a hypocrite: I’m hardly an angel myself. We're both self-serving and want a lot from the world, and we're both willing to play dirty to get it, breaking school rules and laws alike. I guess that’s why we’ve been friends since we were toddlers, and best friends since we were nine. It’s also why I know we’d make the perfect couple.
“Nathan, there is no us.” Kate’s words break me out of my trance. “We’re friends with benefits. We have sex, you give me drugs, and we provide each other with company. I'm sorry, but there's nothing more to it than that. I’ve said this before; we agreed, remember?”
I sit up against the backboard of her bed and sigh. The white metal bars dig into me, but I ignore the physical pain, because the mental pain is so much worse. As I look forward, I spot a large grey teddy bear sat at the far end of the bed, its back against the wall, and remember how I bought it for her birthday – along with many other, more expensive gifts – when she turned thirteen years old. Even back then, I was desperate to impress Kate; I’m not sure how many years it’s been since this hopeless crush began. When we had sex for the first time, I thought maybe things were finally going to go in the direction I’d been wanting, but as she just confirmed again, nothing’s changed between us. There is still no “us.”
“Dating is so pathetic,” Kate has laughed to me on multiple occasions. “What does a person gain from it? Usually nothing but tears.”
“You're driving me crazy, you know that?” I continue our painful conversation.
Kate sits up now, so her face is level with mine once more. The duvet falls to her bare waist, but I don’t look at anything other than her eyes. 
“I'm sorry,” she insists, the tone of her voice indicating the opposite. “But look at yourself. You could have any girl you want, Nath. Don't let me hold you back.”
I shake my head, shocked by Kate’s apparent lack of understanding of how feelings work.
“That’s not the point!” I cry. “I don’t want any other girl! I only want you.”
She lies back down, lets out a groan, and tugs the duvet and blanket back up to her chin.
“I’m too tired to argue with you now,” she mutters. “Goodnight, Nathan. Let yourself out, I left the key in my blazer pocket. And make sure you get home before your parents notice you’re gone.”
“Goodnight,” I say back, thinking about what she just said. She’s right, I probably could have almost any girl I wanted, with my conventionally good looks, brown curls, and muscular, six-foot-two figure, but I’ve only ever wanted Kate: my best friend since primary school, the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen, and a girl who swore off dating before she was even old enough to do it. How cruel it is that the universe would wire me in this way, stubbornly longing for someone so far out of my league, someone it seems I’ll never have no matter what. 
I look up at her bedroom ceiling. Tears fill my eyes, as I wonder if I could ever be truly happy without Kate as my girlfriend.
“Goodnight,” I say again, but she doesn't hear me; she's asleep now, her eyes scrunched shut and her expression one of relaxation. I reach down, off the side of the bed, and grab my phone to check the time: it's 1:30AM. I then realise I didn't finish all my deliveries for the night, seeing as I unexpectedly ran into Kate and one thing led to another. It doesn't matter, though; a couple of wannabe hippies will just have to get their drugs a day late. It’s no big deal, and I'm too tired to do it now.
Wannabe hippies, festivalgoers, and those with similar casual drug habits make up the majority of my customer base. There are few real addicts because the hardest thing I sell is some very poor-quality coke, never heroin or meth. That choice not to sell the hardest of drugs - the drugs that would make me the most money – was made not because I care about preventing addiction, but rather because I don’t fancy serving life in prison if I one day get caught, and also because my drug dealing business is something I set up for fun, not with the hope of becoming the next El Chapo. Wandering the midnight streets, dropping off parcels of illegal goods at the houses of strangers is exhilarating in a way, and a total contrast to the calm, luxurious lifestyle that comes with being born into the kind of wealth my family has. The money I make from dealing is nothing more than a fun bonus; I don’t need it, but not having to scrounge off my parents is nice.
I pull my clothes back on, and grab the key for the front door from Kate’s discarded blazer as instructed. After planting a final light kiss on her cheek, I open the bedroom door to leave, then stop for a few seconds to listen for any movement from her parents. Deeming the coast clear, I tread carefully down the stairs, and slip back out into the night.
I walk home as quickly as possible, then get into the house via the back door. This leads me into the kitchen, and as it’s completely dark, I use the torch from my phone to help guide myself towards the blue-carpeted stairs and into my bedroom. I’m careful to make my movements quiet; Mum and Dad have no idea about my midnight activities, with Kate or otherwise, and I would rather they never found out. Once in my room, I get into bed without bothering to change my clothes, and attempt to go to sleep. But my heart is still racing, my body is sweaty, and no matter how hard I try, I cannot get Kate’s hauntingly beautiful face out of my mind…

	 

	


Chapter Eight: Into the Snake Pit

	NINA

	 

	I feel like I’m in a dream, as I walk through the doors of Hayford Independent for the very first time. The hustle and bustle makes my heart thud in anticipation, and like a little kid in a sweet shop, I take in every detail. 
Hundreds of girls stand idly in the hallway, chatting and sipping hot drinks. They’re all dressed in their school uniform – a black blazer, white blouse, and black and white check skirt - and most are armed with cups from Fashionably Latte, designer bags, and facial expressions which fall into one of two categories: they’re either sneering as they whisper about someone they dislike, or smiling brightly as they laugh. The air here has a strong scent of floral perfume, hairspray, freshly brewed coffee, and lipstick, a mix which immediately gives away the fact that this is an all-girls school.
After less than a minute in the corridor, one of these girls approaches me. The first thing I notice about her is her body shape; she’s short and spindly, and her blazer is far too big. Being only five-one and naturally thin myself, we’re somewhat alike in that way, but this girl looks dishevelled and unhealthy, things I’m definitely not. Pushing any concerns – or judgement – away, I turn my focus to her face, and see that she has pale skin, big brown eyes, and blonde hair.
“Nina Parwaz?”
“That’s me.”
She sticks out her hand for me to shake.
“Welcome to Hayford. I'm Gracie Notting. We're in the same form group, so I volunteered to give you a tour of the school.”
I nod in understanding, then follow Gracie down the corridor and round a corner. Falling back into excited new girl mode as we walk, this time I focus my attention on the building itself. Even the halls of this place are immaculate, painted white and decorated with Victorian and Edwardian art. It looks more like a stately home than a place of education.
“Here's the canteen,” Gracie tells me after a couple of minutes, ushering to what looks like a series of high-end eateries, shrunken and pushed together to give students as many options as possible. Yet more beautiful girls stand pressed to the walls, eating pastries and checking their timetables. 
My tour guide turns to me and smiles.
“Food is available all day, and there's an amazing variety to suit even the pickiest eaters. Think Italian, French, American-diner style. Even Indian, which I'm sure you'll appreciate-”
“I'm Pakistani,” I correct her, narrowing my eyes. 
Gracie stops talking, clearly embarrassed. She frowns, sticking out her bottom lip a little. Her face reminds me of a fish. 
I hope she's learnt a lesson today: don't assume things about strangers, especially not the kind of things that can be highly sensitive.
“Right, sorry,” she apologises. “There's also a Costa coffee machine and Krispy Kreme doughnut stand.”
I gaze across at the stand Gracie’s referring to, and feel my stomach grumble. Krispy Kremes are my absolute favourite, and the sweet smell is practically beckoning me over.
“Can we go get doughnuts now?” I ask, unable to resist. “I know we should probably finish the tour, but I’d like to take a quick break if that’s okay with you.”
Gracie smiles, although I can tell it’s forced; she’s still embarrassed about her Indian food comment.
“Uh, yeah, that would be nice. Maybe I can get to know you a bit better as we eat,” she replies.
“Yes,” I agree. “I’d like that.”
We head over to the Krispy Kreme stand. Since classes are about to start for most students, there’s no queue, and so we don’t have to wait to buy the Original Glazed doughnuts we both choose. We then select a table nearby, and sit down opposite one another. I look into Gracie’s dark eyes – which are focused down on her food – and allow myself a small smile. We might not have gotten off to the best start, but she seems nice enough overall. Perhaps she could become a friend, or at least be useful in some way.
“So how comes you’re starting at Hayford now?” Gracie wonders. “I mean, we’re two and a half months into year eleven, it’s quite late to be changing schools.”
I swallow a mouthful of doughnut before answering.
“We just moved here from the other side of the city. My dad’s the CEO of a hotel chain and they moved their head office, so we had to move with it.” I press my lips together. “I’ve never been to a private school until now, but this already seems so much better than my last school. That place was an absolute shithole.”
I take a moment to think back to the school I’ve just left, and smile slyly at the thought of all my old classmates still stuck there. I won’t miss a single aspect of that place: the daily fights, the scratched-up desks and lockers, the piss all over the bathroom floors, and the godawful blue uniform. I only wish my parents had realised sooner that I deserve so much better than that.
“Was it really that bad?” Gracie wonders.
I nod wholeheartedly, then take my turn to ask her a question. “Have you ever been to a state school?” 
“No, I haven’t,” she admits, a little sheepishly. “Are they all terrible?”
I shake my head.
“No, no, of course not. I’ve been to quite a few, and they’re mostly decent,” I insist, not sure whether or not this old-money princess will believe me. “But the last one I went to was just horrific. Almost everyone was a chav, there were drug deals going on every day at lunchtime, and so many teen pregnancies. Honestly, the people there had no class.”
Gracie’s eyes widen and her nose wrinkles, as if she’s caught a whiff of something bad.
“Wow, that does sound horrible,” she remarks, “but at least you’re here now.”
I finish my doughnut and smile.
“Yes, and I’m very happy to be. Anyway, are you ready to continue the tour now?” 
Gracie gets up from her seat and wipes her hands on her paper towel.
“Yes, of course. I think I’ll take you to the gym next…”

	 

	 

	“What do you have first period?”
Gracie holds the door open to an enormous leisure centre, and I thank her as I step inside. The smell of chlorine hits me immediately, as I remember this school has two swimming pools - one indoor, one outdoor - and a hot tub for sixth formers.
“I have French,” I answer her question, “with Mrs Woodstock.”
“Same!” Gracie cries, but then her face falls. Her light eyebrows furrow in what seems to be anger. “She's a bitch. Always picking on me for no reason.”
“Oh god, really? Definitely for no reason?” I check, her words injecting me with a bout of nerves.
Gracie frowns. 
“Yes. At least, no reason I know of. She has favourites and least favourites, and she makes that very, very obvious.”
We enter the indoor pool area, and I gasp at the sight of it. The pool itself is huge, with six lanes and a free swim area. Diving boards line the sides and there isn't a spot of dirt in sight, the water a perfect aquamarine colour. This is nicer than any public pool I’ve been to, and far better than the crappy little one at my old school.
“There’s a casual swimming club for students of all year groups held every Friday before school, and the girls you can see now are the swim team. They get out of lessons sometimes to train for competitions,” Gracie tells me, sounding a little jealous of that last bit. She then steps forward and waves at one of the students climbing into the pool. The only detail I take in about this girl’s appearance is her heterochromatic eyes - one blue, one brown - before she submerges herself in the water and starts swimming laps at an incredible speed, quickly overtaking all her teammates. One thing I did notice, though, is that she didn't wave back or even look at my tour guide.
“That's my friend Starr,” Gracie clarifies a few seconds later, as we prepare to leave the poolside.
I nod, but I can tell from this small interaction alone that Starr and Gracie are anything but friends.

	 

	 

	Ten minutes later, Gracie brings the tour to a close and we go to our French lesson, half of which we’ve already missed. 
“Sorry we're late,” she mumbles, dumping her bags on the floor by her seat. “I was showing Nina around.”
Mrs Woodstock shakes her head in disapproval, her thin lips pressed firmly together. She's a nasty looking woman, with beady dark eyes and wrinkled, worn skin, although I suspect she's not much older than fifty. Her grey-blonde hair is tied up in a ponytail so tight it looks capable of causing permanent damage, and a small pair of spectacles are perched on the end of her long, hooked nose. It’s almost funny how much she looks like the evil teacher stereotype; no wonder Gracie hates her so much.
“Just sit down, Miss Notting,” she snaps, then moves over to me. “Miss Parwaz, welcome to my French class,” she says in a softer tone, reminding me of the fact that students are referred to by their last names here, adding to the traditional, upper-class atmosphere. “You're next to Miss Finch.”
A girl with short brown hair gives me a little wave. I obediently sit down beside her, and the lesson resumes as soon as I do so. When Mrs Woodstock opens her mouth and the voice that follows resembles the bark of a rabid dog, I realise Gracie was right: I'm going to hate French class.
After French, I have English Language, and after that it’s breaktime. I eat the snack I bought from home, then head to my locker to swap some books in preparation for my first maths class at Hayford. When I pull the metal door open, I’m surprised to see that a folded piece of paper has been placed inside. It falls out before I can grab it, landing on the white marble floor. I pick it up and turn it over, to see that the words “To Nina” have been written in Sharpie on one side. Confused, I remove the staple, rip it open, and read the contents.

	 

	“Nina,

	 

	Welcome to Hayford, a school full of losers and bitches. I know how scary it is to be new, so I want to help you settle in. Meet me at the nearby woods (a fifteen-minute walk from here) this Wednesday at 8PM. Come alone, and don’t tell anyone where you’re going. This group is ultra-exclusive, and I want it to stay that way.

	 

	Love from your new classmate, KG x.”

	


Chapter Nine: A Best Friend’s Betrayal

	CHLOÉ

	 

	Shivering from the cold, I place myself down beside Kate Granger on a dirty, peeling log. In all honesty, I don't know what the hell I'm doing here; I hardly know Kate, who invited me via a note in my locker, and the few things I do know about her would lead me to believe she’s not my biggest fan. It just doesn’t make sense.
Yes, we both hate Mollianne, but what does that have to do with anyone else here? 
“Firstly,” Kate begins, “Nina and Chloé, welcome. Everyone else, thank you for coming yet again.” She looks at each of us individually, her grey eyes frosty. Kate is pure ice - extremely cold and probably capable of causing serious damage – and for that reason, she’s always scared me a little. “Tonight we're going to discuss our plans for the murder of Gretta Marin.”
I hold back a gasp. Killing Gretta Marin? No, god no. I didn’t sign up for this. I’m not killing someone. I hate that girl as much as the next person, but I’m no murderer - murder is wrong, and I’m a good person. Or at least, I was a good person before Mollianne and Romeo happened. Maybe I’m not now, but I still wouldn’t kill someone I hardly know.
Kate pulls her phone from her blazer pocket, unlocks it, and shows us all a picture of Gretta. This photo, taken from her Instagram account, shows Hayford’s most infamous bully looking cheap and plastic. Her blonde curls spill over her large chest, which is all but exposed, and she's biting her lip in what is supposed to be a seductive manner. I haven’t had many interactions with her, but from what I do know, I don’t like Gretta: she’s famous school-wide for constantly hurting others, bullying both in person and online. Not only that, but her blue eyes are almost the exact same shade as Mollianne’s, and her hair the same light blonde Molli was born with but has since dyed a deep red. This resemblance between the two girls – despite the fact that their faces are totally different – makes my hands curl into fists.
But I still wouldn’t kill Gretta.
“This is the bitch we're going to murder,” Kate declares, her voice firm and authoritative. This is a command, not a suggestion; she makes it sound like we can’t refuse. 
Gracie, a small girl with bad acne, nods eagerly. Nina - a pretty South Asian girl who I don't recognise - looks terrified, her dark eyes wide. I fight to keep my own face blank.
“This all sounds terribly exciting,” Nadiya Akinyi, with whom I share a music class, says sarcastically, “but how are we going to get away with it?”
Kate smiles, places her phone on her lap, and leans closer to Nadiya. 
“With careful planning,” she insists, her smile growing. It’s a sinister, sly grin, reminding me of a snake that’s just caught sight of a rat. “I've been studying Gretta for a while now.” 
She picks up her phone again, tosses her hair over her slim shoulders, and opens the notes app. 
“So far, I've found out that she lives with her mother and grandparents, she has three siblings, and is dating a German boy called Ralf. But most importantly, I found out that she walks through these very woods on her way home from school.”
“So?” Nadiya interrupts. 
Kate glares at her for a second, but continues without snapping.
“So, we'll follow her home through the woods, then hide behind a bush or a tree and shoot her in the back of the head. She won’t see a thing, and neither will anyone else.”
I am shocked by Kate’s bluntness, and clearly Nina is too, because she lets out a little cry of protest. Her face has gone pale, and she looks seconds away from fainting. 
Gracie turns to her. 
“Oh, you don't know Gretta,” she cuts in, ready as always to defend Kate; it’s clear to anyone who’s ever seen them interact that Gracie has a massive crush. But I doubt she knows much more about Gretta than poor Nina does, as I only ever see her with Leigh Colby, one of those cookie-cutter good girl types who irritate me to no end. “She's the worst.” 
Not wanting to attract attention as Nina has, I try my best to remain calm, but my nerves are getting worse. I came here to discuss Mollianne Richards, not Gretta Marin, and have no interest in helping murder someone I hardly know, risking life in prison in the process.
And then, as if she’s reading my mind, Kate turns to face me. She’s still smirking.
“Once we've gotten rid of Gretta, we're going after Mollianne Richards,” she declares, unlocking her phone once again. A recent image of Mollianne fills the screen, and I stare at it, fury flowing through my veins. Her entire pretty face looks evil, but those bright blue eyes are the worst part. They’re the same blue eyes she used to lure my boyfriend into bed, something I will never forgive her for. 
We were best friends for a year and a half, and I trusted her with my life. At school, we spent every moment possible with each other and the rest of the so-called popular girls – Sofia, Sara, Claire, and Haley – and outside of school, we would go on multiple trips every week to shopping centres, restaurants, and cafés, thoughtlessly splashing our parents’ money. I’ve never been happier than I was then – the second half of year nine and all of year ten– until it came to a bitter, shocking end in September of year eleven, just two months ago. 
Perhaps in hindsight, Romeo Collins - my first and only boyfriend - seemed too good to be true. The first thing I noticed about him was his angelic, male model looks: the way his pale blue eyes sparkled when he smiled, and his sunshine-coloured hair naturally curled into tight ringlets. However, it was more than just his pretty face that made me truly fall for Romeo, as he also treated me perfectly. Like with Mollianne, our main shared hobby was spending disgusting amounts of money, with him taking me on lavish dates most weekends. His cannabis-scented breath would be warm on my neck as he declared his love in a whisper, and I would always tell him those three little words back, because I wanted him to know that I really did love him.
Then I learnt that Mollianne and Romeo – my best friend and boyfriend – had hooked up. Haley Major, another girl in the friendship group Molli and I belonged to, was the one who told me. She claimed Molli had bragged to the rest of them, describing the sex she had with Romeo in graphic detail. I broke down upon hearing that, crying until it hurt, but just about managed to pull together the strength to confront Molli about it at lunchtime. She didn’t even bother denying what she’d done, instantly marking the end of our friendship. I also paid Romeo a visit that night, and ended our relationship after he too admitted to the hook-up; both of them were shameless. As if that weren’t horrible enough, the other girls in my friendship group then chose to side with my ex-best friend, sending me tumbling down the social hierarchy, all the way to the bottom.
In the two months since learning of Romeo’s infidelity with Mollianne, I have fostered a hatred for them both that is stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before. 
“Now, Mollianne may seem all sweet and nice if you don't know her, but when you find out what she's really like...well...” 
Kate trails off, licks her lips, and stares into my soul. 
“…You'll realise she's nothing more than a power-hungry, boyfriend-stealing whore.”
I shiver, but this time it’s not from the cold: it’s from fear. How the hell does Kate know about that? I know she has a history with Mollianne – they were best friends from years seven to nine – but they’re definitely not friends now. There’s no way Molli would’ve told her about it, and as far as I know, the details never spread beyond our friendship group.
“Anyway,” Kate carries on, “Starr, take Nadiya and Gracie to my house and start setting up for the party.”
Starr nods, takes a key from Kate's hand, and leads Nadiya and Gracie away. Once they’re out of sight, Kate turns her focus to Nina and me, the two of us who remain.
“Chloé, Nina,” she whispers, although her voice is still firm and commanding. “You can't tell anyone about any of this, not even your best friends.”
“My parents will be really suspicious,” Nina says, slowly twisting a piece of black hair around her fingers. “They're quite strict.”
“Tell them you're taking night classes. Hayford does offer them,” Kate replies, her stern expression not changing. “You too, Chloé.”
I nod, knowing that would never convince my parents; despite being naturally intelligent, I couldn't care less about academics. It doesn't matter, though, as I've snuck out plenty of times before - to meet Romeo ironically, for some midnight activities I definitely didn’t want my family knowing about. To get away with those, I perfected the art of escaping the house unnoticed, not once getting caught.
“Come on,” Kate then urges, satisfied with our agreement to keep this all a secret. “Let's get going. We're having a killer party at my house.”
I get up, brush down my legs and butt, and follow Kate and Nina out of the woods, past our school, and into a neighbourhood filled with beautiful, pristine houses. 
As the three of us silently make our way through the night-time streets, I begin to consider the possible ways in which Kate could've found out about what Mollianne did: maybe she's friends with Romeo; maybe she's a stalker; or maybe she’s just one of those awful girls who enjoys digging into the business of random classmates so she can somehow use it to her own advantage. I conclude it’s probably the latter, because that’s exactly what she’s doing here. She knows my hatred for Mollianne is powerful, and yet, I find I don’t dislike her for exploiting it. In fact, I’m beginning to think it’s a good idea, that this could be the perfect way to get revenge on my ex best friend.
Already, I am softening to the idea of murder…

	


Chapter Ten: Sex, Drugs, and Rock ‘n’ Roll

	STARR

	 

	I didn’t realise quite how much Kate still hates Mollianne. After all, they were best friends for almost three years before Kate met me; they were an inseparable duo, always whispering in each other's diamond-studded ears. That was until Molli “betrayed” Kate, as she puts it. In truth, though, I think Molli just changed and outgrew her. She wanted to undergo a social transformation - just as Kate intends to now - and that required the end of the friendship, as sad as it is. But that kind of thing happens all the time, and is something most people get over.
Unfortunately for Molli, though, Kate isn't like most people.
After they split, Mollianne seemed to have some sort of awakening, which led to her dying her naturally blonde hair a chavvy red colour, getting her tongue pierced, and wearing much heavier make-up. Perhaps it was to fit in with her new, popular friends, but I don't know for sure, and I also don't care. In fact, I'm grateful for it, as without Mollianne’s abandonment of her, I probably wouldn't have met Kate. But Kate obviously doesn't feel the same way, because she's still angry about it two years later.
I know she had feelings for her, but can a little crush really be that powerful? 
As instructed, I begin setting up a drinks table in Kate's enormous back garden, ready for the party. Nadiya helps me pour cups of cola, but Gracie just stares like the idiot she is, until I roll my eyes at her and she hops away.
“Kate's evil,” Nadiya whispers, as she takes another plastic cup from the stack to her right. “How do you put up with her?”
I point to the bottle of vodka in my hand and tiredly laugh. 
“With a whole lot of this!”
Nadiya chuckles, pulls one of her braids out of her face, and steps back.
“That's enough drinks, right? There are only six of us.”
I nod, pick up Kate's old MP3 player - she didn't trust me with her phone - and hit shuffle on the playlist she made specifically for this party. Kate’s music taste is quite different from my own, consisting of a lot of ‘90s and ‘00s dance songs, with a few more recent female artists, and - rather randomly - Oasis. They’re her favourite band, with her favourite soloists being MARINA and Lady Gaga. I, on the other hand, mostly listen to music from the ‘60s and ‘70s, a taste I inherited from both my parents, and one which would probably see me labelled a hippie: my favourite artists are Bob Dylan, The Monkees, The Mamas & The Papas, and The Beatles. In fact, my family love The Beatles so much that both me and my brother have names inspired by them. 
The first song randomly selected by the MP3 player is “Disturbia” by Rihanna, which begins to play just as Kate, Chloé, and Nina enter the garden.
“Let's get this party started!” Kate cheers, a giant, genuine grin on her face. She grabs a cup from the table I’m stood at and turns her attention to me alone, as everyone else breaks off into their own conversations. “Starr?” she says quietly. In her hand is a small plastic bag containing blue pills. “It's molly. Do you want one?”
I nod, so Kate opens the bag and places a single pill in the palm of my hand. I pour some cola down my throat, but pause before swallowing the drug, as Kate continues to speak.
“You know what I had to do to get these?” she sighs, still smiling as she elegantly sips her drink. Her dark hair blows into her face, and she pushes it back with a slightly shaky hand.
“Let me guess,” I reply, lacing my tone with unimpressed sarcasm. “You prostituted yourself to Nathan.”
Kate pulls a face, then laughs.
“It's not prostitution! We have a deal!” she cries, the tone between us one of playful banter.
“Which is that you have sex with him in exchange for drugs. That’s pretty much the definition of prostitution, Kate,” I tell her, rolling my eyes.
She pops a pill into her mouth and washes it down with vodka. 
“Whatever. It's fun, a win-win really: drugs and sex with no strings,” she remarks happily, and I shrug.
“Well, as long as you’re happy. And I guess I don't blame you. Nathan's really hot.”
Kate squeezes her cup, her long acrylic nails denting the plastic. She then turns to face me, her grey eyes wild, a smirk on her full lips.
“Yeah, and he's in unrequited love with me,” she mockingly brags; Kate doesn't believe in love, and makes that clear whenever she gets the chance.
I raise my eyebrows in disbelief.
“Seriously?” I ask. “Or did he just cry that out in the middle of one of your little sessions?”
Kate giggles. Her empty cup is back on the table and her hands are in her hair, flicking it behind her. She bites her lip and flutters her lashes, almost like she’s trying to seduce me.
“I'm totally serious. He asked how I feel about “us”, and I pretty much told him he needs to get over me.”
I make a noise that’s somewhere between a gasp and a chuckle.
“You said that to his face? You are such a bitch, Kate!” I cry, not completely joking. “Do you know how many girls would kill to be in your position with a guy like Nathan?”
Kate laughs coldly as she lowers herself onto the lawn, her drink slopping on her skirt. Breaking hearts is one of her hobbies, and she’s damn good at it. 
“Well, I'm not one of those girls. I could do better, anyway, if I wanted to,” she insists. “I could get pretty much anyone, you know that. Everyone knows that.”
I swallow my pill and join her on the grass. I’m taken by surprised when just a few seconds later, colours begin to flash in front of my eyes and the music seems to get louder, the bass growing heavier. This must be something really strong.
“So what did you do specifically for these pills?” I ask, slightly changing the subject. I don’t really want to know the answer to that question, but I can’t think of anything else to discuss right now, and Kate’s bragging about rejecting Nathan is making me a little uncomfortable.
My best friend looks at me. Our faces are so close – just a few centimetres apart – and despite the darkness, I can see that her eyes are bloodshot and watering, her false lashes sticky with tears.
“You want the graphic details?” she laughs. “Oh Starr, I know you're a virgin, but I didn't think you were that thirsty!”
“I'm fifteen, I should be a virgin!” I chuckle. The drug – whatever it was - seems to intensify, and I lie down in an attempt to stop my head from spinning.
“I know, I know,” Kate mutters, beaming unnaturally. She lies down beside me now, so close that I can hear her heart trying to beat its way out of her chest. The air smells like alcohol and Versace perfume, a mix we’re both contributing to, and I watch Kate as she gazes upwards, towards the scattering of stars that pattern the pitch-black sky. She blinks, sending drops of moisture running down her cheeks.
“This is fun, isn’t it?” she whispers. We’ve only been here a few minutes, but she’s already completely and utterly out of it.

	


Chapter Eleven: Post-Party Fury

	NINA

	 

	Everything hurts when I wake up the next morning, and at first, I can't understand why. I didn't drink any alcohol last night – I’ve never drank it in my life - but this is what I imagine a hangover must feel like. My bones ache beneath my skin, weighing me down to the bed like a magnet to metal. My eyes sting, and when I rub them, my hands become covered in black dust, reminding me that I failed to remove the make-up I wore yesterday. My lips are dry and cracking, the dead skin flaking into my mouth. I lick them in a tired attempt to moisturise, but it does no good - in fact, it makes them feel even worse. When I push the duvet away and try to climb out of bed, I’m hit by a gust of cold air that I’m not even sure is real, forcing me to retreat back under the heat of the covers. There I remain for several long seconds, shaking from the cold, my heart thumping.
Then, everything that happened last night comes back to me. It starts with tiny, incomplete fragments – colours, the chorus of a song, a few whispered words - but once those first pieces have returned, the rest comes flooding back all at once, quicker than I’m prepared for. 
There was a party, hosted by a girl I'd just met at my new school. We were in her garden, most of us still in our uniforms, laughing and dancing to a soundtrack of throwback pop. I stuck with Gracie, the closest person I have to a friend at Hayford, and she told me she was in love with the hostess. Later, I remarked that the cola tasted a bit funny-
I sit up, having figured it out: someone put something in my drink. Someone drugged me.
Upon leaving my classmate's house, I remember I vomited onto the pavement; I can still taste that horrible, acidic flavour lingering in my mouth. Nobody helped me, so I staggered home through the cold London streets alone, still dressed in my sweaty, stained school uniform. I was careless in unlocking the door and re-entering the house – where I collapsed straight into bed – so I wouldn’t be surprised if my parents or siblings heard me. 
Before all that, I'd been in the woods, listening to the same group of girls plan a murder. The one who hosted the party – a pretty White girl, with long dark hair and piercing grey eyes – had been the clear ringleader, making remarks which caused the others to visibly recoil from where they were sat on muddy logs. 
I lie back down and place a hand on my forehead. It's burning, a contrast to the rest of my body, which feels as though it’s trapped in a huge block of ice. Tears begin to drip down my cheeks, as I realise what's happened: I've been tricked into joining this group, and now I might be trapped.
I am furious. I want to march into school and slit that dark-haired girl’s throat.
Pulling myself out of bed, I wonder why I trusted that note, why I trusted any bitch at Hayford. That note could've been a trap - it was a trap - and yet I went to the meeting anyway, not questioning why they wanted me, or how they even knew my name; until last night, I had never once spoken to Kate, nor do we share any classes. As Gracie had also been invited, I had automatically assumed it would be safe, but now I wonder why the fuck I thought Gracie’s involvement was a good thing. That stupid, ignorant little girl thinks of nothing but the classmate she supposedly loves, and that blind devotion makes her weak. Last night taught me that she’ll never be my friend; given her foolishness, I’m not even sure I can use her. Gracie is nothing but a waste of privilege.
What I did last night went against such obvious, sensible rules, things I was taught in primary school. It’s all basic safety: don't talk to strangers, don't go to places you don't know, and especially don’t combine the two. Those are rules that actually make sense, yet I broke them anyway. Now, I’m paying the price.
I've been at Hayford less than a week, and I'm already in trouble. All those years spent perfecting my act, burying my past and pretending to be something else, will be wasted if I get in any deeper. I refuse to let myself be destroyed by this little scheme, the overly-ambitious plan of an outcasted wannabe. If I go back to what I once was, it will be of my own accord, not because I was tricked or manipulated. And so I decide I’ll investigate the group, and find out what really happened last night: who each of the girls are, how they knew me, why they drugged my drink, and why they want to murder one of their classmates. If I find that their idea is actually a good one and they’re truly going to be smart about it, then I might just allow myself to be swept up in this, returning to the monster I once was and abandoning my intention to stay anonymous at Hayford. But if I do not like what I find, then those girls will quickly know it - I’ll make them regret ever trying to bring me into this.
In fact, I will make them regret ever being born at all.
“Nina?” a female voice calls, and I look up to see my mother Khadeeja gently opening the bedroom door. Like me, she’s short and slim, but unlike me, she has a warm, friendly face, and eyes which sparkle with a happiness she always seems to feel. I love her, but I have no idea how she does it. “Are you all right? You look bad, honey.” 
I run my hands through my hair, which feels wet with grease, and shiver again.
“I feel bad,” I reply weakly, exaggerating only a little. My head begins to throb, and I curl up in pain.
Mum moves closer, and her tone grows more serious. 
“What's the matter, Nina?”
I sigh as I try to think up a lie; there’s no way I could tell her I was drugged at a party by a bunch of my new classmates who want to kill people. I'm not even allowed to go to parties, unless they're the kind with jelly and ice cream and games of pass-the-parcel. And this definitely wasn't one of those parties.
“Can I stay home today?” I decide to ask, before answering her question with as little detail as possible. “I think I might throw up.”
Mum sighs, then nods. She doesn’t like me missing school, but my health always comes first; she never makes me do anything when ill, something I occasionally exploit.
“Fine,” she agrees, “but promise me you'll rest. No going on your phone or meeting up with anybody. If you really must go out, call me first.”
I smile, careful not to seem too happy.
“Thank you. And yes, I promise.”
With that, Mum leaves the room, and I figure it’s time to get up. As I swing my legs off the bed, I grab my bright scarlet dressing gown from on top of my blanket and wrap it around my body, enjoying the feel of the thick, soft material against my skin. I then take a deep breath, smooth down the tangles of my hair, and head downstairs to face the rest of my family…

	 

	 

	I spot my eldest siblings first. Twenty-two-year-old twins Iqbal and Benazir are sat at the kitchen table, speaking in Urdu to one another as they sip from tall mugs of expensive coffee, freshly-sliced fruit prepared for afterwards. Having recently graduated from St Andrew’s, earning degrees in mathematics and business respectively, they’ve moved back home again as they try to figure out what to do next. Although I haven’t seen much of either of them for the last four years, I’m in no hurry to greet the duo now, and so continue past the kitchen without so much as a wave; the perfection of them both has always irritated me. Instead, I enter the living room, where the second youngest member of our family – my seventeen-year-old brother Adam – is gazing at his reflection in a hand-held mirror, combing his thick black hair with his fingers. A silly, pouty expression is visible on his conventionally attractive face. With Adam, it’s not any sort of perfection that makes me despise him, but rather his shameless arrogance. The way he’s styled his Bartholomew Independent sixth form suit like its haute couture, as he sits in this self-absorbed little bubble of his, demonstrates that perfectly. Adam is also a hypocrite and a misogynist, with the two flaws often crossing over. An example of this is the fact that he frequently shames women for dressing in revealing clothing, before going off to watch porn just minutes later. This combination of horrible traits makes it impossible for me to be around my brother for more than a couple of minutes without getting the urge to strangle him, and so this morning, I also walk straight past his chair. I’m not in the mood for violence right now.
I sit on the sofa next to my dad, Muhammad. He’s finishing a mug of tea when I approach him, and is dressed in his usual work suit with a pale pink tie, the little salt-and-pepper hair that remains on his head styled neatly. As he grins in satisfaction at the high quality of his beverage – such a simple thing he finds joy in – I begin to wonder how he and Mum, two very decent people, created such an awful set of kids. The only one of us not home right now is my nineteen-year-old sister Zainab, who’s away at university in York, and is no exception to the hatred I hold for my siblings. An unremarkable, mouse-like girl, Zainab is less intelligent than Iqbal and Benazir, and less physically attractive than Adam and me, yet I’ve always believed she’s our parents’ favourite. Evidence of this is the fact that, when we were little, they used to praise her for things the rest of us could do with ease. And when she left for university last year, they cried for days on end, having barely reacting to the twins’ departure a few years earlier. 
To put it lightly, I was glad to see the back of Zainab. I hope she stays up north for a very long time.
Noticing my presence beside him, Dad turns to face me. 
“Oh, Nina!” he cries in his thick Pakistani accent. He sounds genuinely concerned, even more so than my mum was. “You look so pale! Are you okay?” 
I tighten my dressing gown around my waist and shake my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I see that Adam has also started looking at me, but I don’t react. I am not in the mood for violence, I remind myself.
“I feel awful. Mum's letting me stay home today,” I explain to Dad, to which he nods, places his cup on the coffee table, and gets to his feet.
“I’m so sorry to hear that,” he says, his voice tender and warm. “Make sure you get some rest, sweetheart. That’ll make you feel better.” 
He then presses a kiss to my cheek, mutters a quick goodbye to both Adam and me, and leaves the room to finish getting ready for work. Not wanting to be alone with my brother – I am not in the mood for violence, I am not in the mood for violence – I forget breakfast and follow my dad back upstairs, more than ready to return to bed and drift back into the fantasy slumber world of my dreams.

	 

	


Chapter Twelve: Chloe Get Your Gun

	CHLOÉ

	 

	Halfway through history class, I feel my eyes begin to involuntarily fall shut. It’s only period one, and I know I need to concentrate – I’ve been neglecting my schoolwork a little recently – but I’m so tired that I cannot help it. Last night was mostly sleepless, as Romeo and Mollianne haunted my thoughts yet again, sinking their claws into my brain and not letting go until the early hours. The nights are always worse than daytime, because during the day, I can keep myself distracted: I can focus on my studying, spend time with my family, game or play guitar. But I don’t have any of those options once night falls, as I retreat to bed and try desperately to rest, my body still and my mind weary. I’m vulnerable during those hours, and it’s easy to wander to the topic of my insecurities. I end up questioning everything: whether I’m pretty enough to ever be loved, if my hips and chest are too large even for a notorious womaniser like Romeo, and if my Geordie accent - a clear indicator of my past in the north and therefore something that can make me a target for classist bullying - is the reason for my lack of friends. Or I wonder if it’s simply my personality that put me in this position: I was too loud and clingy for Mollianne and the other popular girls, and too eager for Romeo.
Nights like the one that just passed are hell. And there are only two people responsible for them.
“Hey!”
I don't open my eyes; whoever it is can wait. I’m too tired right now to deal with the usual Hayford bullshit.
“Chloé!” the same voice hisses. She’s more aggressive this time, so with a groan, I give in and turn around. Kate-Camille Granger is sat behind me, a sly smile on her face. She slips a folded piece of paper across the table, and I turn away from her to open it.
“I've heard you're good with computers. Is that true?”
I take a quick glance at the teacher before writing my response. Thankfully, he’s paying no attention to the behaviour of the twelve girls in this class, as he continues to explain the discovery of penicillin, seemingly more to himself than anyone else. 
“I’m no expert, but I’m okay with them. Why?”
I pass the note directly behind me without looking, then make a half-hearted attempt to listen to the teacher’s lecture. I can hear the scratching of Kate’s pen as she scribbles her next message, and then the piece of paper lands on my desk yet again. Janie, the girl sat next to me, looks down at it but says nothing.
“Are you free tomorrow after school? I want to meet you, Gracie, and Starr at my house to discuss a few things.”
I quickly think over my plans for tomorrow: I have to practice the guitar, have a shower, and finish some maths homework. And I’ll probably end up crying over Romeo yet again. Meeting up with Kate will be a welcome distraction, helping to keep the horrible, invasive thoughts at bay.
I pick up my pen.
“Sure,” I write. “Sounds fun.”

	 

	 

	I meet Kate, Starr, and Gracie outside school the following afternoon, and we walk to Kate’s house together.
The Granger residence is a truly luxurious place, tastefully decorated with expensive furniture, gold accents, and family photos. Still, there’s something about it that feels off. The living room is physically hot thanks to the log fire, and there’s no shortage of beautiful images of Kate and her parents, but the place still feels cold and unhomely, like it’s a model building that’s never actually been lived in. In that way, it very much reflects its teenaged resident: it’s beautiful on the outside, and great to spend a short while with. But you wouldn’t want to be stuck with it forever, because eventually, the lack of warmth would kill you.         
I’m still confused by Kate’s sudden interest in me, and why she’d want me to assist her in killing Gretta Marin. The only obvious thing she and I have in common is that we were both previously best friends with Mollianne Richards. The strange thing, though, is that Molli ditched Kate for my old group of friends, Hayford’s little clique of reigning princesses. Surely that would cause Kate to hate me? But I guess maybe she doesn't care now, because Mollianne betrayed me too. Maybe she figures we can unite over our joint hatred, and in that belief, she might be right. My opposition to murder seems to be fading with each hour that passes, as I continue to think about what Molli did - it’s all I ever think of. If killing Gretta Marin – a heartless bully who I have no connection to – is what it takes to eventually destroy the girl who wrecked my entire life, then perhaps I’m getting a bargain. And anyway, Kate never said I’d actually have to get my hands dirty with Gretta. Helping to cover up a murder is not the same as actually committing one.
Kate slams the door behind us once we reach her bedroom.
“Everyone speak quietly,” she commands, lowering her own voice. “My dad's downstairs. He's having a day off from defending obviously-guilty murderers.”
That comment offends me a little, although I try not to show it. My mam’s also a lawyer, but I could never view her like that; I believe everyone deserves legal representation, even if their guilt is seemingly clear. If what Kate just said truly reflects her views, then she must hate being the daughter of not one but two top criminal lawyers, even if their supposed lying means she can live a life of luxury. I can't relate - I don't care what my mam does, as long as she provides for us.
As Kate opens a drawer beneath her bedside table and removes a grey laptop, I take a moment to look around her room from where I’m sat on the dark pink carpet. The room is long but narrow, and all the walls are black, creating a permanent illusion of darkness despite the bright white colour of the wardrobe, dressing table, and bed. That bed is king-sized, making it big enough for two people, and a giant grey teddy bear is sat at the far end, the toy’s head flopped downwards. The air here has an overwhelming scent, of Versace’s “Crystal Noir” perfume, cigarettes, and coffee. It’s exactly how I imagined Kate’s bedroom to be.
“Chloé?” Kate begins, her voice honey. “Can you get onto a website that sells guns? You know, like on the dark web or whatever.”
She passes me the laptop, and at first, I freeze. A couple of years ago, I had a phase where I was obsessed with the dark web and everything that’s hidden within it: the secret shops selling weird and horrific items, the hitmen-for-hire, and the corrupt ways in which people make millions from it. After downloading the Tor browser and experimenting on that side of the internet myself, I know my way around very roughly. But now I’m nervous, because for the first time, this won’t just be playing around. In doing this for Kate, I’m going to help bring about at least one person’s murder, possibly more. How long would I get in prison if I were caught for that? Ten years? Fifty? Life?
“Huh?” I mumble, forcing Kate to repeat her request. Her thick, dark brows furrow in annoyance. 
“Didn’t you hear? Help me buy a gun,” she demands. Her voice is much harsher now; the honey has become acid, and when I see the matching look in her grey eyes, I know for my own safety that I can’t refuse.
“Okay, well, it’s pretty complicated to get onto the dark web,” I begin, my voice shaky. “It’s not like in films where they do it in just a few seconds - you need all kinds of software and security.”
“I know,” Kate says, taking me by surprise. Given the way she spoke earlier, I assumed she had no idea what accessing the dark web really entailed, and thought I could do it without any preparation. “I’ve stayed up really late these last few nights researching it all, and I know how to get onto the sites that sell weapons. I also bought some cryptocurrency, and some extra security to protect the laptop from malware. Take a look.”
I nod, then quickly check through the various different programmes newly installed on Kate’s laptop. I soon find she’s telling the truth; she has indeed done her research.
“All right,” I continue. “I’ll go find a site for us to buy from.”
“Thank you.” 
Kate turns her attention away from me, and pulls open another drawer. This one contains a large, white paper bag, which she swiftly empties to reveal cannabis, rolling paper, and several lighters. My reaction to this is non-existent; I have no interest in trying drugs, but I’m not shocked by them either. Sometimes Romeo would smoke weed all day, then when he awoke from the inevitable nap, he'd take cocaine in various forms until his body - in one way or another – forced him to stop. At first, this behaviour worried me, as it would most people, but I stopped worrying once he admitted he’d been doing those kinds of hard drugs for years. It’s kind of funny actually, because this time six months ago, I was losing sleep over the fear that my then-boyfriend might accidentally overdose and die. Now, I actively hope that he will.
“Anyone want some?”
Kate offers the bag around, and I shake my head, just as I get onto a site selling a range of guns, bullets, and knives.
“Have a look, Kate,” I tell her, passing the laptop back. “Is this one all right?”
Kate carefully takes her device and smiles, a joint now hanging from her mouth.
“Bloody hell, they're expensive,” she coughs, sending a cloud of sickly-sweet smoke into my face. 
“Do you have enough?” I check, to which Kate freezes. After a few seconds of silence, she slowly pushes some hair over her shoulder and smiles again, a gesture which is clearly forced. I feel a little guilty for asking. 
“Yes, of course I have enough money,” she snaps, before correcting herself. “Crypto, I mean. I bought enough crypto.” She scrolls further, then clicks on an image of a small black pistol. “This one’s in London,” she murmurs, her grin now genuine. “Thanks, Chloé.”
I nod, not knowing how else to respond. As long as I don't have to kill anyone myself, I no longer care what Kate does. If the murder of Gretta leads to revenge against Mollianne, leads to her feeling even a fraction of the pain she caused me, then it’ll be more than worth it.
Besides, nobody likes Gretta Marin anyway. She won’t be missed.
“Starr, Gracie,” Kate continues. “I've chosen you two to carry out the first murder. I want you to work together to ambush Gretta Marin as she walks home from school.”
Glowing with pride at having been assigned this task, Gracie removes her joint from her lips. The way she looks while smoking disturbs me: her entire demeanour is so childish, she could probably pass for a ten-year-old, although she’s only a month or two younger than me. 
“Sure,” she agrees, without hesitation. 
Starr seems less certain. She looks hard at Kate, her eyes slightly glazed, then mumbles something in agreement. I get the impression that she does genuinely care about the girl she calls her best friend, but it’s clear from interactions like this that Starr is afraid. She’s probably faced Kate’s wrath multiple times during their years of friendship, subjected to the side of her which contradicts so deeply with her delicate, innocent face. Starr’s spirit was most likely crushed by Kate long ago, and since then she’s bent her and broken bits off to shape that plain little athlete into the perfect minion. I wonder if Starr realises that’s what’s happening here. Is she aware of how badly she’s being manipulated? Perhaps she is, but for whatever reason, simply doesn’t care.
Kate smiles slyly once she’s gotten the agreement of both girls, as if they ever could’ve refused her. 
“Thanks,” she says. “I’ll type out some instructions and print a physical copy for you each. Shred them as soon as you've finished. And Gracie?”
Gracie grins, eager to please the girl she's hopelessly in love with.
“If you pull this off,” Kate continues, “I'll make sure you're rewarded…”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Thirteen: Three Girls and Some Bullets

	GRACIE

	 

	It eventually becomes impossible to ignore the nerves building up within me, as I sit in my fifth period French class. Today is the day that my life changes forever, for the better. Today is the day that Starr and I kill Gretta Marin. 
I ask to use the toilet ten minutes before the end of the lesson. Unsurprisingly, Mrs Woodstock rolls her eyes, a stern frown yanking her mouth downwards. 
“Can’t you wait, Miss Notting?” she grumbles, and I shake my head. 
“I really can’t, Ma’am,” I reply, wriggling in my seat as I fake desperation to pee.
Mrs Woodstock doesn’t even try to hide her annoyance, but to my great relief, gives in anyway.
“You really need to grow up,” she snaps. “Learn to control your bodily functions. Leaving class to use the bathroom so close to the end of a lesson is incredibly childish. I’ll let you go this time, but next time you won’t be so lucky.”
I don’t react to her harshness; as soon as I know I can leave, I grab my schoolbag from beside my feet and race from the room as quickly as possible, straight to the spot where I’m meeting Starr.
Despite feeling overwhelming nerves for what I’m about to do, my opinion on it is clear: I am honoured that Kate is asking me to kill Gretta. By trusting me to carry out a murder – one of the most serious, life-changing things a person can do – she’s showing that she respects and trusts me. Maybe it's even a subtle way of saying that she actually does have feelings for me after all.
A few weeks ago, I barely knew Gretta Marin, but I’ve since learnt a lot about her via Kate and Starr. All this new information on the life of my soon-to-be murder victim makes me feel even less remorse than I had previously - now, I feel not even the slightest bit guilty about killing her, making this afternoon’s task a whole lot easier.
Whilst everyone including myself knows that Gretta once ran an Instagram account exposing the secrets of as many girls from Hayford as she could, I was unaware of how bad this cyberbullying really was. Somehow, I’d managed to miss the fact that Kate was targeted twice by Gretta – two more times than I was. The first time, Gretta somehow found out about the true nature of her relationship with Nathan, and aired the details to all her followers – more than seven hundred people – while labelling Kate a “hooker.” This led to our classmates slut-shaming Kate on a massive scale, which she claims lasted several weeks, but surprisingly bothered her only a little; she told me that she never claimed to be a virgin, and so took no issue with people labelling her the opposite. That’s one thing I love about Kate: she’s unapologetically herself, keeping her head held high and easily brushing off the cruel criticism of others. Still, I suppose it’s easy to do that when you’re perfection personified. No one can hurt you because you know you’ll always, always be better than them.
But two months later, Gretta targeted Kate again in a much more serious way, one which could’ve had life-changing consequences. After a girl Kate had once hooked up with told Gretta what happened between them, the latter wasted no time in outing Kate to almost all of Hayford. This caused her to be horribly abused, with girls avoiding her in the PE changing rooms, photos of her being crudely edited then spread through social media, and lesbian slurs being graffitied onto the door of her locker. For causing Kate to endure that pain - that ridicule just for being herself - I believe Gretta deserves the ultimate punishment. Not only that, but she’s also bullied Nadiya and countless other students, including several for whom it got so bad they had to switch schools. 
In killing Gretta tonight, Starr and I will be doing the girls of Hayford a huge favour.
“Gracie?” 
I turn to see Starr stood a few feet behind me. Her thick, pale blonde hair – which is unusual in its natural Afro texture – is pulled around her face, and her heterochromatic eyes sparkle with an emotion I can’t quite identify. She brushes down her black and white skirt and presses her lips together. 
“You ready?”
I nod, and then together we continue down the corridor, before slipping out of school through the door of an empty Geography classroom…

	 

	 

	“How far in shall we go?” I ask Starr, referring to the woods Gretta walks through each afternoon on her way home from school. We’re now safely away from Hayford, and nobody tried to prevent us from leaving. But my heart still pounds almost uncontrollably, my mind struggling to process the true severity of what we’re about to do.
“Pretty far. And we need to keep a good distance away from the path so nobody sees us,” Starr replies, pushing a curl of hair behind her ear. I notice her hand is shaking, but say nothing.
Soon enough, we’ve walked across the park and entered the woods where we’ll commit our crime. It was raining last night, so the mud here is wet and squelches with each step we take, giving my Michael Kors school shoes a thin brown coating. The freezing November wind shocks my face and hands, turning them bright red. The air is so cold, in fact, that it numbs my nose, and therefore my sense of smell, but I can still detect a hint of bonfire smoke in the atmosphere.
“Behind this bush?” Starr suggests. She points to a tall brown plant as a potential hiding place where we can wait for Gretta. 
“Sure,” I agree, and so we both step behind it and kneel down. 
Starr pulls the gun from her coat, which I recognise as Burberry. 
“I'm shaking,” she whispers, but I don’t acknowledge her words for a second, as I continue to focus on her appearance. Even when she’s about to kill someone, she looks great; I could only dream of being as fashionable as her. I do put effort into my style, shopping at Dior and Louis Vuitton and anywhere else the other girls at school like, but it makes no difference to the fact that, with my lack of natural beauty, I make nice clothes look bad. Maybe that’s one of the reasons why Starr is Kate’s best friend, and not me.
I snatch the gun from her hands.
“Then I'll do it.” I respond to Starr with aggression, triggered by my sudden jealousy towards her good looks. As I feel the smooth metal between my fingers, my heart reminds me that I'm probably just as nervous as she is – maybe even more so - but I keep myself at relative ease by thinking about Kate, and the way her silver eyes will light up when she hears the news of Gretta’s death.
She'll be so proud of me.
“Fuck,” Starr suddenly cries. I give her a dirty look for being so loud, and she lowers her voice. “She’s here already. Look.” 
She points to a spot further up the dirt path, where a petite blonde girl dressed in the Hayford Independent school uniform is calmly walking, completely unaware of what awaits her.
“We have a couple of minutes max before she’s out of our reach. We have to do it now,” Starr continues, panic rising in her voice.
“Okay. Stay calm,” I whisper, desperately trying to follow my own advice. I clench my jaw and tighten my grip on the pistol. Starr turns to face me, her light blonde brows furrowed in disapproval.
“You can't mess this up, whatever you do,” she hisses. I sense a hint of jealousy in her voice, suggesting that perhaps she did want to be the one to shoot Gretta after all. “If you do, you'll mess up our entire lives: mine, yours, and Kate’s. And you know what Kate will do to you then.” She smirks, as if threatening me makes her happy. It probably does; making me feel like shit seems to please most people. “Although, you'd probably enjoy that,” she adds, still smiling. “At least then she'd finally touch you.”
The sound of a third voice brings our conversation to an abrupt end. 
“Oh my gosh,” Gretta laughs into her phone, as she strolls past the bush we're hidden behind. Her blue eyes are wide and bright, and she’s grinning as she speaks. “Just be honest and apologise, Georgina. He loves you, trust me-”
I clench my jaw harder, so hard that it hurts.
“-I know he's like that, but please, just trust me. He looks at you differently.”
It's time. Like a sniper, I point the gun over the top of the bush, then turn my body very slightly to the right, balancing my weight evenly between both feet. I don’t know if I’m doing this right – I don’t know anything about guns or shooting – and I start to wonder if perhaps our hiding spot is too far from the path. But before I can think too hard, my finger slides onto the trigger. Pulling it is an out-of-body experience.
Bang. Bang. Bang.
Gretta hardly manages a scream as she collapses to her knees, hands desperately clutching her bloodied head. Her face collides with the ground, and all movement stops seconds later. Her phone flew from her hand as she fell, and now sits atop a blanket of rotting leaves.
“Gretta? Gretta, are you still there? What was that noise?”
She’s still on call with “Georgina,” who is probably Georgina Lakeland, her best friend. Giving me a stern look, Starr shakes her pointer finger and makes a talking gesture with her hand. She then grabs the phone and hangs up.
“We'll chuck this in the Thames,” she tells me. “Nobody will find it for years, and by then, the water will have removed my fingerprints.” 
I nod, and pass the gun back to her. She slips both items into the pocket of her coat.
“Let's get out of here,” I say, and with that, we begin to run, not slowing down until we arrive at the street in which our school is located. Here is far enough from the crime scene to be safe, so I take the chance to quickly inspect my clothing for evidence of the murder. I’m relieved to see there isn’t any: the distance between me and Gretta was large enough to prevent her blood from leaving marks. The only thing that could possibly link Starr and me to the crime scene is the mud coating our shoes and tights, indicating that we were in the woods. But mud is inherently innocent, and it washes out. 
We’re going to be okay.
“Actually,” Starr begins suddenly. “Should I give the phone to Kate? She’ll know what to do with it, right?”
I look at her, as we both realise that maybe we didn’t plan the aftermath of the crime as much as we should have - we never discussed this detail. But as Starr said, Kate will know what to do. She is a genius, after all.
We’re going to be okay.
“Yes,” I reply. “Give it to her.”
Starr nods, taking in a slow, deep breath. Her entire body shakes, as she moves Gretta’s phone to the breast pocket of her blazer. She offers me a watery smile.
“Come on, then,” she says, her voice as unstable as her limbs. “Let's go see Kate.”

	 

	 

	Ten minutes later, the three of us are sat on Kate's bedroom floor, mugs of sugary tea warming our hands. As Starr and Kate exclude me from their conversation, I take a sip of my drink and focus on the photos decorating the walls. They document all the best parts of Kate’s life so far – birthdays and Christmases, shopping trips with Starr and days out with Nathan, special events at school and luxurious holidays abroad – and by imagining exactly how Kate felt as each of those memories were captured, I manage to bring myself out of the state of shock I fell into when I arrived on her doorstep and the severity of our crime fully hit me.
“So you're one hundred percent sure nobody saw you?” Kate asks, now opening up the conversation to include me. Dressed in a cropped black hoodie and leggings of the same colour, with her hair and make-up still perfect, she seems calm enough – much calmer than me - but given her want for reassurance, I assume she must be at least a little bit nervous about getting caught. 
“Yes, we're totally sure. We were really careful,” Starr tells her. She takes a long swig of tea, then winces as it burns her tongue. I try not to laugh.
At her best friend’s words, Kate smiles tightly. It’s not a happy smile - it’s one only of relief. 
“All right. You two can relax then, and I'll take care of the phone and the gun,” she says, marking the end of our mission. 
I recline, my back against the side of the bed, then close my eyes in an attempt at relaxation. My worries begin to slowly subside, and I focus on the feeling of the mug - which is a deep blue colour and enamelled with the letters “KCG” - warming my still-frozen fingers.
I open my eyes when I hear Kate speak again.
“Gracie?” she says, catching my attention before I can fully drift away. I look towards her, and she smiles before continuing. “We need to discuss something in private…”

	


Chapter Fourteen: Selling Her Heart

	KATE

	 

	Starr goes home a few minutes later, leaving me alone in my bedroom with Gracie, as I had planned for. 
Gracie is not my type. She’s tiny compared to me – about eight inches shorter - and skinny in a way which makes her appear malnourished, although I have no idea if she actually is. Acne covers most of her face, her blonde hair is in poor condition, and her brown eyes have an unsettling, almost crazed glint about them. Then there’s her personality. She’s immature, and this obsession is proof of that; although I’ve made it clear that I despise her, she still chases after me, like a stray animal hoping for a crumb of something – in her case, a crumb of affection. This afternoon, though, she’ll finally be in luck, as she’ll receive far more than just a crumb. 
I shuffle up closer and paste on my fakest smile.
“Well done,” I say softly. “You did well.”
Gracie smiles sheepishly.
“Thank you,” she replies. “God, I was so nervous.” She fiddles with her fingers, as if to demonstrate that. “And actually, Kate, I was wondering, why Gretta? Was it because she posted all that horrible stuff about you?”
I bite my lip, thinking carefully about how I should answer this. Gracie can’t know my real reason for choosing Gretta as the first victim, and neither can anybody else. That’s because it was a tactical move, rather than something done for pleasure: Gretta is an unpopular figure at school, and I doubt many people will miss her. In choosing someone like that as our first victim, I was able to bring about a murder which had very little opposition from the rest of the group. Had I picked someone more well-liked, I might have prompted some group members to go to the police. But nobody did because they despised Gretta, and it’s too late now for them to change their minds: they were all complicit in the crime, and that means they’re trapped. I now own these girls, and that will enable me to kill whoever I want in the future without opposition. 
“Yes. Gretta caused me a lot of pain,” I tell Gracie. “The fact that she got away with it at the time made me so angry. I couldn’t let her keep hurting people, so I decided to do what I know everyone wanted but no one had the guts for.”
Gracie nods, a sympathetic smile on her thin lips.
“I’m glad you did. I’m glad we did it together,” she says.
Then – slowly, hesitantly - she moves her body downwards and lowers her head onto my lap, as if we're best friends or something more. I respond by wrapping my arms around her waist and hoisting her up a little, so our faces are level. 
“You said I'd be rewarded,” Gracie whispers, her breath hot on my neck. “What did you mean by that?”
I breathe in through my nose, taking in her scent. It’s a very sweet one: fruity perfume and cake. 
“What do you want?” I ask, despite already knowing what her answer will be. “And this is a one-time thing, by the way. I'm not rewarding you again.”
As I say those words, I wonder how someone can be so far under a spell, how Gracie can be willing to murder someone – risking a life behind bars - just to please me. It’s made even more unbelievable by the fact that, despite her thinking otherwise, she barely knows me. She doesn’t know what my upbringing was like, which primary school I went to, or even trivial things like my favourite foods; all she knows of me is the image she herself created, of an unattainable, flawless goddess. But I’m not really that person, and everyone but Gracie realises that. 
I never thought very deeply about her behaviour before, but now I find myself wondering if something happened to make Gracie this way, some sort of trauma that caused her to become so desperate. Maybe there was another girl before me, one that nobody knows about, that she loved and lost and is now looking to replace. Maybe once upon a time, she loved her best friend Leigh, but upon realising that Leigh’s heterosexuality would prevent them from ever being more than just friends, she decided to transfer her feelings onto someone else. And I – with my slight physical resemblance to Leigh and open bisexuality – just so happened to be the perfect candidate for Gracie’s love. Or maybe it’s some sort of insecurity with herself; perhaps she thinks that being in a relationship would lead to her finally gaining confidence in her own looks and allure. She probably believes she’s worthless without me, a disposable little socialite just like every other girl at Hayford, only with lower self-esteem and the added pressure of being a mostly-closeted lesbian.
Poor little Gracie. But at least she’s getting something now, something I hope will make her fall even deeper in love with me, binding her to me forever.
“Kate, I'm in love with you,” she tells me yet again, shaking her head as if I'm stupid for apparently not guessing what she wants. Her naïveté is hilarious. 
“You're not the only one,” I reply, holding back a giggle as I think of the other person who sold me their soul through intimacy, and what he said about me driving him crazy. Silly little boy.
“I know you're with Nathan,” Gracie continues, but I quickly cut her off with a laugh.
“I'm not “with” Nathan,” I insist. “We're friends with benefits.”
She pulls a face which blatantly shows her disgust. This confirms that my plan is working; she really thinks what we’re about to do is somehow different to my nights with Nathan. She thinks this actually means something: that I’m marking her out as a potential partner, and she’ll have a chance with me if she just keeps following. 
“Really, Kate? You deserve so much more than that!” Gracie cries. Then she pauses, and her voice grows more tender. “Please don’t let boys use you.”
“I appreciate your concern,” I lie, “but I'm happy with it. I like our arrangement.”
Gracie reluctantly nods, sighs, then lies back down across my lap. Her dark eyes look up into mine, and she cracks a nervous smile. She’s falling harder, deeper.
Everything’s going according to plan. I knew she was the type of girl who would surrender herself in exchange for physical affection. She’s the type of girl for who losing their virginity is the equivalent of signing a contract, selling their heart to the person who took it.
If she sells her heart to me, she’ll never go to the police, and I will be safe forever. It’s an ingenious plan; it means her feelings are cemented, and will never change. 
I roll her head off my lap, then slide downwards to lie beside her. Sighing deeply, I then slip my arm around her waist and pull her closer to me. I think about what to do next, wondering whether I should speed things up or stick to this slow pace, but before I can do anything at all, Gracie roughly pulls my face towards her and kisses me straight on the mouth.
“Hey!” I hiss, grabbing one of her wrists. I dig my nails into the tender skin, and she lets out a pained cry. “Ask before you touch or kiss me like that!”
Gracie looks away, embarrassed. Her face goes bright red, and her eyes focus on the other side of the room. I notice some tears slip down her cheeks.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, after a few moments of silence. “Can I kiss you?”
I nod, having never actually cared about the kiss, but wanting to teach her a lesson on consent. I then place my body over hers, and bring my mouth back down. Gracie’s lips taste of Vaseline and chocolate, and I’m surprised to find I actually don’t mind kissing them.
After a couple of minutes, she pulls away to speak again. 
“So how did you come out to your family?” Gracie asks, before adding, “Wait, you are out to your parents, right?”
I nod, but avoid answering beyond that; I don’t want to divulge my life story to this girl I so hate. Moving my hands to just below her chest, I attempt to speed things up between us, but Gracie’s body tenses. She wants an answer before we proceed.
I take a deep breath before speaking again, trying to remember the evening upon which I came out to my mother and father.
“It didn’t happen in any way exciting,” I begin. “I was watching the news with my parents over dinner, I remember we were having gammon.” I take a breath. “There was a story about some country legalising gay marriage, and that led to us having a conversation about the LGBTQ+ community. I ended up just blurting out that I’m bisexual, without thinking too much. That was it really, although they probably already knew. It’s not like I was deliberately trying to keep it a secret or anything.”
Gracie nods, looking solemn. I assume she’s jealous of how easily I was able to tell my parents about my sexuality.
“And they accepted you?” she checks. One of her hands moves upwards, playing with the curls at the ends of my hair, whilst the other sits on my waist. Her expression changes, and she stares into my eyes with a mix of curiosity and lust.
“Yep, they’re totally fine with it,” I tell her, hoping this will finally put an end to our conversation and allow us to get on with what I had planned. I kiss Gracie again, and she reciprocates, but it still doesn’t prevent her from asking another question. 
“What about when Gretta outed you on her Instagram page? That hurt, right?”
I narrow my eyes, not wanting to be reminded of that time. Back then, I was still ashamed of my attraction to girls – I was haunted by the incident at Mollianne’s sleepover - and having the entire school know about my bisexuality before I was ready to tell them was truly terrifying. It may not have been my reason for wanting Gretta dead, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t traumatic.
“Well, that was how our classmates found out,” I mutter to Gracie, stating the obvious. “But we don’t have to think about any of that now, do we? I’m out and proud, and Gretta’s dead.”
A small, shy smile spreads across Gracie’s lips. 
“Yes, exactly,” she says. “And thank you for telling me about all that.” She leans forward, securing both her arms around my waist and her face by my chest. I can hear and feel her heart racing. “Can we carry on with…this?”
“Yes, of course,” I reply, before pulling my hoodie over my head and discarding it on the floor beside us…

	


Chapter Fifteen: The First Kill

	NADIYA

	 

	“Less than a day after she was reported missing, the body of sixteen-year-old Gretta Marin was found in a wooded area near Hayford Independent, the prestigious all-girls school at which she was a year eleven student. Police are treating her death as a murder, and are urging anyone with information to come forward immediately.”
My body is numb and my mouth goes dry as I watch the morning news, my four-year-old sister Rosa sat on the sofa beside me. The tea and toast I was enjoying for breakfast just a couple of minutes earlier has suddenly become the most unappealing thing imaginable, and I try not to heave as I push my plate away.
I’m conflicted, a hundred different emotions fighting to consume me. In all honesty, I never thought Kate would actually go through with this; I thought it was just a game, her bragging about her twisted fantasies in yet another attempt at seeking attention. I thought Kate would kill Gretta socially – by spreading some rumours about her, stealing her boyfriend, or maybe even bullying her back – but I didn’t truly think it would go any further than a fistfight at most; I didn’t think she would kill her literally.
But I was wrong. The Granger Girls, as Kate calls them, are now killers. And I'm one of them.
A part of me – the emotional, senseless, violent id part – is relieved, though. Happy, even. Because this is what I wanted, right? I wanted to be rid of Gretta for good, and now I am. If she’s under the ground, she can never abuse me again. I am free.
I stand up, brush a few crumbs from my stained pyjama t-shirt, and prepare to leave the living room, which is decorated in a way that celebrates both parts of my African heritage: Kenyan from my father’s side, and South African from my mother’s. The walls and mantlepiece are lined with traditional wooden ornaments bought back from long-ago trips to the continent, trips we could never again afford. Framed photos of animals in the savannahs are visible in various spots, and the walls are painted a shade of brown similar to that of the mud roads in the village where my maternal grandparents met and fell in love. I allow myself a moment to take in these details – take in my culture, the richness of my heritage – and then I make my way upstairs to the bathroom, my mind once again focused on Gretta’s murder.
I’m not a psychopath and I’m not stupid: I know how I should be reacting to this news, how people will expect me to take it, and yet, I can’t make myself behave that way. I cannot even pretend to be upset about Gretta’s death, because she made my school life a living hell. She taught me to believe I was unworthy of any kind of love or respect, as she spat racial slurs, tried to yank out the hair that took my mum hours to style, and stole items I’d worked my butt off to afford. Gretta made me feel like even more of an outsider than I already did, as her behaviour emphasised everything that set me apart from my classmates: my status as one of Hayford’s only Black students, as working-class, as overweight, as not conventionally pretty. Her death doesn't unspeak those hateful words, undo those acts of violence. It doesn't reverse the deep pain she caused me, and it doesn’t bring back the confidence I lost.
Her death doesn’t suddenly make her a good person, no matter what the media might tell me.
After brushing my teeth, I go to my bedroom and start getting changed into my school uniform. As I do so, I consider what Gretta might be thinking if she could see me right now. 
I pull thin, holey tights over my chunky thighs and flabby backside. I button my blouse over my bulging stomach and look at my hideous face in the mirror. Feeling even more unhappy with my appearance than usual, I blend a blob of concealer into my blotchy skin and apply some mascara to the lashes framing my dead eyes. I then blink at the girl in the mirror, ignoring the fear in her expression, and leave the room. It doesn’t matter whether or not I look pretty, because today I have just one objective: survive. 
Gretta’s sneering face disappears from my mind, and I force the tiniest of smiles. She’s dead - who the fuck cares what she’d think?
I speed-walk to the bus stop. As both my parents work in the mornings and I live almost an hours’ drive away from Hayford – in a far more impoverished area than most of my classmates - I have no option but to take public transport to school. This journey is always unpleasant, as almost every day I have people point at me and whisper, calling me posh and sometimes even asking for money or favours from my supposedly influential parents. If it weren’t so embarrassing this would be funny, because another part of my appearance deeply contrasts with the image created by my uniform: most mornings I carry a plastic Sainsbury’s bag containing the waitressing uniform of Luce Del Sole, the Michelin-starred Italian restaurant I work at after school, serving elaborate meals I could never afford to ungrateful classmates and their families. Today is one of my workdays, so I have my Sainsbury’s carrier in my right hand, my schoolbag over my left shoulder, and a blue drawstring bag containing my PE kit in the hand of that same arm. As always, people stare at my uniform as I board the bus, and today I feel particularly bitter about it.
The second the bus pulls to my stop, I jump off and race down the road towards school. Upon entering the main building, I go straight towards my form room for some relative peace and quiet. Sitting down in my assigned seat and trying to block out my classmates’ whispers, I attempt to distract myself with some light maths revision. It doesn’t work very well, though, because my thoughts are unable to stray from the topic of Gretta Marin for more than a couple of seconds. Horrific images fill my brain - her dead body lying in the woods, blonde hair soaked in her own blood, blue eyes rolled back in her head – and they’re constant, a never-ending slideshow twisting and changing, each one making me sweat more than the last. My breathing slows, as if my throat is closing up, and I fight to take in oxygen. Panic and vomit rise within me.
I can’t have wanted this. I can’t be evil. I can’t be a killer.
Am I a killer?
“Girls!”
My form tutor, Mr Clark, rushes into the room. His usually neutral face is red, and sweat pours from his forehead. His tie is knotted, as if put on in a hurry, and his shirt buttons are done up in a mismatched manner. I’ve never seen him look so on edge.
“I have a few things to say regarding the sad events of last night,” he announces.
My heart jumps and my vision goes blurry. For a moment, I fear I’ve vomited in front of everyone. Relieved when I realise I haven’t, I force another breath and try to calm down. 
I need to calm down, because I’m acting guilty as hell right now.
“As you are all aware, Gretta Marin - one of your classmates – died last night under suspicious circumstances,” Mr Clark begins, provoking my classmates to burst into loud chatter once again. I focus on my breathing, tears pricking at my eyes. My stomach hurts. I can’t be here; I can’t do this. 
Mr Clark shushes the other girls, then continues speaking.
“There’s been no arrests made yet, but if there are any updates during school hours, you will all be informed.” He coughs awkwardly. “And you won't be in trouble if you wish to leave during any lessons today. All your teachers are aware of what's happened.”
He finishes speaking, and we fall into silence. Nobody knows what to say because we’ve never had a situation like this in Hayford’s recent history. This is a safe, affluent area: teenage girls don’t die here.
I’m going to be sick.
The bell rings and we all spill into the corridor, ready to head to our period one classes. Things seem to be business as usual, and although people are undoubtedly shocked, there isn't the sad air I thought there'd be as I walk to my physics class. I don't see anyone crying, not even Georgina Lakeland. Mollianne Richards, Sara Murray, and Sofia Roman - a trio of Hayford's most popular year eleven students - laugh loudly at something on the latter's phone, steaming coffees from Fashionably Latte warming their hands. Chloé Brown is stood a few metres away from them, her arms crossed over her chest, her dark blue eyes shooting Mollianne a death glare. A few year sevens chase each other towards the bathrooms, and Mrs Geraldo, the headmistress, emerges from her office, yelling at girls to get to class. I guess Gretta was hated by more people here than I realised, because nobody is mourning her. It seems like nobody cares at all.
I gasp for air. I think my throat is opening up again.
As I’ve reached the science block early, I figure I might as well use the spare few minutes to take a trip to my nearby locker: I need to drop off the bags containing my work and PE clothes. When I open the locker door, I’m surprised to find another note, similar to the one I received before joining Kate's group. My heartrate rises again, and my hands shake as I pick it up. I rip it open only after I’ve checked that no one is watching me.

	 

	“Nadiya,

	 

	I've put a burner phone into your locker (you left it unlocked, btw. You should probably be more careful with that.). Use it only to contact members of The Granger Girls, and don't let anyone outside the group use it. If it gets lost or damaged, tell me ASAP and I'll get you a new one.

	 

	Here are all the numbers you'll need-”

	 

	Scribbled below are phone numbers for Kate, Starr, Chloé, Gracie, and Nina; I guess Kate couldn’t be bothered to add them in for me. As stated, there’s a small, cheap keypad phone placed beneath where the note was. My fingers still not steady, I slip both the device and the piece of paper accompanying it into my blazer pocket, and a horrible chill sweeps across my entire body as I do so. I shiver, my skin suddenly ice. And then I feel angry, as I acknowledge the fact that Kate is dragging me even further into this plot, a plot which already led to one murder. My emotions towards that death are so complicated even I don’t understand them; I feel guilt for allowing Gretta’s death, an end so scary and bloody and violent, and yet I’m also relieved for it. A part of me thinks Gretta got what she deserved, and I’m scared of that part; I can’t let that dark side take over, but if I continue on with The Granger Girls, I know it will. 
Then an idea hits me, and I pause in closing my locker, my brain whirring: could I be the one to bring Kate down? I could go to the police, tell them that she was the mastermind behind Gretta’s murder, and have her thrown in prison for life. That would bring an end to The Granger Girls, and then everything would work out perfectly for me: Gretta wouldn’t be bought back, but there’d be no other visions of blood, no more guilt that’s so bad it almost makes me vomit, and no innocent victims. 
But I think about reality, and I realise that idea of being the better person – the hero – is an impossible one in this situation. Because Kate knows me, and that’s how she managed to pull me into this in the first place; she knows of my hatred for Gretta, just as everyone else does, and she wouldn’t hesitate to tell them about it. She would convince the police that I was also involved – which, of course, would not be a lie – and I’d go down with her, my life ended by a prison sentence. Or my life could be ended by a bullet, because Kate wouldn’t hesitate if she knew. And sometimes I think Kate knows everything.
I slam my locker shut. Fuck that. Gretta Marin isn’t worth it.

	


Chapter Sixteen: Fuckboy Angel

	KATE

	 

	I'm sat alone in Fashionably Latte when the clock strikes two on Saturday afternoon. I have headphones in and am listening to Oasis - my favourite band, much to my parents' disapproval - as I wait for Nathan and his friend to join me. My seat is beside a window, from which golden beams of light leak across the table and the items upon it: my dark purple Miu Miu bag, Louis Vuitton purse, and a plate which once held a cinnamon bun. It's a bright, warm day, unusual for a British wintertime.
I feel truly relaxed right now, so much so that I could probably close my eyes, fall asleep, and not wake up until I eventually hear Nathan greeting me. Taking a deep breath, I focus on enjoying the scent of the air: it’s freshly brewed lattes, chocolate cake, and a hint of pricey perfume from the Hayford girls who make up most of Fashionably Latte’s customer base. Smiling at the sweetness of it, I feel all the tension leave my muscles, as I allow my mind to wander a little.
It's been two days now since she was killed, and the police still have no idea as to who was responsible for Gretta Marin’s death. There are no fingerprints or DNA anywhere near her body, and while the police are now hunting for her phone, they are yet to find it. Little do they know they never will, because it’s in my bedroom at home, buried at the bottom of a box containing long-forgotten childhood trinkets. They have managed to identify the type of gun used to kill her, but that means nothing if they don't have said weapon, and they won’t be getting their hands on that, either, because it's also in my room. It’s hidden in a paper bag and shoved beneath the wardrobe, safely stored away where I know nobody but I will be able to find it.
I look up as the café’s door swings open, but it’s an elderly couple who enter, not my childhood best friend. I watch them anyway, as their eyes scan the menu and they struggle to choose what to order from the seemingly endless list of coffees, teas, hot chocolates, ice creams, and cakes. A beautiful Black woman in her twenties greets them with a smile, dressed in the feminine version of the barista uniform: a hot pink dress, and red apron bearing the café’s logo. The colours of this outfit perfectly match the coffee shop’s interior, as I’m currently sat on a lipstick-red, faux-leather seat, behind a grey table. The walls are the same shade of pink as the dress, and are covered with cartoonish paintings of hot drinks and various sweet foods. 
A couple of minutes later, the door opens again and two teenage boys enter. They join the queue for drinks, and I wave at them when I realise one is Nathan. The guy he’s with is a few inches shorter than him - probably my height – and has light blonde hair and blue eyes. He's wearing an unusual pair of powder blue jeans and a white t-shirt with a cherub on it. I bite my lip, as my eyes pan across his body.
He's beautiful. I’m kind of angry that Nathan never introduced him to me before now.
I turn off my music and put on an innocent smile, as the boys reach my table.
“I thought you would’ve bought your drink already,” Nathan remarks, as he places a hot chocolate down in front of him. He turns to his friend and smiles, showing off perfect teeth, before putting his hands softly on my shoulders. “Kate, this is Romeo Collins, one of my school friends.”
Romeo grins, revealing equally impressive teeth. I turn to face him, jutting out my chest slightly as I do so, but he doesn’t react: his eyes are still fixed on Nathan. I figure maybe he’s nervous.
“And Romeo, this is Kate-Camille Granger, but everyone just calls her Kate.” Nathan finishes introducing us, then takes a seat opposite me and next to Romeo.
“I've heard a lot about you,” Romeo laughs, stirring a large americano. His gaze focuses down into the mug, before moving upwards to make eye contact with me. The nerves I suspected him of having must’ve disappeared already. 
“All good things, I hope,” I reply, still smiling. I wonder how much Nathan’s told him about our relationship - does Romeo know he’s in love with me? That our relationship’s a sexual one? Or did Nathan simply say we’re lifelong friends?
Romeo chuckles. His laugh is high-pitched and airy, feminine for a teenage boy. It doesn’t match his voice, which is deeper and goes beyond well-spoken – like Nathan and me – and into the category of posh, old money aristocrat.
“Of course,” he confirms. “You sound cool.”
I nod, satisfied by his assessment of me, then watch intently as he sips his coffee. I hadn’t previously noticed quite how curly his hair is, but from here I can see that his head is entirely covered by tiny, sunshine-coloured ringlets. He tucks one of them behind his left ear, revealing a silver stud in his tragus. That makes my smile reappear: I had an almost identical piercing a couple of years ago, but have never come across anyone else with one.
Nathan then makes a comment about a couple of their St Michael’s classmates who’ve just entered the café, and Romeo turns to face him. This allows me to check out his side profile, which I quickly conclude is as perfect as the rest of him; his jawline is so sharp it could probably cut my fingers, he has high cheekbones, and his nose is small and slim.
Romeo looks how I imagine an angel would.
“Nathan?” I begin, my eyes still fixed on his friend. “Can you get me a regular latte please?”
I slip a five-pound note across the table. Nathan obeys – he always does – and leaves me alone with Romeo.
“So,” I quickly begin, not wanting to waste a single second, “you probably get this a lot, but you have an interesting name. Shakespeare reference, I’m assuming?” 
Romeo sips his coffee, smiling tightly as he does so, then shakes his head.
“Everyone assumes that, and it’s what we usually tell them, but actually no. My mum has a huge crush on David Beckham, so she used his son’s name for her own son. It’s fucking embarrassing, but that’s the truth. I don’t think either of my parents have ever read a Shakespeare play in their lives.” He shakes his head again, amused by his own story. “What about you? Kate-Camille is quite a unique combination. I don’t think I’ve heard it on anyone else before.”
I lean in closer, pushing a piece of hair over my shoulder.
“My mum wanted to call me Camille and my dad wanted to call me Kate, so they combined the two. It was as simple as that, nothing interesting at all,” I tell him.
And then I’m hit by a wave of memories, as I realise this isn’t the first time I’ve heard his name. It takes me a second to recall the details, but when I do, I’m surprised: Romeo Collins was Chloé Brown's ex-boyfriend, who cheated on her with Mollianne Richards, my former best friend and only ever crush. Chloé is a sort-of friend, so I guess I'm supposed to hate Romeo, but now I've actually met him, I can't say I blame him all that much for the infidelity. Chloé - with her badly dip-dyed brown hair, round face, big glasses, and Northern accent which instantly gives away her family’s lower middle-class past - isn't particularly attractive. Romeo, on the other hand, is a god; he could do so much better than her, so it’s not surprising that he tried to. His association with Mollianne, however, makes me feel a little conflicted. My first instinct is to be jealous – by hooking up with her, he got what I spent years craving – but then I remember I’m long over the girl I once called my best friend. 
Romeo’s sexual relationship with Molli is no big deal. If he’s still messing around with her now, he won’t be for much longer.
“Your drink,” Nathan announces, returning to our table and sliding a tall mug of coffee towards me.
“Thanks,” I reply, taking only a small sip.
He settles back into his seat and smiles, his green eyes glittering with obvious adoration for me. I bite my lip to stop myself from laughing.
“So how have you been?” Nathan asks, grabbing a spoon and scooping some cream and cocoa powder from the top of his drink.
“Good,” I tell him. “Not too busy. What about you?”
“I’m all right. School’s fine, business is good. I don’t think there’s anything new to tell you.”
I nod, then change the subject onto one which I hope will lead to me finding out more about Romeo.
“So how do you guys know each other anyway?” I ask. “You go to the same school, don’t you?”
“Yes. The same state school,” Nathan emphasises, seemingly mocking me for attending a fee-paying institution. He nudges Romeo and tells him that I go to Hayford, or as he puts it, “the super posh, private girls school”, speaking as though his father isn’t an old-money millionaire who became a lawyer just for fun. He then adds that Romeo’s “shagged” a few Hayford girls – his words, not mine - but I deliberately erase that comment from my memory as soon as I hear it. 
“You’re lucky. I wish I still went to a private school,” Romeo says. He sounds wistful, maybe even a little jealous, as his eyes meet mine. “I went to a private primary, and then my dad wanted to send me to one of the Eton feeder schools until I was old enough to attend the real thing, but my mum was really against it. She said all the typical rubbish about how going to Eton would make me snobby and out-of-touch with the real world, and I’m not sure if that was supposed to be a dig at my dad because he’s an Old Etonian himself, but I remember they had a massive fight over it. Eventually my dad gave in, though, and that’s how I ended up at St Michael’s. I mean, the school itself is fine, but there are so many chavs there.”
“Oh, there are plenty of chavs at Hayford too,” I assure him, Mollianne instantly coming to mind. “It’s not really about money or social class, but attitude. There are scummy people at every school.”
Romeo shrugs. 
“I guess you’re right.” His eyes then dart over to Nathan, and a small, almost shy grin creeps onto his mouth. “Plus, if I hadn’t gone to St Michael’s, I never would have met Nathan. And that would’ve sucked.”
“Aw, man.” Nathan smiles back. “That’s so sweet.”
His words cause Romeo’s grin to grow even larger, yet again showing off his perfectly straight teeth. I watch him, and soon find that I too am smiling.
It’s at that moment that I decide I must make Romeo mine, no matter what it takes. I already know any kind of relationship between us would break the hearts of Nathan and Chloé, but in my lust, I cannot bring myself to care - God knows, I never care. But I must think this through carefully, because my time with Romeo has to be more than just one night: we will be a couple, one that’s powerful and idolised. When we walk past our respective schools hand-in-hand, the people will watch on in envy. Our names will be on all their lips: we will be the St Michael’s king and Hayford queen, and every last one of them will bow down…

	 

	 

	
Chapter Seventeen: Blood and Lemonade

	NINA

	 

	Something in me's clicked. I realise this as I'm walking to Kate's house on Wednesday night with a full face of make-up on, my hair freshly brushed, and school uniform changed to a tight party dress my parents don't know I have. I feel giddy with excitement at the fact that I’m going to see our little group, the Granger Girls, a group with whom I can be myself.
Growing up, I sometimes used to fantasise about being a member of a group like this one: a pack of glamorous rich girls who partied, went out with each other, and had a generally good time. A sort of sorority, I guess you could say, bound together by shared secrets and exclusivity. Now, my old wish has finally come true. These meetings with the Granger Girls are such a breath of fresh air, forbidden experiences I’d only previously dreamed of: until last year, I hadn't even been allowed to go out alone, as my parents or siblings always escorted me to and from school and the very few social gatherings I attended. Before the Granger Girls, I'd never been to a proper party, and I most definitely hadn't drunk alcohol. Because they allowed me to finally experience those things, it didn’t take me long to rule in their favour. In fact, it was Gretta Marin’s murder that fully convinced me, because as dangerous as it is, keeping the secret is fun. It’s a shot of adrenaline, and that’s what I live for. With the Granger Girls, I feel like I can finally embrace that side – the darkness, the recklessness – after so many years of hiding it.
Of course, I haven’t forgotten how Kate tricked me into joining, thinking she could manipulate me. I definitely haven’t forgotten about the drugging, either, but I have somewhat forgiven it – after all, I used to do things that were just as bad, sick acts I considered pranks. When it comes down to it, Kate and I aren’t so different from one another. It would be hypocritical of me to hate her.
“Nina!”
I look straight ahead when I hear my name being called, and quickly spot Gracie. She’s stood in Kate’s doorway, waving at me, and we exchange smiles as I get closer. She looks pretty tonight: a figure-hugging, pink velvet dress is her outfit of choice, her make-up is thick and sparkly, and she has big silver hoops hanging from her earlobes. This version of Gracie seems a far cry from the awkward girl I see each day at school.
“You look so cute!” she squeals, closing the front door and pulling me into a tight hug. I catch a whiff of her perfume, which smells far more expensive than the usual stuff she wears. “Red's definitely your colour. That dress is gorgeous!” she adds.
I gaze down at said dress. It's so short that my underwear will be visible if I bend over. 
“Aw, thank you so much,” I reply. I wipe my feet, then leave Gracie by the door and head further inside Kate's house. It isn’t long before I come across the hostess herself; she’s sat with Starr on the black worktop of the open-plan kitchen, the two of them whispering and giggling among themselves. I make my way over to them, breathing in through my nose as I do so. The scent of wine and cooking spices lingers beneath that of cleaning chemicals.
“Nina, hi,” Kate says. She’s drinking straight from a bottle of rosé, and somehow manages to make this trashy act look classy. I know she isn’t a classy person really - quite the opposite, in fact – but she projects the lie almost flawlessly. “I assume you heard about Gretta?”
“Yep.” I turn to Starr. “Well done for pulling that off.”
“Thanks.” Starr smirks, as she gulps down Absolut Raspberri, her favourite alcoholic beverage. She pushes a blonde curl behind her ear and sighs, totally relaxed as she talks about the murder she seems to have gotten away with. “It was mostly Gracie, though.”
At this, Kate chuckles. Starr and I both turn to look at her.
“Are you just saying that to make it sound like you're not a murderous psychopath, Starr?” she asks sweetly, then deliberately drops her glass bottle. Tiny shards of pink glass fly all over the kitchen floor, as Starr and I both jump with shock. Kate continues to laugh.
“What the hell do you mean?” Starr cries. “I'm not a psychopath!” 
She seems genuinely hurt by this comment, tears starting to form in her heterochromatic eyes. But Kate isn’t moved.
“Calm down,” she snaps, irritated rather than remorseful. “I didn't mean it like that. You're my best friend, of course I don't think you're a psychopath.” 
Yes, because there’s only room for one psychopath per friendship, I think to myself, and Kate's taken that spot for herself.
“I meant it like you were saying that to convince Nina, in case she decides to wander off and talk to the cops.”
I go to protest, but the words die, as Kate gives me a look so dirty I fear it’ll stain my dress. Fists clenched and anger flaring up inside me, I step towards her. She’s clearly hungry for a fight tonight, as this has all come out of nowhere; I did nothing to earn that bitchy comment.
If she really wants a fight, I think, Then I'll give her one.
“Why do you think I'd do that, Kate?” I ask, with only a hint of passive aggression. Carefully avoiding the mess on the floor, I move so our faces are just centimetres apart. “Who do you think I am? Some kind of snitch?”
Kate laughs yet again, that cruel, icy chuckle. 
“I think you're a fifteen-year-old girl, new to my school,” she snarls, emphasising the word “my” as if she's the headmistress, and not just one of many insignificant students, “who's getting a little too big for her boots.”
Without thinking about the possible consequences, I grab a cup of lemonade and throw it over Kate’s head. For a second she just sits there, her falsely innocent face the picture of shock, as the sticky drink drips down her dress and off the ends of her dark hair. And then the inevitable fury sets in. She bares her teeth and leaps off the worktop, lunging towards me.
“I'm going to fucking kill you!” she screams.
I race out the kitchen, run through the living room, and arrive in the garden, now desperate to escape the consequences of what I just did. Chloé and Nadiya are stood chatting by the hot tub, glasses in their hands and small smiles on their lips. In my panic, I almost collide with them both. 
“Whoa! Are you okay, Nina?” Chloé asks, but before I can reply, Starr and Kate reappear. The latter immediately launches herself at me, and we’re both on the ground within seconds. Wet mud smothers my clothing and the bare skin of my legs, destroying my dress along with my dignity as Kate and I roll around like a pair of pigs, neither of us making any progress in our assault on the other.
“I’m gonna kill you, you fucking ugly slag!” Kate screams. She grabs a fistful of my hair, and yanks my head forward by it. Further enraged by both her words and action, I summon the strength to throw her light body off of me, before scratching as hard as I can across her collarbones. A thin line of blood is drawn, and it drips down her pale chest and onto her clothing. Kate shrieks in pain, but I show her no mercy.
“Shut up, you whore!” I spit, unable to come up with a more inventive insult in the heat of the moment. At least it's not a lie, though.
Kate tries to escape my grip, but is unable to. It’s at this point that we both realise I’m stronger than her, despite being much smaller. That revelation fuels the dark side of my mind, pushing it into new, more depraved depths. I think about everything Kate’s done to hurt me so far – the attempted manipulation, the drugging of my drink – and decide that killing her would be worth it. 
I really want to kill her.
But then Gracie appears, seemingly out of nowhere, and tries to save the day. She grabs onto Kate's waist and pulls her away from me. I allow her to do so: my so-called friend’s presence has snapped me out of my state. 
My mind lightens. No murder tonight.
“Kate, baby, please. Don’t hurt Nina,” Gracie says with her usual meekness, which only provokes Kate further. She hisses at her like a feral cat, then scrambles free from Gracie's weak grip.
“I'm not your baby, you stupid bitch!” she screams. “And I never fucking will be!”
She aggressively shoves Gracie away, almost sending her flying over the edge of the hot tub. She avoids the water only thanks to Nadiya's help.
The fighting is brought to an end when a seventh figure enters the garden, and we all turn to look at them with wide, guilty eyes.
“Kate-Camille Rosemary Granger!” the man yells. “What the hell is going on here?!”
I stare at the source of the new voice. Stood in the doorway leading from the living room to the garden is a slim, middle-aged man with gingery brown hair. His jaw is clenched tight - as are his fists - and his grey eyes hold a storm.
“What are all these girls doing here?” he barks, striding towards Kate, who I assume is his daughter.
“Oh come on, Dad,” she replies, confirming my theory as she wipes some fresh mud off her thighs. “It's no big deal.” 
“No big deal?!” Kate's father echoes. “Your mother and I have been at work all day, and now we can't sleep because you're screaming-” 
He sniffs the air his daughter is breathing. 
“You've been drinking, haven't you? You stink of the stuff.”
Kate rolls her eyes and turns to face Starr.
“Don't turn away from me when I'm speaking to you, girl!” 
Her father grabs onto her shoulder and spins her back around, nearly causing her to trip in the heels I can't believe she's still wearing.
I bite my lip, suppressing a laugh, and notice Nadiya is doing the same thing. This is so awkward, but satisfying at the same time; I didn’t get the chance to murder Kate, but maybe her dad will.
“I'm sorry, ladies, but you're going to have to leave,” he tells us collectively, his tone suggesting he blames Kate, not us, for this situation. Because there’s nothing else we can do, the five of us nod obediently, then head out onto the freezing streets in our partywear.

	


Chapter Eighteen: Who is in Control?

	SARAH

	 

	Once her friends have all gone home and the garden door has been locked, Ricky and I sit our daughter down to be reprimanded. As I watch her pick at the drying mud covering most of her body, I hold back a scream. Today was a particularly difficult day at work, and now I am being denied sleep because she has selfishly thrown yet another party. My body is begging for rest - my eyelids are heavy, limbs achy, and a splitting pain has begun to gnaw at my head - but I cannot retreat to bed just yet, even if the house is now silent. I have to deal with Kate.
As awful as it is, I sometimes find myself wondering if my life would've been better without her. She's the most difficult child I've ever met, and I defend criminals - many of whom are under eighteen - for a living. With the charm of a beauty queen, charisma of a populist politician, and mind of a genius, Kate can easily outsmart any restrictions placed on her, and I wonder now if Ricky and I stand even the slightest chance when it comes to imposing rules. We’re university-educated adults, but I fear she’s more intelligent than us both.
“Look, Kate, I think we're pretty lenient with you,” I begin regardless, forcing myself into lawyer mode despite my fatigue. “But you're being ridiculous now, honey. Having a party and drinking on a school night is so inconsiderate.”
Kate looks down at her bare knees. They're covered in grass stains and bruises, in keeping with the rest of her appearance: her hair is tangled, her make-up is smeared, and a small rip is visible at the bottom of her dress.
“I know you don't want to listen to us, but we’re just trying to keep you safe.” 
“How am I in any danger by having a party in my own house?” Kate spits, before standing up dramatically, ripping off her black minidress, and throwing it to the floor. This reveals yet more minor injuries, including a long, fresh cut across her collarbones. “I'm going to bed.”
“No, you're not.” Ricky grabs her arm to prevent her from leaving. “And pick that dress up, it was expensive.”
Rolling her eyes as she does so, Kate takes the garment and dumps it dismissively on the sofa. 
“I'm just worried, Kate,” I admit, changing the tone of the conversation from scolding to tender. “They still haven't caught the man who killed your classmate. If anything were to happen to you-”
I can’t finish my sentence because I’m shuddering. The fact that there’s someone walking the streets freely right now after murdering an innocent teenage girl terrifies me. Whenever the death is mentioned, I have to stop myself from imagining the turmoil Gretta Marin's family must be in, because if I do imagine it, I’ll cry. The mere idea of Kate - my little girl, my baby – being murdered is too horrific to think about.
My daughter blinks hard, apparently unphased by the mention of her classmate's death.
“Don't worry, Mum. Nothing will happen to me,” she insists, her voice and facial expression plain.
“We don't know that,” I remind her. I’m getting emotional now, but try not to show it. “You’re not invincible.”
Wanting to think of anything but Gretta, I turn my focus to Kate’s appearance. My eyes pan across her body, and then I pause in shock when I reach her neck. At the sight of what appears to be several small hickeys, my stomach turns and my heartrate soars.
“I know, but can I go to bed now?” Kate says, taking me back to our conversation. “I'm tired, and I have a maths test tomorrow.”
My husband narrows his eyes.
“All right,” he agrees, somewhat reluctantly. “But you are not having any more parties without our permission, and you are definitely not drinking again until you’re eighteen and it’s legal.”
Kate smiles slyly. I know this smile: it means she's plotting how to get around her father's rules, just seconds after he’s voiced them.
“Fine,” she replies. “Goodnight.”
With her dirty dress slung over her arm, she heads upstairs. I turn to Ricky once she’s gone.
“I cannot believe her,” he mutters. He clenches his jaw and shakes his head. “She really thinks she can do whatever she wants, the defiant little bitch.”
I close my eyes and nod. The pain in my head is starting to evolve into a full-blown migraine.
“I'm sorry, Ricky, I'm too soft on her. I let her get away with everything.”
My husband places his hand on mine.
“It's not your fault, Sar,” he insists, giving me a tired yet reassuring smile. “We both work long hours, of course we can't supervise her all the time. But we should probably try to check up on her a little bit more. Maybe we could call her each day when she gets home from school, just to ask what she’s up to and see if we can pick up on her lying about anything.”
“Definitely,” I agree, before burying my face in my hands and sighing loudly. “God, I feel so out of touch with her. Other than Starr, I didn’t recognise any of those girls that were here earlier. She’s still friends with Nathan, isn’t she?”
Ricky shrugs.
“No clue. But come on, let's sleep now. I'm shattered.”
We head upstairs, and I rush back to our bed. The thick duvet, fluffy down pillows, and cashmere throw feel like heaven against my pained body, but they're not enough to stop my worrying. My head continues to spin, as I’m haunted by the image of Kate’s dishevelled state tonight. I especially can’t forget about the hickeys, which serve to remind me that I have no idea what my daughter gets up to whilst I’m out working. I know she drinks alcohol – that was demonstrated earlier – but does she also take drugs? Smoke? Sleep around? The hickeys make me worry about that last activity, and I feel my heart sink at the possibility that she might be keeping those things from me, after promising to be open and honest about any relationships she has. I wish she understood that I don’t want to interfere; I only want to help, to guide her through these important firsts as a mother should.
I pull the duvet closer to my face, my heart thumping, and make a mental note: tomorrow I will confront Kate, and get the truth out of her once and for all…

	


Chapter Nineteen: Kate and Molli

	KATE

	 

	On Friday I walk to my period four PE lesson with a sly smile on my lips. This is the single class I share with Mollianne Richards, and today I am going to use it to set up her murder.
I had maths period three – a class I find incredibly easy – and so instead of focusing on trigonometry, I spent the hour perfecting my plan to lure Mollianne. It’s simple and should be effective: I don’t fear the possibility she’ll be intelligent enough to realise what’s really going on. For that reason, I’m completely calm as I strut down the Hayford corridors, away from the maths block and towards the separate building containing the PE changing rooms. I join my classmates in a queue outside, as we wait for our teacher to let us in. Most girls are huddled in small groups of two or three, whispering and giggling behind their hands. Expensive gym bags hang from their arms, and several are slurping energy drinks. It takes just a second for me to find Mollianne among them, engaging in a rather dull-looking conversation with two girls who are far below her in the social hierarchy. She turns away moments later, rolling her eyes at something one of them said, and fishes her phone from her blazer pocket. Her curly red hair is pulled into the perfect low ponytail, her thick make-up is immaculate, and her nails – long pink acrylics – look like they were done just a few hours ago. She’s as beautiful as one would expect an aristocrat’s daughter to be. It’s no wonder I was so attracted to her.
Suddenly, she looks up from her phone and straight in my direction. I quickly avert my eyes, panicking a little as I decide to watch another familiar face instead: my fellow Granger Girl, Nadiya Akinyi. Unsurprisingly, she’s stood alone, her arms crossed protectively over her large stomach. Her gaze is focused down on her cheap, scuffed school shoes, and she’s carrying her PE kit in a plastic Tesco bag. Like Molli, she soon senses my eyes on her, and looks to meet my gaze. But this time I don’t look away; I continue staring, my lips still pulled into the same smirk I’ve worn since leaving maths class. It takes only a few seconds for me to intimidate Nadiya, and after briefly furrowing her eyebrows, she goes back to looking at her feet. I laugh. Her lack of confidence – her fear of me – is funny.
Five minutes later, our hockey teacher unlocks the changing rooms and allows us to enter. I grab a spot in the middle of a bench, then remove my blazer and hang it on a hook near my head. As I change, I make sure to glance over at Mollianne every couple of minutes, checking her progress. The first few girls are now getting ready to leave, but luckily for me, Mollianne is slow at undressing – surprising, really, since she seems to practice it a lot.
Once in my kit, I do everything I can think of to prolong my time in the changing room; I tighten my ponytail until it’s uncomfortable; I pretend my trainers laces have come undone and redo them several times; I apply copious amounts of deodorant and perfume. I wait until there are just four of us remaining – Mollianne, me, and two individuals I deem irrelevant: Nadiya, and a girl called Emma – before deciding it’s time. Slowly, I step towards Molli. As I do so, I check on the other two, to see that Nadiya is looking at her phone and Emma is heading to the toilet.  Perfect.
I tap Mollianne on the shoulder and she turns around, her blue-green eyes wide with what I assume is shock.
“Kate-Camille?” She uses my full first name, and I cringe. She’s never called me that before: when we first met, I introduced myself as Kate alone, and we had a variety of nicknames for each other when we were friends, Katy or K being her favourites for me. I guess this shows what she thinks of me now: we are nothing more than strangers. 
But we’ll know each other again soon, whether Mollianne likes it or not.
“Hi Mollianne,” I reply, making a point of using her full name as she did mine. “Can I talk to you for a couple of minutes? It won’t take long, I promise.”
The changing room door opens, and Emma slips out. I turn to check on Nadiya again, and see that she’s still on her phone, now appearing to take selfies. I can’t imagine why she’d ever want to immortalise the way she looks right now, but to each their own, I suppose. As long as she doesn’t interrupt my conversation with Mollianne, I don’t care what Nadiya does.
My former best friend blinks hard, but then her expression softens. She licks her bottom lip, revealing the silver stud in her tongue, and smiles. She smiles as if everything is good in the world, as if everything is good between us - as if she didn’t leave me all by myself so she could become popular. As if she didn’t make me believe there was something wrong with me for loving her.
I hate this smile.
“Sure, what do you want to talk about?” she asks, before pausing to make a noise which is somewhere between a breath and a whistle. “It’s been a crazy long time since we last spoke.”
“It has,” I agree, and then I narrow my eyes at her; I can’t bring myself to pretend that our past just didn’t happen. She might be able to do that, but I’m not her. At least, not yet. 
“Oh, and just so you know.” I lower my voice as I briefly change the subject. “I’m long over you. This is not me asking to hook-up or anything. Don’t freak out.”
Molli looks at me blankly, as if she’s genuinely forgotten about my childish crush on her back in year nine; as if she’s forgotten about the slurs she called me and the gossip she helped spread.
“Oh. Okay, well, I didn’t think you were going to ask that,” she says awkwardly. “But what did you want to talk to me about?”
I clear my throat and fix my posture, trying to appear as tall as possible, even though at five-ten, I already tower over the five-three Mollianne.
“Well, I wanted to reconcile with you,” I lie easily. “I’m not expecting us to go back to being best friends or anything, but I’ve been thinking about our old friendship a lot lately, and it was horrible how it ended. I want to apologise by organising something for us to do together; we can catch up and see what we have in common nowadays. I mean, I don’t even know which GCSEs you’re taking.”
Molli’s eyes pan across my body - as if she’s searching for flaws - and then she nods, grinning like the idiot she is. She’s fallen for my trick just as I predicted, and so quickly too. She’s even more stupid than I thought.
“Yeah, that would be nice. The only things I hear about you nowadays are dumb rumours, like the ones from Gretta-” 
She cuts herself off, and we both fall into silence at the mention of the dead girl’s name. Seemingly shaken, Molli takes a deep breath before continuing. 
“-You know. I haven’t heard anything directly from you, Kate.”
I smile tightly. I’m not even going to pretend to care about Gretta.
“Yes. It’s honestly really sad,” I agree. “And it’s the same with you. I’ve heard a lot of rumours, but nothing I know for sure to be true.”
Molli chuckles, as if mocking me for doubting the gossip.
“Oh, rumours, huh? There are plenty of those going round at the moment.” She giggles. She’s thinking about Romeo and Chloé. “Most of them are true, but you know. That’s not the point.”
I laugh too, but really, I’m disgusted. How can she laugh when she knows how much pain she caused? She’s not the victim in any of those rumours - Chloé is. 
I’ll remember this moment, and if Chloé becomes reluctant to take revenge against our old best friend, I tell her about it.
“So,” I continue, going back to my original question regarding a reunion, “how do you feel about meeting up on Wednesday night?” 
Molli nods. I hold back a sigh of relief. 
“As long as you bring some booze, I’m in,” she jokes, to which I tell her I will. 
Just as I’m about to move on to arranging the details – time, meeting place, and what we’ll actually be doing other than drinking – I notice Nadiya slip her phone into her blazer pocket. She then exits the changing room without a word, leaving me alone with Mollianne…

	 

	 

	My successful meeting with Mollianne puts a spring in my step for the rest of the day, and I practically float into the dining area after a challenging but fun session of hockey. There I meet Starr, and buy a large lunch without caring about the calories: pasta, several doughnuts, and a hot chocolate from the cafeteria’s Costa machine. I don’t tell Starr about my conversation with Molli, for fear of eavesdroppers, but we talk about a variety of other topics: our classes, Starr’s progress in swimming, the nerdy-looking year sevens sat at the other end of the table, and my relationship with Nathan.
Period five history passes uneventfully, then I leave school with Starr as per usual. Upon arriving home, I’m greeted by Sparkles, the black cat my parents bought just before I started at Hayford. She rubs her slim, fluffy body against my leg and begins to purr, asking for affection, but I ignore her and head to my bedroom instead. I’m just about to start work on a new diary entry – a lot has happened since I last wrote anything – when I’m interrupted by the sound of my phone ringing from inside my blazer pocket. I check the screen, and am surprised to see that the person calling is my mother.
I roll my eyes as I hit the answer button.
“Hello?” I speak with caution, suspicious as to why she wants to talk to me right now. She never usually calls during the day, except on special occasions, and there’s nothing remarkable about today.
“Hi Kate, how are you?” My mother’s voice is unusually cheery. “Are you home yet?”
“Yes. I just got in,” I reply. “Why are you calling? Is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine with me,” she confirms. “I called to check in on you. Are you okay?”
“Of course I am!” I snap. If that’s the only reason why she’s called, then she’s wasting my time. She knows I can look after myself; I always have. “Why do you ask?”
My mother takes a long, deep breath, and then her tone changes, becoming quieter and less happy.
“Because after your party on Wednesday, your father and I had a little talk, and we realised we don’t check up on you enough. We don’t know what you’re doing, or who you’re friends with, or…well, we don’t know anything really.” She sniffs like she’s about to cry. “And I want to know you, Kate. We both do.”
I can’t help but laugh, shaking my head in disbelief as I do so. My mother is truly pathetic.
“You already know me. I’m your daughter, your only child!” I spit. “Of course you know me! We talk every night when you get home, and on your days off. What more do you need to know? Am I not allowed any privacy?”
She goes silent for a moment, indicating that my manipulation tactic – of framing her as the suffocating, overbearing parent she’s definitely not – is working.
“Well…Kate, I…the other day, after your party…” 
She sniffs again. I think she might actually be crying now. 
“…I noticed a bruise on your neck, and I wanted to-”
I hang up and throw my phone on the bed, not allowing her to finish. Now I understand why she wanted to talk to me: the party was a wake-up call for my parents. After all this time, they’ve finally realised that I’m no longer the innocent little girl I was when I first stepped through the doors of Hayford Independent, aged eleven. That realisation is making them panic - they want that little girl back - because they know they’ll never be able to control who I am now, and control is all they want. In the courtrooms where my parents work, whether or not they’re in control can mean the difference between winning or losing, and the party convinced them that they’re going to lose in their case against me. My mother’s little call today was a last-ditch attempt to change that, to undo the mistakes they made in raising me - or rather, not raising me. I laugh at their naïveté. It’s too little and far too late: I won’t surrender. They will lose this war of theirs, because I take orders from nobody. Even the police have failed to regulate me: my spineless mother and irritable father have no chance…

	


Chapter Twenty: Secret Resistance

	NADIYA

	 

	Friday night doesn’t see me do any of the things I should be doing. Some people would say I should be studying, preparing for my GCSE exams so I can get into a good sixth form, which will then lead me to a good university and a secure place in the upper-middle class. According to others, I should be out with friends, partying and having a good time, making the most of these precious short years of my youth. I wish I was doing either of those things, but I’m not, because I don’t have friends and I lost interest in anything academic the day Gretta Marin was murdered. Instead, I’m lying stock-still in bed, sleepless as I listen to my heart try to beat its way out of my chest.
The enormity of the death – and the fact that I condoned it – has now fully hit me, just as Kate is planning to kill again. This time, her victim will be Mollianne Richards, and this time I know I have to step up and do something. I hated Gretta more than I ever hated anyone, but in condoning her death, I realise I allowed hatred to win. I let myself to be fuelled by that ugly emotion, and it made me even worse than her. 
There could’ve been a peaceful solution to all this. I don’t know what that would’ve been, but time may have helped. Gretta was so young – only sixteen – and she might have grown up eventually, realising how awful her behaviour was and changing to live her adult life as a good citizen. I could’ve waited things out, forced myself to suffer just a little longer, then forgot about Gretta forever as I headed off to a new school for sixth form, my conscience clean. But because of the Granger Girls – because we chose violence - neither of those things can happen now. Gretta will never become an adult, and I will never be able to forget her. If I still get the chance to go to sixth form, I’ll do so corrupted beyond repair.
I don’t know if I’ll be able to prevent Mollianne’s death, but I will at least try. If that fails, then I also have a plan B, one more thing I can fall back on if necessary. All I know is that I won’t stay quiet; Kate can’t scare me into giving up my morals.
I pull myself out of bed, lift up the mattress, and remove the burner phone that’s hidden beneath; if I want to save Mollianne, then I need to speak to someone as soon as possible. Placing my personal mobile into my dressing gown pocket as a secret weapon just in case, I slip on some socks and begin to tip-toe downstairs, where my parents and sister will be less able to hear me speaking. 
When I arrive in the living room, I think about who the best person to call would be. Speaking to Mollianne directly, warning her about Kate, would probably be the most effective choice, but there are far too many issues preventing me from doing that. For a start, I don’t have Mollianne’s number, and wouldn’t want the risk of our conversation being screenshotted: social media messaging is out of the question. I also don’t know if Mollianne would even believe me, as I have no evidence yet to prove Kate’s real intentions. And then there’s the issue of my own safety; if I warn Mollianne and Kate finds out, I’ll be putting myself in huge danger.
The next most obvious choice as to who to speak to would be Kate herself. I could beg her to leave Mollianne alone, to find a more peaceful solution to her issues, but that would be a pointless, dangerous exercise, because Kate would never listen to me. I eliminate both Gracie and Starr as options – their blind devotion to Kate means they won’t listen to me, either – and I know almost nothing about Nina’s character, including her feelings towards Kate and Mollianne. That leaves just Chloé. Of all the Granger Girls, she’s the one I know best, and the one I feel is most likely to defy Kate if I asked her to. But she’s also Mollianne’s ex best friend, and although I don’t know all the details, I do know that their friendship ended on bad terms; there’s a real possibility that Chloé wants Mollianne dead just as much as Kate does. Still, I have no other options left. I’ll just have to hope that my arguments for taking the moral high ground are enough to persuade her.
“Nadiya? Why are you calling me?” Chloé’s pretty Geordie accent is tainted by tiredness, making me feel a little guilty for contacting her at this time of night. Still, I proceed.
“I need to talk to you, Chloé. This is really important, and you’re the only person who will listen to me.”
I hear her moving now, possibly climbing out of bed to go to a more remote area of her house as I did.
“What’s the matter?” she asks.
I take a shaky breath. My heart is beginning to race again, as I anticipate how Chloé might react to my next words. Will she instantly agree with me and want to save her ex-friend, despite what Mollianne did to her? Will she be the opposite, and yell at me about how Mollianne deserves the violent death Kate has planned for her? Does she even know what Kate’s planning at all? Although she’s mentioned it in passing – at our very first group meeting, and a few times at her last party – she’s yet to make a more official announcement. There’s a chance that Chloé missed all that, and I’ll be the one to drop this news on her.
“Kate’s going to kill again,” I tell her, lowering my voice even further; I can’t allow any possibility of my parents hearing this. “She’s going to kill Mollianne Richards.”
Chloé exhales. Her breathing is almost as unstable as mine.
“I know that,” she says. “I’m going to be her accomplice. Did she tell you the whole plan?”
I hesitate. I didn’t know Chloé was going to be the one to help Kate, but I probably should have guessed; she’s the only other group member with a vendetta against Mollianne. 
Maybe I chose the wrong person to call after all.
“Uh.” I’m panicking now. My finger slips onto the button to hang up, but I don’t press it just yet. “No. She didn’t tell me much, only that Mollianne is going to be the next victim. I just wanted to talk to you, because…well-”
“Well what?” Chloé cuts in, becoming a little hostile now. Again, I consider telling her to forget it, but I know I can’t. I have to at least try to prevent this next bout of evil.
“Please don’t do it. I’m begging you, Chloé,” I continue. My voice cracks, and my eyes begin to sting. I fight the tears even though no one can see me. “Please, don’t you remember what things were like straight after Gretta died? I don’t know about you, but I…but I felt so horrible, even though I hated her. When I saw her parents on the news, crying and in so much pain, I started to regret letting her die, but there was nothing I could do about it then. She’s gone forever, and I’d thought…I thought killing Gretta would make me feel better, but it only made things so much worse.”
Chloé scoffs.
“That’s…that’s just you,” she insists. Her voice shakes. “You couldn’t handle being involved in a murder because you’re weak. You obviously didn’t hate Gretta enough if you regretted letting Starr and Gracie kill her.”
My main emotion changes, from upset to anger. My free hand clenches into a fist by my side.
“Are you serious?!” I cry, forgetting for a second that my family are asleep upstairs. I cover my mouth upon realising, then return to a quieter volume. “Gretta bullied me every single day, from the day I joined Hayford until she died! She made my entire life a misery, sometimes-” 
I pause before making this next confession. I don’t know – or like – Chloé well enough to want to tell her the true extent of my pain, but I decide to regardless. If this admission makes her think more carefully about killing Mollianne – if it saves Mollianne’s life – then it will be worth it. 
“Chloé, I considered killing myself because of the way Gretta treated me,” I tell her truthfully. “It was that bad, it destroyed my life, so please-” 
I’m crying now, hot tears burning my cheeks. I pull my glasses off with my free hand, and use my dressing gown sleeve to wipe my eyes. 
“Please don’t say that,” I continue. “I hated Gretta as much as you hate Mollianne, but allowing her to be murdered is my biggest regret. Please, Chloé, just listen to me. Tell Kate not to go through with this. Tell her…tell her to think of a different way to get revenge on Mollianne. Literally anything…anything other than murder.”
Chloé chuckles, but she’s not amused: she’s angry.
“You are such a hypocrite, Nadiya,” she spits. “When Gretta was alive, you were all for Kate’s plan. You’re only against it now because we’ve gotten rid of the person you hate, and you’re scared of being caught. It’s convenient for you if we stop, isn’t it? You’ve got your revenge, you’re happy-”
“I’m not happy!” I yell, again forgetting about my family. “That’s what I’ve been saying, killing Mollianne won’t make you happy! It won’t undo the pain she caused you, it won’t-”
“Fuck you,” Chloé hisses. “I’m going to do this. Me and Kate, we’re…we’re going to kill Mollianne, and you can’t stop us. There’s no point in trying.”
With that, she hangs up, and I drop to my knees. My breath catches in my throat, choking me as I try to figure out what else I can do. For a second, I consider calling Kate, Mollianne, anyone else who might be able to help, but I quickly realise I can’t; Chloé and Kate are so determined to carry out this murder that the only way to stop them would be to go to the police. I think about that, but I can’t bring myself to do it. Because if I go to the police, I’ll be arrested for Gretta’s murder too, for knowing about it and doing nothing, and the possibility of that happening scares me so much. Chloé was right: I am weak, I don’t have the strength to face that fear. But one day I know I will, and that’s what I’m preparing for. One day I’ll have both the strength and the evidence to take down the Granger Girls, and when that day comes, Kate will regret having ever been born at all.
I slide my personal phone out of my pocket and press stop on the audio recorder app. My hands shake as I do so, but a smile spreads across my lips. Chloé has no idea that I just recorded our whole conversation. If she and Kate go through with the murder, I now have evidence that will help take them both down.
That’s not the only piece of evidence I have, though. Pulling my dressing gown tighter around my body, I press myself against the living room wall and open my video gallery. From there, I select a folder named “Files” – an unassuming name to cover up its true contents – and find the video recording I took of Kate and Mollianne’s changing room meeting. My heart racing and breathing slow, I press play, and as I watch, I take note of the girls’ facial expressions. They both look so at ease.
“The only things I hear about you nowadays are dumb rumours, like the ones from Gretta,” Mollianne says. I shiver, paying particularly close attention to Kate’s expression in that moment. I shouldn’t be surprised by her lack of reaction, as she flicks her dark ponytail over her shoulder, but the fact that she can keep her face totally neutral when hearing the name of the girl whose murder she arranged terrifies me regardless. 
A few seconds later, the video reaches its most significant moment.
“How do you feel about meeting up on Wednesday night?”
Kate’s voice is charming as she asks this question. She flashes Molli a huge, flawless smile, and Molli mirrors the expression, blissfully unaware of Kate’s true intentions. The video cuts off just before she delivers her answer, but I remember what it was: she nodded enthusiastically, and joked that as long as Kate bought alcohol, she was in.
I lock my phone and put it back in my pocket. My face is still tear-stained, but I feel better now, better than I have in a long time. Neither Chloé nor Kate have any idea of the incriminating evidence I have against them; it seems that Kate really believed me when I pretended to be texting and taking selfies in the PE changing room earlier today. As a result, I managed to film almost all of her exchange with Mollianne, clearly capturing the faces and voices of both girls as they organised their meeting. I may not have been able to prevent Mollianne’s murder – although I will continue trying to do so every day – but at least I have this. This short video and the audio of my conversation with Chloé are my most valuable weapons in my resistance against the Granger Girls, my fight to prevent more death. If Mollianne does die, these two recordings will help prove who killed her…

	


Chapter Twenty-One: The Ultimate Revenge

	CHLOÉ

	 

	As we huddle together behind a bush in the park preceding the woods, Kate turns to me and smiles. 
“We have about ten minutes until Molli gets here,” she tells me, her voice quieter than usual. In her hands is the pistol I helped her buy from a criminal in a rougher part of the city, a deal organised through the dark web. My eyes glaze over as I look at it. This is the weapon that will end Mollianne Richards’ life. 
I fiddle with the sleeves of my black sweater, so incredibly nervous for what we’re about to do. I could hardly believe it at first when Kate told me I would be her accomplice in this crime; I guess I’d hoped someone else would get rid of Mollianne for me. But I’m now in far too deep to refuse, and anyway, I’m the one who wants her gone. It’s only fair that I do the work.
The idea of me killing someone is so strange, though. I’ve never even killed an animal before; to me, murder is a concept that exists only in TV crime dramas and news stories about far-away strangers. In the time between Friday – when I found out I was going to be involved in the crime - and now, I’ve hesitated often, questioning over and over again if this is the right thing to do. It hasn’t helped that Nadiya wouldn’t leave me alone, begging me every day to show Mollianne mercy. But every time those doubts creep in – every time I start to believe that maybe Nadiya is right, and we should let Mollianne live - I force myself to think of Romeo. I think of him running his hands over Mollianne's curvy figure, a sly smile on his beautiful lips, before he tucks a strand of red hair behind her ear and kisses her. I wonder what dirty things those two whispered to each other, what kind of thoughts were in their heads during that night they spent together. I imagine every detail of Romeo’s cheating and Mollianne’s betrayal – the expressions, the smells, and the sounds – and once I’ve thought about all of that, I feel enraged and once again fully committed to the idea of murder.
It's amazing how much power stupid boys like Romeo can have over girls who love them. Stupid, pretty rich boys who have so little respect for you - so little respect for women in general - but that you love anyway. Loved and still love. 
My eyes fill with tears, and I turn away to prevent Kate from noticing. I think then about why, the why I’ve been trying to figure out ever since it happened: why did Romeo sleep with Molli? In which ways is she better than me? Could I ever have lived up to her, or would I never have been good enough for him, no matter what I changed about myself? It’s a question that haunts me, and I’m glad that by the end of tonight, I’ll be free of it, the self-doubt having died with my old best friend. This murder will be the start of my return to power, power over myself and my emotions.
“She's here. Molli’s here,” Kate whispers, breaking my chain of thought. She sticks her head around the bush and holds the gun carefully behind her back. “I'm going to go see her. Stay here until I call you.”
I nod as I spot Mollianne, who’s using a light-coloured phone as a torch. Her frizzy, dyed red hair is pulled into a messy ponytail, and she's wearing grey jogging bottoms and a white crop top. She must be freezing in this late November weather; I'm wearing a sweater and jeans and I'm shivering in the damp, bitter air of the park.
“Kate!” Mollianne cries. “Oh my gosh, hi!” 
She moves to pull Kate into a hug, a genuine-looking grin on her face.
“Hi Molli. How are you?” Kate greets her in reply, although steps back to reject the hug. Her grey eyes are fixed on Molli’s chest, but her stare isn’t one of jealousy or lust: the coldness of it tells me she’s trying to figure out the best spot to aim for when shooting Molli. 
“I’m really good,” Mollianne continues, her voice high-pitched with excitement. “Did you bring the booze? I wanna get absolutely shitfaced! And where are we gonna go? Are we staying here in the park, or going into the woods? Or should we go to your house, or-”
Kate laughs, a maniacal, unnatural giggle. Her eyes are wild with an unsettling sense of delight, and then to my complete shock, she grabs Molli's arm and points the gun straight at her chest. I thought she’d wait a little longer than this, drag out the niceties for just a few more minutes. But then again, this is Kate – I should’ve known she’d be eager to get to the violence.
She's holding onto Mollianne’s arm so tightly that I can see bright red marks forming in her skin. Her friendly exterior has completely disappeared, being replaced by this current cruel persona: her true self. Unsurprisingly, Molli’s demeanour changes too; she’s terrified now.
“Oh my god, no, no!” Mollianne screams. She tries to pull away, but Kate tightens her grip, dragging her back. Frantically, Molli looks around for someone to save her, her blue eyes full of tears. There’s no one here but us. “Kate, why? Why are you doing this?!”
Kate smiles.
“You know why,” she replies, her voice cold as ice. “You’re an evil bitch, and you deserve every second of the pain that’s coming to you.” 
She interrupts herself to push Molli towards the ground, further weakening her. Molli tries to scream, but Kate slaps her free hand over her mouth, muffling her cries. 
“And when you’re gone,” she continues. The ice in her tone is melting now, replaced by the angry heat of hellfire. “I’m going to take your spot on the school’s social ladder. I’m finally gonna be the queen bee, and there’s no one in this entire goddamn world who can stop me now!”
Kate presses the barrel of the gun against Mollianne’s chest. My former best friend – our former best friend – desperately tries to speak, but no words come out. And then Kate pulls the trigger. 
I watch Mollianne die.
When it’s all over, I step out from behind the bush and approach the scene. I try not to watch as blood begins to soak into the grass beneath the dead girl, a girl I once partied, studied, shopped, and holidayed with. I take Kate’s arm and pull her away, prompting her to look at me. Her light eyes are wide with either fright or twisted happiness - I can’t tell which.
“She’s dead,” she confirms, still holding eye contact. She then breaks out into a large smile, letting me know that the latter is the case: she’s feeling good. “Mollianne Richards is dead. Holy fucking shit.” 
She twists out of my grip and skips back to the crime scene. Still grinning, she gives Mollianne’s dead body a rough kick to the abdomen. 
“Are you happy, Chloé? This is what you wanted too, right?” 
“Yes,” I say truthfully. “I’ve wanted this for months now.”
Kate nods, as she carefully places the gun back into the front pockets of her jeans.
“Good,” she concludes. “Now let’s get the hell out of here…”

	 

	 

	We run as fast as physically possible, away from the park and deep into the woods, as deep as we can reach before our legs buckle beneath us and we both collapse to the ground, into a bed of dead leaves and wet mud. I take in a huge mouthful of the cold, slightly smoky air, desperately trying to get my lungs to start working again.
“Kate?” I whisper, once I’ve regained the ability to speak. I look over at her as she lie among the leaves, mud staining her clothing. Her glossy hair is blown across her face, obscuring most of her features, but I can just about make out a tired grin on her lips. 
She looks back at me, still trying to catch her breath. 
“Yes?”
“You didn't touch any of Mollianne's stuff, did you? Like her phone, or her clothes,” I check, and Kate shakes her head.
“No. I made sure to only touch her skin. I’m pretty sure they can’t get prints from that,” she tells me.
I nod, satisfied with her answer, then shuffle up closer to my literal partner in crime.
“You know,” Kate says, changing the subject as she pulls a small plastic bag from the pocket of her black Diesel jeans, “I really like you, Chloé, much more than the other girls in this group. Well, except for Starr, of course.” 
She opens the bag to reveal some cannabis, rolling paper, filters, and a lighter.
“Really?” I check. I didn't think Kate truly liked anyone, other than herself. Starr is nothing more than her mindless minion; she doesn’t really care about her.
“Yeah, I'm not lying. I'd tell you straight up if I didn't like you,” she insists. She then offers me the items needed for a joint, which I accept and thank her for. 
As we roll our joints, Kate brings the conversation back to the crime we just committed.
“This is probably going to make nationwide news,” she remarks. “I mean, Gretta’s death was a pretty big deal, but Molli’s the daughter of an MP. That’s got to mean something.” She giggles. “The media will love it. I can already picture the headlines: “Teenage daughter of Tory MP slain.” Or some cringy quote from Tobias about how Molli was his little angel.” She snorts. “Either way, it will be everywhere, Chloé.”
I light my joint.
“That’s not good for us though, is it? It means the police will be under more pressure to solve her case, so will look at the evidence more closely. If we’ve made any mistakes, they’ll definitely find them, and then we’re screwed,” I explain, and Kate nods.
“Clever girl,” she says patronisingly. “The point I was going to make is that you have to be extra cautious now. Think hard before you say or do absolutely anything linked to this. Avoid all conversations about Mollianne, and don’t speak to me at school. Keep up to date with the news, and only use your burner phone to discuss updates with the rest of the group.”
I take a drag of my joint.
“Okay. I’ll do all of those things,” I promise.
“I know you will,” Kate replies. “It might be a lot of effort, but it’s worth it. Going to prison would not be fun.” 
She leans back into the mud and gazes up at the canopy of brown leaves above us, her grey eyes twinkling.
“What really happened between you and Mollianne anyway?” 
I’m taken aback by the suddenness of this question, and a little confused as to why she’s asking it – Kate implied that she already knew what happened when she called Mollianne a boyfriend-stealing whore. Still, it doesn’t matter what I tell her now, because Mollianne is dead, and Romeo has three new girlfriends every week and twice as many hook-ups. Everybody knows he's a fuckboy, and his reputation among the girls of Hayford can't really get much worse. Not that I would care about that anyway: he deserves the bad rep.
“Mollianne slept with my boyfriend. Possibly multiple times,” I tell Kate.
“Really? That’s awful,” she responds. I can’t quite tell whether or not her shock is genuine. “Who was your boyfriend?”
“Romeo Collins,” I spit, hating the taste of his name in my mouth. If I could go my entire life without saying it again, I would. “He goes to St Michael's. You know that state school with the really ugly red uniform?”
Kate nods. I don’t miss the sly smile that’s playing on her lips.
“I know him.” She coughs, but doesn't stop smiling. “I didn't realise he was such a dick, though.”
“He is, sadly,” I say. “It’s a shame, because he’s so good-looking, but I couldn’t stay with someone who has no respect for me.”
“Totally,” Kate agrees. She flicks her joint away, and I watch it fly through the air before landing at the bottom of a tree trunk. “If you don’t mind me asking, how far did you go with him? Was it a serious relationship?”
I swallow, then take another drag. I’m not sure I want to divulge intimate details of my relationship to Kate. But then again, we did just kill someone together. What could possibly be more intimate than that?
“We went all the way. It was my first time as well,” I admit, my free hand clenched into a fist. “God, I regret it so badly now.”
Kate sighs, as if she can relate.
“What about you?” I turn the original question back to her. “What did Mollianne do to you? I know you were best friends for a while before she joined my old group.”
Kate shakes her head and laughs quietly, her eyes not meeting mine.
“We were best friends from the start of year seven until the middle of year nine. Two and a half years,” she tells me. “And I loved her.”
“Love as in?”
“Romantic love?” She quickly cuts me off. “Yes. Intense, unrequited, gay love. You know I go both ways, right?”
“Yes, I know,” I confirm.
“Well, it was Molli who made me realise that,” she continues. “I was so madly in love with her, it’s actually embarrassing. I mean, love…” 
She trails off and snorts mockingly. I can’t tell if she’s making fun of me, herself, or both of us.
“…Being in love is so childish. But anyway, Mollianne found out and she was furious. She went on this huge rant, saying I was a pervert, and a slut, and that my feelings were unnatural, like some sort of illness. That didn’t end our friendship, but it created a lot of tension between us. She stopped spending as much time with me, and started hanging around with your old group instead: the popular girls. Then eventually, she told me outright that she didn’t consider me a friend anymore, and I was left all by myself. Thank god I met Starr when I did, otherwise it would’ve been even more humiliating.” 
I nod, reflecting on everything she just told me. I’d guessed parts of her story – Molli ditching her for my old group, for example – but other bits surprise me. I’d had no idea that Kate ever had feelings for Mollianne.
“I’m so sorry you went through all that,” I tell her, and I mean it. “Being treated that way just because you like girls, by the person you considered your best friend… that’s just awful. And then for her to leave you friendless so she could become popular just makes the whole thing even worse. She’s such a bitch.”
“Was a bitch,” Kate corrects me nonchalantly. “It’s okay, I’m way too good for her anyway.” She gets to her feet and dusts off her legs. “I think we should head home now,” she says. “My parents will be mad if they realise I’ve snuck out. They’ve been so much stricter since our last party.”
I chuckle, remembering the chaos of that night.
“Yeah, mine wouldn’t be happy either,” I say. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at school?” 
“Yep,” Kate confirms. “But remember to avoid me. We can’t be linked to one another.”
I nod, her earlier advice coming back to me.
“No, of course not. Goodbye, then.”

	 

	 

	Upon arriving home, I slip through the gates and head into the back garden as quietly as I can. Once I'm confident that my parents and older sister Marie are soundly sleeping, I take a moment to be alone, and curl up on the grass, water droplets soaking my already wet, muddy clothing.
It's all hitting me now. I’d been distracted in the immediate aftermath – smoking and bearing my heart to Kate had done that – but now that I’m alone, my initial fears about murder are returning. My heart is thumping so hard I fear it'll never slow down. 
There's no going back now: Mollianne Richards is dead, her murdered body lying in a public park. I didn't kill her myself, but I witnessed and condoned it. I wanted Molli dead; I still do.
I stand up and tiptoe towards the living room door, taking from my pocket the key I picked up before leaving. Slotting it into the keyhole, I slowly pull down the handle and slip inside the house. I then rush upstairs, dart into my bedroom, and close the door behind me. My muddy clothing is ripped off and stuffed into a box beneath my bed where I know no one will find it. Not bothering to wash my skin or hair, I change into some pink and white pyjamas, and as soon as they’re on, I climb into bed and bury myself beneath the duvet. 
Fears of being linked to Molli’s murder race through my mind, but I fight hard to push them away. I won’t allow myself to suffer over her any longer: I’ve suffered enough already. I will do as Kate says: I won’t talk about her ever again, and I won’t think about her either. I will simply pretend that her murder never happened…

	


Chapter Twenty-Two: Hot Chocolate and Heartbreak

	GRACIE

	 

	I'm not good at lying, and that's gotten me into a lot of trouble over the years. And so when Mollianne Richards' death is announced, I have to be careful that my poor lying skills don’t get me into trouble again - the biggest trouble of my life.
“Aren't you scared, Gracie?” Leigh asks, as we walk together to our period one maths class. Her dark eyes are brimming with tears, even though she hated Mollianne. “Someone's going round killing our classmates! And you know, the police still don't have anything solid in Gretta's case. There are no suspects at all.”
“They don't have anything?” I echo, although I already know that - I've been following the news coverage of both murders religiously. I also know that Starr and I were incredibly careful when killing Gretta. I'm sure Kate and Chloé were the same with Mollianne.
“Nope. No clues, no DNA evidence, nothing,” Leigh continues, as she pulls her black blazer sleeve over her fingers and flicks her fringe out of her eyes. “Whoever killed her must be some sort of criminal mastermind.” 
“That is scary,” I remark, trying hard to play the role of a girl fearing for her safety. We then reach our maths classroom and go to our allocated seats, on opposite sides of the room. We don’t say goodbye to one another.
I try to focus on the academics my parents pay so much for - the triangles, the equations, the squared numbers - but as soon as the teacher starts her lecture, my mind drifts to its usual topic: Kate. Figuring now would be the perfect time to catch up - I haven't spoken to her since Mollianne's murder - I slip my burner phone out of my blazer pocket and into my lap.
“hi kate how r u?” I text. When I look up again, I notice Leigh staring at me from across the room. She whispers something to Kiera Slowe, the girl next to her, then quickly looks away.
The phone vibrates just a few seconds later; Kate must also be distracted from her lesson. Having almost completely memorised her timetable, I know she’s currently in English Language class.
“Gracie, I'm fine,” her reply reads, but before I can type anything back, a second message comes through. “Actually, are you free straight after school today?”
I can't hold back a smile, my heart fluttering. Could this finally be it: is she asking me out at last?
And then my moment of ecstasy is ruined.
“What are you smiling at, Miss Notting?” The teacher, Miss Reed, barks. Her eyebrows are furrowed in anger, and she's gripping a pen so tightly that her already pale knuckles have turned completely white.
“Uh, I was just thinking about a really funny joke,” I say, quickly and stupidly. Everyone’s staring at me now.
“Care to share with the class? We'd all love to hear it, I'm sure,” Miss Reed continues, as several girls begin to snicker. If this weren't such a regular occurrence - my teachers and classmates treating me like a joke – then I would probably be fuming.
“No thanks, Ma'am,” I reply. Thankfully, this seems to satisfy Miss Reed, as she turns her attention back to the board, my punishment nothing more than a sharp glare. I breathe a sigh of relief.
Once I’m certain the class’ focus is no longer on me, I look back down at the burner phone.
“definitely,” I begin to type, my excitement towards Kate's message returning. “can i talk 2 u at break?”
“Sure,” Kate agrees. “Meet me by my locker.”
When break time arrives, I tell Leigh I'm going to the canteen. Instead, I find Kate as instructed, and am disappointed to see that Starr is with her. She immediately shoots me a harsh glare, and I roll my eyes in return.
“What's she doing here?” Starr sneers. I want to snap something back – to tell her that I have just as much right to be near Kate as she does – but lose my nerve before the words can come out. Instead, I simply ignore her, and am pleasantly surprised when Kate does the same.
“Gracie, hi,” she begins, slamming her locker shut and turning to face me, her dark hair swishing as she does so. She looks even more beautiful than usual today: her delicate features are as if carved by angels, and her silver-blue eyes shimmer like stars beneath her long false lashes. “Can you meet me at Fashionably Latte after school? I wanted to, uh…discuss a few things with you.”
As she finishes speaking, Starr places a protective hand on Kate’s shoulder, like I'm a threat to her friend's safety. As if I’d ever want to hurt her.
“Yeah, sure. That sounds fun,” I tell Kate, somehow managing to contain my excitement. “I’ll be there.”
With that, I leave Kate and Starr, and head to the canteen with a spring in my step. From there I grab a piece of toast, eat it in just a few seconds, then go to the library to find Leigh. Upon arriving, I see that she’s already sat at our usual table, reading a romance novel.
“Hi,” she says blandly, not looking up as I take a seat beside her. She’s not interested in seeing me, but I don't care; I'm not interested in her either. There’s only one girl I’m interested in, and it’s the one with the heavenly face and celestial eyes: the one I’m getting coffee with in just a few hours’ time…

	 

	 

	After telling my parents I'll be home later than usual, I head to Fashionably Latte alongside hundreds of other Hayford girls. When I get inside, I’m greeted by the scent of various cakes, teas, and freshly brewed coffee. Although I despise the taste of coffee, it all smells so wonderful that I find myself instantly relaxed, a small smile on my lips.
I join the queue consisting mostly of students from the local secondary schools, and glance down at the baked goods on offer, struggling to pick just one thing. I eventually decide on a cinnamon bun, and pay for it with a few silver coins from my blazer pocket. Plate in hand, I then scan the seating area and quickly spot Kate, who’s engrossed in texting and doesn't react when I reach her. She occasionally smiles at the screen, but I can't see the name of the contact from where I’m stood.
“Hi Kate,” I say. 
Finally, she looks up, and places her phone face-down on the table.
“Hello Gracie,” she replies, before sipping her coffee and sighing with satisfaction at the taste. “Let me go straight into what I invited you here for.” She smiles sweetly. “I wanted to remind you that I don’t care about you.”
I take a bite of my cake. The spiciness of the cinnamon and the sweetness of the icing are the perfect combination, but it's not enough to distract me from Kate's cryptic words.
“What do you mean?” I ask, not sure if I heard her correctly. Why would she want to meet me just to say that she doesn’t care? It makes no sense.
Kate chuckles, her grey gaze boring into me. I take a shaky breath, as I realise this is bad. 
What have I done wrong now?
“I don't love you. I never will love you. Frankly, I don't care about you at all. You're not even a friend,” Kate goes on. 
“B-But…why are you saying this?” I splutter, before biting my lip to hold back tears. If I cry, Kate will rip me apart, and I'll either have to sit here and take it, or storm out of the café and all the way home with tears pouring down my face for everyone to see. I don't like either of those options. 
Kate smirks, and gives a little, nonchalant shrug.
“I just wanted to remind you. You should tone things down, because you're obsessed with me and it's weird.”
I don’t get this. Does Kate not want me at all? Does she not value me at all? If not, then why did she entrust me with the job of killing Gretta? Why did she have sex with me afterwards? This must be some sort of sick prank.
“How is it weird?” I breathe, swallowing a sob. “What, being in love is weird? Wanting someone is weird?”
Kate pulls her hair over her shoulders and twists her earrings, as if this is a casual conversation and I'm not about to break down in front of her. 
“No, a crush is normal,” she clarifies. “Lots of people have crushes on me, and I have no issue with that. But what you feel goes far beyond a crush, and it’s my duty to keep you grounded in it. Gracie, I feel nothing but indifference towards you.”
I can no longer hold back my tears; at last, one breaks free and starts travelling down my cheek. I wipe it away before Kate can notice.
“How can you...how can you only feel indifference? I can’t…I don’t…” 
I'm not sure what I want to say. It feels like all the energy has been sucked from my body.
“So what, you want me to pretend I don't care about you?” I ask. “But you don't mind Nathan showing you love. Is it...is it because I'm a lesbian? Are you disgusted by my feelings towards you because I'm a girl?”
Kate laughs mockingly. My cheeks burn with embarrassment.
“Gracie, you know I'm bisexual myself,” she replies, “and I've been with girls before. I've had crushes on girls. Your gender has nothing to do with this. It's your personality, it's just-”
Kate stops speaking when two teenage boys enter the café. Both around our age, the first one is very tall with brown hair and green eyes, and the other's blonde and a bit shorter. This second boy sends a text on his rose-gold phone, then shoves the device into the pocket of his St Michael's blazer. Shamelessly, he flashes Kate a smile, and she mirrors his expression as she waves them both over. That’s when I realise what’s really going on here: I’ve been tricked. 
This was never meant to be a one-on-one meeting with Kate at all. This was never meant to be anything other than humiliation.
“Is one of those boys Nathan?!” I cry, but I already know the answer. Kate inviting her fuckbuddy finally clarifies the meaning of this meet-up: it’s a party between Kate and these two boys, and I am the piñata, being torn apart for their entertainment. 
My palms drip with sweat. I can’t breathe and consider running, but my feet won’t move. I’m trapped here.
“Nathan, Romeo!” Kate practically cheers. She briefly hugs them both, then pulls over two more chairs and ushers to me. “This is Gracie Notting.”
The dark-haired boy pulls a face.
“You never told me you were bringing anyone else,” he says, to which Kate giggles.
“Oh, I wasn’t planning on it. But I needed to give Gracie some harsh reminders, and I thought, what better time to do that than now?”
Literally any time, I think. Any other time would’ve been better. 
God, I feel so sick.
But then some of my strength returns. My upset is changing into anger, as I realise I don’t have to stand here and take this: I can fight back. Now, I want to make Kate feel bad. I want to reverse the roles of this little game she's playing.
“What the actual fuck is this, Kate?” I yell. “How could you do this?!”
The loudness of my voice attracts the attention of other customers sat nearby. Two older women, probably in their fifties, roll their eyes. A trio of girls in St Michael's uniforms look over and whisper something, probably recognising their male schoolmates. I try my best to ignore them all.
“Gracie, stop being a creep for once in your life,” Kate sneers. “You were the one who agreed to meet me. I’m not sure what you were expecting, but-”
“I was expecting us to talk!” I scream, tears pouring down my cheeks. “I was expecting you to tell me something…something I didn’t already know. I didn’t expect you to…expect you to humiliate me in front of your friends like this!” I wipe my tears away with the backs of my hands, but it doesn’t stop the flow of liquid sorrow. I turn to the boys. “Which of you is Nathan?” 
My question is seemingly answered when the dark-haired one stands up and takes a step towards me. He's taller than my dad and the look in his eyes is threatening, quickly making me regret asking. I don't want to start a fight with a guy like this, especially not in a place like Fashionably Latte.
The little confidence I had in my ability to defend myself melts away.
“What's it to you?” The boy – Nathan - growls. His friends look up at him with contrasting expressions: Kate smiles smugly, but the blond looks slightly concerned by his friend's demeanour.
“Leave her, Nathan, it's not worth it. She's, what, twelve?” he interjects. Despite the mild insult, I flash him a look of gratitude. Nathan sits down, but not before shooting me a final disgusted glare.
My focus turns to Kate once more.
“You can't treat me like this,” I tell her, but all she does is laugh. It seems like she’s been laughing this entire afternoon.
“Oh, I can,” she insists. “I can treat you however I like. What are you going to do about it?”
I can’t take any more of this. Glaring at the group one last time, I storm away, leaving my half-eaten cake on the table. But as I walk, an idea hits me: I come up with a way to humiliate Kate properly, something which could cause her real, serious damage. I bet those boys don’t know her as well as they think they do. 
I turn back around, fists clenched and eyes teary.
“You take my virginity, then you humiliate me like this?!” I scream, not caring who hears - let them all hear. Let them all know what a terrible person Kate Granger is. “You're a stupid slut, and I bet you're shagging both of those two!”
This time I walk away with false confidence, listening as the trio whisper among themselves. The St Michael's girls at the table to their right are in a fit of hysterical laughter. The older women look horrified.
It doesn't take me long to regret what I said: in fact, it takes less than a minute, and the tears return in full force as soon as I reach the cold London streets.
I shouldn't have done that, because no matter how angry I am at Kate, I love her, and outing is a horrible, horrific thing. I’m not sure I’d survive if it ever happened to me: my parents are homophobic, conservative Christians, and Hayford is such a harsh place for an LGBT+ person. I wouldn’t wish that fear on anybody, least of all Kate, but it's too late now. Those words have been spoken, and she’ll have to deal with the impact of them. All I can do is pray that those boys already knew, and hope that she’ll one day forgive me if they didn’t.

	


Chapter Twenty-Three: Secrets Between Friends

	NATHAN

	 

	“What the hell is wrong with her? Did she think she was outing you or something?” I snap, as Gracie Notting leaves Fashionably Latte, the door slamming shut behind her.
Kate chuckles, completely unphased by the other girl’s outburst.
“Gracie's obsessed with me,” she says, before taking a sip of her coffee, which is probably stone-cold by now. “Cut her some slack, though. She's struggling with her sexuality, going through that awakening all LGBT kids do. I would know, I've been in that same position myself.”
I notice Romeo look away for a second, but his interest quickly returns once I speak.
“Oh, so you helped her with that, did you?” I sneer, not even attempting to hide my jealousy at the thought of Kate sleeping with someone other than me. I know we're not exclusive, but that doesn't make it hurt any less.
Romeo giggles. He gets off to lesbian porn – he told me that himself - so he's probably imagining the two girls in graphic detail. I elbow him hard, and he yelps.
“Yeah, I did,” Kate admits. “So what? As much as you wish we were, we’re not exclusive. I've slept with quite a few people that I never told you about.”
I look at my feet, embarrassed by how much Kate’s rubbing this in. It doesn’t help that Romeo's laughing his arse off, apparently finding my humiliation entertaining. I turn to him and frown.
“Not funny, man,” I mutter. “Just because you don't have girl trouble, doesn't mean the rest of us are so lucky.”
“Oh, please!” Kate cries, now looking almost as mocking as Romeo. “You could easily find a girlfriend, Nathan. You're just so incredibly picky.”
I clench my hands into fists, every muscle tightening. 
“What, because I don't fuck around like you two?” I hiss, wondering if this is how Gracie felt just a few minutes ago. Maybe I am Gracie now - she’s gone, so Kate and Romeo have chosen me as their next victim. 
Remembering that little blonde girl we just made cry, I turn the conversation back to her, if only in an attempt to save myself.
“Why did you bring Gracie here anyway, Kate?” I ask.
“For fun.” She shrugs before elaborating. “I was bored, wanted someone to play about with, and she’s an easy target. I thought I’d see how far I could stretch her before she snapped. As it turns out, that was pretty far. She’s down so bad for me.”
I nod, as Kate changes the subject yet again.
“You're still coming round, right Nathan?”
I smile and nod, the pain of being teased just a few minutes ago disappearing with these words. 
“Of course I am,” I assure her, before looking to Romeo and smiling smugly. “You meeting anyone tonight, Ro?” I ask, already knowing that he isn't. He brags to me about each of his conquests in vivid detail before sleeping with them, and he didn't mention any girls today.
“No,” he spits, shooting me a jealous glare; he hates the fact that I'm the one getting laid tonight instead of him. Poor little Romeo. I guess it’s revenge, in a way, for him making fun of me earlier.
“Should we get going now, then?” Kate asks, taking hold of my arm. Clearly, she can feel the tension rising between Romeo and me.
“Yeah, I’m ready to go,” I answer. I then take her firmly by the hand, and we walk out of Fashionably Latte together, leaving Romeo alone at the table. She bids him farewell, but I say nothing.

	 

	 

	As Kate fiddles with her keys in the front garden of her family home, I gather the courage to ask a question that's been on my mind for the last few days now, a question our meeting at Fashionably Latte has once again bought to the forefront.
“Hey, Kate?” I begin. 
She turns to me, a sweet smile on her perfect face as she finally manages to push open the front door. We step inside, take off our shoes, and enter the kitchen.
“Yes, Nathan?”
“Can I ask you a question?” I say, my stomach twisting with nerves.
“Of course you can.” Kate's smile doesn't falter. “Ask away.” 
I go to speak, but the sudden arrival of Sarah forces me to pause. An empty mug and a copy of Tatler magazine are in her hands, and her facial features - which make her look younger than her forty-six years - are pulled into a surprised expression.
“Oh,” Kate’s mother begins, her blue eyes focused on me. “Kate, you could've told me Nathan was coming over.”
Kate rolls her eyes.
“I didn't know you'd be home,” she retorts, to which Sarah sighs, placing the mug and magazine on the black kitchen worktop.
“I did tell you before you left for school this morning that I was off today,” she says.
“Well, clearly I wasn't listening,” Kate snaps back, shameless in her disrespect towards her mother. “And anyway, does it really matter that Nathan's here? We're only gonna be upstairs, we won't bother you.”
The mention of “upstairs” makes Sarah freeze for a second. But before I can panic, she sighs in defeat.
“Fine. Nathan, does your mum know you're here? Shall I call her for you?”
“Sure,” I answer, not caring either way. 
Kate tugs at my blazer sleeve, looking up at me and smiling innocently. 
“Should we head upstairs now, Nathan?” It sounds like a question, but really, it's a demand: Kate doesn't want to spend another moment in her mother's presence. Said mother looks disappointed, but can't be surprised by her daughter's behaviour. The two of them have had a rocky relationship for years now, ever since Kate started at Hayford. 
“Yeah, let's go,” I reply, and then we make our way out of the kitchen and up the stairs. 

	 

	 

	We go straight to Kate's bedroom. The usual smell of cigarettes, coffee, and Versace's “Crystal Noir” perfume hits me as we step inside.
“What I was going to ask.” I finally return to my question from earlier, closing the door as I pull Kate towards me. “Is, are you and Romeo…together? Or have you ever slept with him?”
“No.” Kate practically scoffs at the idea. “We’re just friends, nothing more. Don’t worry yourself, Nath.”
I breathe a sigh of relief. I've known Kate since primary school, so can tell when she's lying: she isn’t this time.
“Although, there is something I need to tell you,” she continues, causing my nerves to return for a moment. But then she flashes me a flawless smile, and I instantly feel better. She flicks some dark hair over her shoulder, looks up at me with sparkling eyes, and rests her hands on my chest. Her fingers flutter like butterflies, and I shiver at the feeling of her breath on my neck. “But it can wait,” she adds, although at this point I’ve forgotten we were having a conversation. “I’m sorry for the stuff I said earlier. I was quite horrible to you.” 
She starts undoing the buttons of my shirt, her touch lingering on the bare skin beneath.
“Oh,” I mutter. Does she seriously think I still care about what happened at Fashionably Latte? “It’s fine. I forgive you.”
We take a step back and I sit down on Kate’s bed, before pulling her onto my lap. She smiles – not her usual mocking smirk, but a sweet, genuine grin – and as my fingers wind through her hair, she leans forward to kiss me. Her lips taste like the sweetest dessert and the bitterest wine, of purity and sin, of Heaven and Hell. This contradictory nature is what defines her: she bullies me then kisses me, hates Gracie but sleeps with her. It’s painful yet I’m attracted to it. Like a moth to the fire which burns its wings, I keep coming back, falling harder with every touch.
Kate unzips my trousers, and I pull away slightly.
“Your mum’s busy, right?” I feel the need to ask, even though we’ve never been caught before.
She chuckles, planting another kiss on my neck.
“Nathan, she knows,” she says nonchalantly. “It’s fine. You don’t have to worry.”
I’m surprised by this revelation, but before I can respond, Kate’s unbuttoning her blouse and I forget what I was going to say. She kisses me further – on my chest and stomach, stopping just above the band of my boxers – and I am transfixed, unable to focus on anything other than her: my best friend, the prettiest girl in London, the love of my life.
“You know I love you, Kate,” I whisper, “I love you so much.”
She removes her lips from my skin and looks up. She laughs. My heart shatters.
“I know you do, Nathan,” she says. “I know you do…”

	 

	 

	We lie in silence after finishing, our fingers laced together, our eyes not meeting. I mentally replay what just happened between us, wanting to relive every second of it, but judging by the blank look on Kate's face, she doesn’t feel the same way. Her mind is already elsewhere. 
“I just remembered,” she whispers. “There was something I wanted to tell you.”
I nod, recalling our earlier conversation. Every possibility crosses my mind.
She's pregnant with my child. She's a lesbian, and has been faking her interest in boys. She's moving away. She hooked up with one of my friends or family members.
What she says next is worse than any of those things. Her words – spoken with an almost eerie calmness – change my life forever.
“I know who killed Gretta Marin and Mollianne Richards.”
My mouth falls open in shock, and for a moment I think maybe I misheard her. But then her expression grows more serious, and I realise that's not the case.
“Are you serious?” I cry. “Kate, you have to tell the police!”
She takes a shallow, shaky breath. Her eyes are cold. She doesn’t blink.
“Nathan, I killed Mollianne.”
I don't believe her at first. She looks away as sweat begins to pour down her face, ruining what’s left of her make-up. The speed at which her demeanour is changing - from nonchalance, to sternness, to coldness, and now to fear - is so strange. I've never seen her like this before.
“Please, please tell me you're lying,” I breathe, almost choking on the words. “Mollianne was your friend for years! You two were so close, I can’t-”
Kate shakes her head.
“I’m not lying, Nathan,” she insists. “You know what Mollianne did to me. And Gretta was a terrible person. They both deserved it.”
I never really understood the things people said about Kate – calling her evil, a sociopath, a monster – until now. Her fear has gone once again, and she’s calm, cold and remorseless.
Nerves rise from my stomach, as I pull myself out of her bed. Wearing nothing but my sweat-drenched boxers, I start pacing up and down the length of her room.
“Kate, I...I don't know what to say,” I splutter. I feel sick now, burning hot and freezing cold at the same time. I think I’m going to vomit.
Kate sits up, her eyes following me as I walk.
“Don't say anything. Just promise me you won't mention this to anyone, not even Romeo or your parents. Nobody can know what I just told you.”
I sit back down on the bed, as I acknowledge what I’m feeling right now: fear. For the first time since I met her, I’m scared of Kate-Camille Granger, my best friend since primary school, the girl I’m madly in love with. It's like this confession has changed her into an entirely different person. Or perhaps she’s always been this way, and I’m the one who’s changed. Maybe I’m waking up now, finally seeing Kate how everyone else always has: as a cold, selfish, remorseless individual, capable of cold-blooded murder. 
For a moment, I consider running - to the police, to my parents, or even to Romeo. But then I remember the history I have with Kate – the study sessions, shared birthday parties, inside jokes, and intimacy – and I stay.
“Okay,” I sigh, as a part of my conscience dies. “I won't tell anyone. But please, Kate, speak to the police. Sort this out.”
Kate fidgets. She's gone back to being uncomfortable, probably already regretting her confession. She grabs a box of cigarettes from beneath her bed and lights one, the smoke making me cough. I hate cigarettes and she knows it. But I don’t complain, because I love her.
“I wasn't the only one,” she tells me. “There's a group of us, but I'm the leader.”
“Grass the others up,” I urge. Then, against my better judgement, I lean in and kiss her on the mouth. She quickly reciprocates.
When I was little and grazed my knees, my mum used to tell me that a kiss would make everything better. I doubted that at the time, but now I know she was right.
“Kate,” I continue, after pulling away again. “You’re more likely to be let off. And it's the right thing to do.”
Kate’s body stiffens. She shakes her head, and stubs out her cigarette.
“You've known me long enough to realise I'm not that type of person, Nath,” she says. “I don't care about what’s right. Everything I do is to save myself. And if I grass up my accomplices, I'd be self-sabotaging.”
I take a shallow breath. 
“But,” she continues, giving me hope. “If it makes you happy, I'll consider it. Maybe there is some way I could get immunity if I turned in the other girls.”
I crack the tiniest of smiles, realising this is the best I'll be able to do here. Kate isn’t going to flat-out agree to confess – as she said, she works for herself first.
“Yes. I’m sure there is a way,” I assure her. 

	


Chapter Twenty-Four: A Different Kate

	NATHAN

	 

	I leave Kate just a few minutes later, and begin the short journey from her home to mine.
Today I pay more attention to my surroundings than usual, and figure that’s probably my brain’s defence mechanism: it’s trying as hard as possible to distract me from the fact that the love of my life is a double murderer. 
I take in a mouthful of air. The flavour is pollution and what I imagine coins to taste like, judging by their dirty, metallic smell. Both are horrible, and yet they are opposites; the pollution is from the factories in poorer parts of the city, areas that feel like an entire world away from the luxury of these streets. They are represented by the faint taste of literal money, the billions of pound coins owned by the residents of this most affluent corner of London. 
Further evidence of the far-away factories is their toxic smoke, which is curling upwards in thick plumes above my head, replacing the sky’s pretty blue colour with an ugly darkness. I lower my gaze once again, and look at the pristine pavements, a reminder that – despite what the sky would suggest – I am still stood in one of the wealthiest areas in all of Europe. There’s not a single piece of litter or chewing gum stain to be seen, and the front gardens I’m passing all contain brightly coloured flowers, which stand out against the classy greys and whites of the buildings and ground.
Then I stop thinking about the air, the sky, and the pavements, and once again focus my mind on Kate. By telling me what she did, she’s put me in a terrible position – the most terrible position - and already it’s tearing me apart.
She’s not lying about the murders. I know that because I can always tell when Kate lies; having known each other almost our entire lives, I’ve picked up on the signs of dishonesty in her, things that most other people fail to spot. Kate’s aware of this, so she’s given up on lying to me. If she hadn’t, she’d probably tell me she loved me back.
Confident that Kate is indeed the ringleader of a group of girls who killed Gretta Marin and Mollianne Richards, I think about the options I have. There are only really two: I can keep Kate’s secret, or I can go to the police and get justice for her victims. Regardless of what I assured her, I know there is no middle ground here: there’s no plea bargain awaiting Kate if she turns in the other girls. As the group leader, she will end up behind bars if the truth ever comes out. There is no other way justice could be served.
I first consider the option of turning her in. The murders of Gretta and Mollianne have baffled the police. They’ve managed to link the two deaths – not an impressive feat, considering the area’s low crime rate, the fact that the girls fit the same victim profile, and were killed in the same manner – but that’s all they have so far. Kate and her accomplices were smart; they left no DNA or personal items at the crime scenes, and didn’t contact the victims online or in any other way that could be traced. Aside from that, the police are relying too heavily on one theory: that the girls were murdered by an adult male. They believe him to be the stereotypical killer of teenage girls: a depraved, perverted middle-aged man, who chose the victims at random upon spotting them in the streets. The police have developed tunnel-vision in their search for this non-existent man, not considering for a moment that the perpetrators of these killings could be a group of privileged teenaged girls. But if I were to tell them that Kate admitted to the murders, I’d end the gridlock they’ve pushed themselves into. I couldn’t give them the names of the other girls, but I could crack the investigation wide open, and from there, the accomplices would be identified or possibly turned in by Kate herself. 
Me speaking to police would single-handedly solve a double murder case. I take a moment to wonder how that would feel, to know that I’ve potentially prevented future deaths, and will have the respect of the Marin and Richards families for the rest of my life.
I know that going to the police is the right thing to do, but I also consider the other option.
Kate is my best friend of so many years, and the only girl I’ve ever loved. With her, I had my first kiss and first sexual experience, intimate moments I’ll never forget. Together we’ve shopped at some of the most luxurious stores in the world, sampled Michelin-starred cuisine, and discussed attending an elite university together in a few years’ time. We’ve also stuffed ourselves silly with greasy takeaway pizza and ice cream, laughed at nothing for hours on end, and cried over fears for the future and pains from the past. The possibility of Kate and me never doing those things again breaks my heart, and I hold back tears at the mere thought of it.
If I turn Kate in, I’ll be giving up our future together, whether that’s as friends or something more. I’ll be giving up the chance of her one day changing her mind about me, of her finally loving me the same way I love her.
I think about how much Gretta Marin and Mollianne Richards’ lives were worth. The logical, straight-thinking part of my brain – the part I use at school to solve complex maths and science equations – knows that a life is worth more than any relationship. That part knows I shouldn’t be selfish, that I should throw away my chance with Kate for the greater good. The universe might even reward me if I did that; I’d certainly be praised for it, and maybe eventually, a new girl would come along to sweep me off my feet. 
But then I realise I don’t care about any of that. I don’t care about prestige, or the admiration of strangers. And as awful as it sounds, I know deep down that I don’t care about justice for Gretta and Mollianne either, because I knew and loved neither of them. Most of all, I don’t care about the idea of a new girl, someone other than Kate. She’s the only person, the only thing at all, that I’ve ever wanted. I could achieve all my other goals in life – attend Oxford University, become a doctor, have a huge house and a fancy car – but I know I’d still feel empty if I didn’t have Kate. And the idea of feeling empty forever is unbearable. To think I’d never feel the softness of her hair between my fingers, never taste her lips in a kiss, or feel her thighs press against mine ever again causes me physical pain.
I know it’s selfish. It probably makes me a terrible person, another villain in this awful tale of murder, but I’m okay with that. To be selfish is to be human - it’s natural, the rawest, most visceral aspect of our psyche. Everything we do is ultimately self-serving; even charitable acts, which appear selfless, are done with the intention of making ourselves look better. That’s all turning Kate in would do: it would make me look better. It wouldn’t be genuine, because I don’t care about helping the families of Gretta or Mollianne. I only care about my own desires, and my one desire is Kate-Camille Granger…

	 

	 

	I arrive back at the home I share with my parents, shove the key roughly into the door, and step inside.
“Nathan? Is that you?” Mum calls out, before appearing a few feet in front of me. I notice her nails are a deep burgundy colour, which was not the case this morning. 
“Hi Mum,” I greet her. I realise I’m shaking as I speak.
Mum’s ginger brows furrow, and her thin lips purse. As a brown-eyed redhead, she looks nothing like my brunet, green-eyed self, although everyone agrees I’m the spitting image of the father for whom I was named: a tall, dark-haired lawyer called Jonathan. 
“Are you all right?” Mum asks, having noticed my nervous demeanour. 
I quickly nod. 
“Yeah yeah, I’m good. What about you?” I reply, figuring the best way to get the focus off myself is to turn it onto her.
“I’m good too. Got my nails done this morning before work, did you notice?” she says, holding up her hands. “The new girl did them, aren’t they pretty?”
I nod again, agreeing that they look nice. Mum works as a beautician at a salon doing both make-up and nails, but she does it more to pass the time than out of any real need to make money: my dad already earns far more than we could ever spend, and comes from the kind of old-money family that allowed him to attend Westminster public school and Oxford university.
“How’s Kate?” Mum continues. “You went to Fashionably Latte, didn’t you? Did you have fun?”
I smile politely, but the mention of Kate’s name now sends a shudder down my spine. I know what I’m going to do with the secret she told me – I’m going to guard it with my life – but I’m terrified to do so. With every breath I take, I’m afraid I’ll blurt something out that’ll destroy us both.
“Yeah, we had fun,” I reply, which was mostly true until Kate confessed to me. There’s no way I could give my mum any more details than that brief, bland statement. I can’t tell her about anything that Kate and I did this afternoon: how we made a girl cry in Fashionably Latte, had sex while her mum was home, then discussed the unsolved murders she’s responsible for. “I’m gonna go get changed now,” I decide, putting an end to this chat. “I don’t want to spend another second in this gross uniform.”
With that, I practically sprint to my bedroom. I then slam the door shut, strip down to my underwear, fling open the windows, and dig around in my drawers, searching for cannabis. I soon find some, and sit down on the bed to roll a joint. I light it, lean back, and take a long drag.
I’m loyal to Kate – I’ll be loyal to her until my last breath - but I’m never going to be comfortable with this new situation between us. I might not care about Gretta or Mollianne as individuals, but I’m no psychopath: I know and care about the fact that murder is wrong, no matter who the victim or killer is. I know it’s bad that I’m prioritising my own unrequited feelings over legal justice and public safety. And I’m aware that I’m also putting myself in danger by doing so; by keeping my knowledge of the murders a secret, I’m committing a serious criminal offence, perverting the course of justice. If anyone were to find out that I knew and did nothing, I would probably face prison time myself.
There’s something else that scares me, too: I’m seeing my best friend differently now, in a new, much darker light. Before today, Kate could do no wrong in my eyes. I looked away when she bullied her classmates, brushed off the personal insults she’d sometimes throw at me when we argued, and blocked out her mocking giggles each time I confessed my feelings for her. I’d placed her high up on a pedestal, creating a fantasy version of her in my mind. That version of Kate was pure - an innocent angel - but no one else has ever viewed her that way. I’m the only one who’s ignored her cruelty to this extent; her classmates at Hayford see her for what she really is, as do her parents. And yet somehow, I managed to blind myself to that reality. I saw Kate only as I wanted to see her, and now, I’m being confronted in the worst possible way by the reality I refused to believe.
But as I kill my joint, I get off that train of thought, and I laugh. How ridiculous it is for me to be worrying about my warped view of Kate now, when this is what love actually is. Loving someone isn’t a fairy-tale, it isn’t warm kisses and coffee dates and laughing together until your stomachs hurt. It’s seeing every aspect of a person – the most sadistic, terrifying parts of them – and completely disregarding those flaws. Love is being able to forgive all the sins – no matter how dark - of that one individual your soul has chosen. My soul chose Kate, and so I collect all the courage I have, and forgive her for what she’s done…

	


Chapter Twenty-Five: Losing Her Grip

	KATE

	 

	As I place myself down on a log in the woods, I shiver, and this time it isn’t from the cold. 
I look at the girls in front of me – Starr, Gracie, Chloé, Nadiya, and Nina – and acknowledge that I’m starting to lose control. If I soften my grip now – if I make any more mistakes – then they will all escape, and I'll be shoved into the back of the first van heading to prison. 
Starting from the left, I pan my eyes across the group, in a desperate attempt to keep them open. I haven’t slept much in the last few days - ever since I confessed to Nathan - and want nothing more right now than to go home, curl up under a blanket in my big pink bed, and sleep until the police have given up all hope of solving Gretta and Mollianne’s murders. I long for that day, when I can live again without feeling like there’s a target on my back.
This paranoia has been building for a while now. I managed to ignore it before, pushing it to the back of my mind and keeping up my façade of confidence, but recently, there’s been a change in me. Now, I can no longer pretend.
At first I theorise it’s because of Mollianne’s death, perhaps some sort of remorse I feel for causing it. At the forefront of my conscience - the part I use during the day - I feel nothing but glee, happiness from having finally gotten revenge on the girl who broke my heart and left me a loner and laughingstock. But at the back of my brain – the part that takes over when I lie in bed, sleepless at 3AM – I wonder if maybe killing Mollianne was wrong. Sometimes I find myself reminiscing about the good times we had – shopping trips, meals in lavish restaurants, even a holiday to Thailand that I went on with the Richards family – and I start to miss those days. Maybe if I’d kept Mollianne alive, we could have returned to them; we could have forgiven each other’s wrongdoings and rekindled our friendship. After all, she’d seemed genuinely willing to do just that when I spoke to her in the changing room that Friday afternoon, the day I lured her to her death. 
Perhaps our story could’ve had a happy ending.
But then I realise that, really, I only want her alive for selfish reasons. I don’t care about Mollianne as a person: I probably never did, even as the polite, naïve little eleven-year-old I was when we first met. I only want her back for the very slight chance that she would’ve slept with me after we forgave each other; I have no feelings left for her, but the physical attraction would always be there. And when I realise this each night, after hours spent remembering bygone ice cream dates and silly photoshoots in her garden, I curse myself for being so stupid, because I am better than that. I know love – both platonic and romantic – doesn’t exist. It certainly never existed between Mollianne and me, now or in the past. 
I also spend my nights wondering why the hell I opened up to Nathan; I’m not sure what I thought I’d gain from that moment of weakness, other than an even more severe sense of paranoia. I wonder if he’s considered going to the police, despite his promise not to, or if he really is as blind as I first perceived Gracie to be, and loves me too much to do what he probably considers the right thing. I was wrong about Gracie being undyingly loyal, though – she couldn’t be stretched as far as I thought. Could I be wrong about Nathan too?
No, I have to put myself in his position. More than anything else, he wants a future with me, even if it’s just as friends: he’d never throw that away. He is my most loyal servant and I know he’ll do anything I ask of him, including breaking the law and perverting the course of justice. And besides, he’s no angel himself: he deals drugs to addicts, and maintains friendships with boys like Romeo and girls like me. He won’t think twice about keeping my role in the murders of Gretta and Mollianne – two girls who are strangers to him – a secret. He’s just as selfish as I am.
But I still have to bear in mind that Nathan now has some power over me. Before, I was always the queen in our relationship, whilst he was a jack I used and abused. My confession has changed that, though, and now I have to make sure I play my cards right with him at all times: one wrong move, and I could condemn myself to a life behind bars. And I would rather die than live that.
Shaking my head, I force myself to stop thinking about my past crimes, and instead focus on my future ones, and the girls who will help me carry them out.
Thankfully, Starr and Chloé are still completely loyal. Or at least I think they are, because nobody at Hayford is upfront about their allegiances. I know Starr loves me and Chloé was glad to see Mollianne’s death, but I don’t know if they’re starting to get scared now. I don’t know if they’re feeling remorse and want to clear their consciences, possibly by turning me in. And so, even though I think they’re fine for now, I can’t fully trust them. I can never fully trust anyone, ever again.
Gracie is an even more uncertain case. I regret the way I treated her in Fashionably Latte, not because it was cruel, but because I made her snap. I pulled her too far, and now I’ve lost the halo she once viewed me as having. She’s started seeing me for who I really am, that being proven by the way she retaliated; I’m still in disbelief about what she said at Fashionably Latte, as she outed me to Romeo. That could have been very, very dangerous; it’s definitely not something I’ll quickly forgive, if I ever do at all. 
I didn't think Gracie was capable of anything like that – I thought her love for me made her weak, permanently cautious - but I was wrong. In bringing her out just to humiliate her, I took things too far, and another mistake like that could end me once and for all. 
Nina surprised me, too. Her behaviour at my last party made me feel a different type of emotion - not the glee or anger that I’m used to, but something like fear. Her eyes were so dark that night, and alight with a flame born not from passion, but from hatred, a murderous fire. And she was strong too, powered by her anger towards me. I shudder as I think what would’ve happened had we not been interrupted by my father, because I genuinely believe she might’ve killed me. In taking her for a fool, for nothing more than the innocent little new girl, I made yet another mistake. 
I sought Nina out because I wanted a kitten, but have ended up with a tiger instead. If I don’t want to get bitten, I have to make sure I always appease her.
Nadiya has never been fully committed, but at least she’s weak; I know how to deal with her, and I feel smug as my gaze reaches the girl in question. Nadiya’s round cheeks are being battered by the icy wind, her brown eyes are bloodshot and teary, and her bottom lip quivers. She always seemed to doubt I’d pull this plan off, but I’ll prove her wrong. She should’ve realised that if I want something, I'll stop at nothing to get it, and right now I want infamy. The murders have left big gaps in the social scene at Hayford, gaps Starr and I will fill when I'm done eliminating the rest of our enemies. Nobody will stop us from doing that. Nadiya shouldn’t have counted on my failure because I won’t fail, even if I am starting to get a little scared. I’ll still achieve everything I set my sights on, and she’ll be left to watch, alone on the sidelines as I strut down the corridors of the school that I’ll own, the metaphorical crown of Hayford Independent sitting atop my head.
Nadiya will be easy to control, the easiest one of all. And soon, she’ll be made to pay for ever doubting me.
Aside from being Hayford’s queen, there’s one more thing I want now, and that is Romeo Collins. But winning him will be a bit more difficult. Rounding up a few misfits and commanding them to kill some socialites is easy enough: false promises of friendship, the exploitation of individual weaknesses, and a couple of quick threats will achieve that. Getting a boy - especially one with Romeo's reputation - to fall for me is a completely different situation, and not my forte. After all, he's Nathan's closest schoolfriend, Chloé's ex, and he had a one-night stand with Mollianne Richards, my first love and a girl I murdered in cold blood. It's certainly a unique situation, but I won't let it stop me: I’m determined, and when I set my eyes on something, I always get it eventually. It’s been that way since the day I was born, and it'll stay that way until I die. 
“So what's next, Kate?” Starr begins our discussion, cutting into my relatively confident thoughts and ripping me back to insecurity. She looks extra pretty tonight: her blonde Afro hair - the texture of which she inherited from her Jamaican grandmother - is pulled into a low ponytail, and she's wearing light make-up which highlights her almost perfect complexion. My skin is oily and this recent stress has caused a breakout, tiny red lumps having appeared all over my otherwise flawless face. I've tried to cover them with a thick layer of make-up, but had little success, only managing to make myself look pasty. As if that weren’t bad enough, my hair is also in poor condition. I flung it into a badly-styled bun in an attempt to hide the grease and tangles, but I’m not sure it’s doing the trick. Either way, I look a mess. A complete, ugly, fucking mess.
I take a breath, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. My mission to win the Hayford crown is not even close to complete yet: I need to get back to work.
“We're going to take a break from our main...activity for a few weeks,” I announce, not using the word “murder” in case an outsider is somehow listening in on us. “But we'll do some basic planning for the next one-”
“Hold on.”
Nadiya, of all people, is the one interrupting me. I give her a fierce glare for it, her little act of rebellion prompting me to suddenly fantasise about her death. I think slicing open her throat with my nails would be fun. They’re just about sharp enough.
I'm not in a good mood tonight, and I can be very nasty when people defy me. These girls should know that better than anyone. They should know not to test me.
“Kate, I'm done with this,” Nadiya continues. “I’m quitting the group.”
Failing to hide my rage, I stand up and attempt to intimidate her. I'm a couple of inches taller, but Nadiya is strongly built and has a stormy expression on her face. She doesn’t seem scared of me. I know she is, but she’s hiding it well.
“You can't quit,” I tell her, but I don't entirely believe that. This recent series of small-scale betrayals has shown that these girls are starting to slip through my fingers, one by one, like the pearls of a broken necklace. I try so hard, but I can’t expel the doubts I have about my ability to hold this group together.
I’m losing it: control, self-confidence, sanity.
Nadiya picks up her unbranded school bag from the floor, and looks me straight in the eye. Her glare is firm, her confidence not faltering as she speaks again.
“You can't tell me what to do.”
She smiles, her tone and expression both gleeful. She clearly sensed my weakness tonight and decided to take advantage of that, to challenge my grip on her. But unfortunately for Nadiya, I'm armed and very dangerous. She won’t win. She’ll never win.
“If you leave,” I snarl, stepping towards her, fists clenched by my sides, “I'll fucking kill you, just as I killed Mollianne. You try and leave this group again - you try to betray me - and you’ll get a bullet in your brain. And so will both your parents, and your little sister.”
Nadiya doesn't break eye contact, but sits down. She’s shaking now. 
I’ve won yet again.
“Fine. But just so you know, Kate-Camille Granger.” She spits my name as though she hates the taste. “I don't follow orders like these brainwashed losers do. You don’t own me.”
She throws glares at Gracie, Starr, Nina and Chloé, but smiles sarcastically at me. I can almost hear her expression. 
“You ain't shit,” she’s saying without words. “You’re nothing more than an insecure little rich girl.”
Chloé gets up and returns Nadiya’s glare.
“Jesus, Nadiya. What's gotten into you?” she snaps. “Is that really how you see us? As brainwashed losers?” She too seems fragile tonight, not like her usual self. This is definitely not the same Chloé who watched me kill a girl then smoked weed with me afterwards. Perhaps she’s also kept up at night by thoughts of Mollianne, a girl she too once considered her best friend.
Nadiya rolls her eyes.
“This is what I mean when I call you brainwashed!” she cries. “Why are you offended that I challenged Kate? Why are you defending someone as awful as her?!” 
I pull the pistol that killed Gretta and Mollianne out of my bag, and point it straight at Nadiya's face. 
“Say that again,” I dare her. I'm ready to murder her here and now, then force the others to help me clean up. Such a spontaneous killing might be messy, but it would solve a lot of my problems – not least, it would scare the others into total obedience. 
I consider pulling the trigger, but decide to wait a few seconds longer for Nadiya’s response. I half expect her to defy me yet again, but she backs down, putting her hands up and looking at her feet. 
I put the gun away.
“Anyway,” I laugh, feeling powerful once more. “Sofia Roman.”
I unlock my phone and show the group a selfie taken by the girl in question. In it, she's pulling a strand of her long, chestnut hair out of her ice blue eyes, the tip of her tongue just about visible on her full lips. Sofia is extremely pretty, and I’d fuck her in a heartbeat if she ever gave me the chance. But I’ve killed people I’m attracted to before, and I’ll happily do it again. Sofia’s beauty won’t save her.
“She's next.”
“What's wrong with Sofia?” Starr asks.
“Nothing, personality-wise,” I reply. “But she's at the very top, and she was Mollianne's best friend. I want her crown, so she needs to go.”
Nadiya makes a low, hiss-like sound. Apparently she’s already forgotten that I could kill her at any given moment.
“Oh, you are so pathetic,” she snaps, her body shaking with fury. I enjoy seeing her consumed by anger, so much so that I have to fight to stop myself from giggling.
“It's a shame that you think that, Nadiya,” I begin, practically salivating: my next words are so delicious. “Because you're going to be the one to kill her.”
I decided this after confessing to Nathan, as I realised Nadiya hasn't yet played an active role in any of the murders. That means there's still a chance she could go to the police without really losing anything herself - she might get charged with perverting the course of justice and some other more minor wrongdoings, but would likely get off with a suspended sentence at worst, nothing at all at best. If she shot Sofia, though, going to the police would mean locking herself away. Forcing her to kill now means trapping Nadiya forever, which will then make me safe.
Nadiya’s eyes widen, filling with tears. Her mouth falls open, and this time, I allow myself to laugh out loud.
“W-Why? What…what is this all for?” she cries, stumbling over her words.
“Me,” I reply, without hesitation. “My popularity.”
Nadiya leans forward and violently spits, narrowly missing my Prada-clad foot. It takes a lot of effort for me to resist picking up the gun once again and blowing her ugly head off.
“Your popularity?! This isn't some sort of game, Kate! This is people's lives!” she screams, flailing her arms around her head, her eyes wild with fury.
I go to reply, but before I can, my phone beeps from inside the pocket of my Hayford blazer, letting me know I’ve received a text. Deciding that Nadiya’s dramatics can wait, I pull it out and take a look.
“Hey, can u come over rn? I’m bored ;)” 
The sender is Romeo Collins, and the time is almost 9PM. This can only mean one thing. 
But at the thought of abandoning the meeting, I hesitate; I want Romeo, but I want popularity more. Still, I realise this could be my only chance. If I decline now, he won’t bother chasing me, because Romeo has girls queuing up to get with him. And besides, I don't feel like continuing this argument with Nadiya. I'm too tired to cover up a murder right now.
“You know what, let's discuss all this later,” I say to the group, as I pick up my bag. I flash them all a sweet smile, then get to my feet and walk away as calmly as possible, not looking back to see how they react to my sudden departure.
I leave the woods and start making my way towards the road in which the Collins family live. As soon as I’m confident the Granger Girls can no longer see me, I embrace the spring in my step. A genuine smile appears on my lips and my nerves from earlier melt away, replaced by excitement at what I know is soon to happen…

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Six: What Nathan Doesn’t Know

	KATE

	 

	The house that Romeo Collins shares with his mother and sisters is a ten-minute walk from the woods, and I make it there in good time, having sprinted almost the entire way. I take a moment to catch my breath upon arriving at my location - a beautiful gold and white building in the Regency style - before knocking lightly on the door. I then step back, awaiting Romeo with an innocent smile on my face. He answers seconds later, his own expression less pure.
“Hey Kate,” he greets me, opening the door so I can step inside. I take off my shoes, placing them beside a pair of Balenciaga trainers, then follow him into the living room. 
On the brown leather sofa sits a woman who appears to be in her late twenties or early thirties. Her hands stroke an elderly shih tzu while her eyes focus on the television, but when she realises she’s no longer alone, she turns her attention towards Romeo and me and smiles. Her blonde hair is the exact same shade as Romeo's, although unlike his, hers is totally straight, and flows to just above her chest. Her lips and eyes also match his, which leads me to conclude that this woman must be Romeo’s mother, despite her youthful appearance. “Kate, this is my mum,” my host says a few moments later, confirming my theory. “And Mum, this is Kate, Nathan's best friend since primary. You know, the one he never shuts the fuck up about.”
Romeo's casual swearing in his mother's presence surprises me, but she doesn't react to it. Clearly, she’s more relaxed when it comes to her son’s behaviour than my parents are with mine.
“It's nice to meet you, Mrs Collins,” I say, smiling once again like the angel I'm not. 
But Romeo's mother doesn’t smile back, instead furrowing her brows in what looks to be annoyance. She bites her lip, and for a moment, I fear she's going to throw me back onto the streets and ban me from ever setting foot in her house again.
“It's Owen. Miss Owen,” she snaps. “I divorced Romeo's so-called father years ago, and I've been using my maiden name ever since.” But then she softens, to my great relief. “You weren't to know that, though. I'm sorry. It's nice to meet you too, sweetheart.”
“We'll be heading upstairs now, Mum,” Romeo decides, taking hold of my wrist. “Wait, is Vivian still here? And Maya’s in her room, right?” 
Miss Owen nods.
“Yes, Vivian’s still with Annelise. And I would assume Maya’s in her room, she hasn’t come downstairs recently.” 
She then turns her focus to Romeo’s earlier comment, and raises an eyebrow at the mention of him taking me upstairs. She must know what her son is like when it comes to girls. I wonder if she knew about his infidelity towards Chloé, and if she actively allowed Mollianne to spend the night here. 
“You're going upstairs, are you? With Nathan's “best friend”?”
Romeo nods, a cocky smirk on his full lips.
“What Nathan doesn't know won't hurt him,” he says simply, before pulling me out of the room, into the hallway, and towards the stairs.

	We head to his bedroom, and sit beside each other on the bed. 
“Who are those girls you mentioned? Are they your sisters?” I ask Romeo, once we’re both comfortable.
“Annelise and Maya are my sisters,” he answers, leaning back a little, his eyes not meeting mine. “Vivian is Annelise’s best friend. They’re really close, so she comes round here a lot. But my god, she’s horrible. I hate her.”
I raise an eyebrow, intrigued. 
“How old is Vivian?” I wonder. 
“She’s fourteen. She’s in year nine with Annelise,” Romeo tells me. “But you wouldn’t believe it if you met her - she’s as cruel as any adult. You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if she went on to kill someone one day.”
At these words I simply nod, pressing my lips together to hide my expression. Suddenly wanting to distract myself, I then begin to inspect Romeo’s room from where I’m still sat on his bed.
It is as huge as I’d expected, more like an apartment than a teenager’s bedroom. The colour scheme consists of white, navy, and pale blue, with the walls all being painted the latter colour, save for a huge mural of the night sky decorating the one directly opposite the bed. There are two nightstands, one on each side, and a white desk at the far end of the room. Said desk is organised in a neat, minimalistic manner, with stationary, a laptop, and a cactus being the only items visible, the drawer below presumably hiding the less pretty things. A door leading to a large ensuite can be seen to the right of this desk. 
I’ve always considered myself privileged, but being in here – comparing it to my own bedroom – is making me feel poor. 
“Anyway, enough about Vivian. I don’t want to waste my breath discussing her.” Romeo speaks again, pulling my focus away from the desk and ensuite and back onto him. “I'm sorry about what happened with my mum down there, when you called her Mrs Collins,” he adds, shuffling a little closer to me. Our thighs touch as I place my hand on his. He looks at our intertwined fingers and smiles suggestively.
“It's okay. I understand,” I reply. “If I were divorced and people kept calling me by my ex-partner’s name, I'd get pissed off too.”
“Speaking of partners,” Romeo says, now turning to face me head-on. Our eyes meet for just a second: I can't hold contact any longer than that. “You're bisexual, right? I mean, if what that girl said at Fashionably Latte is anything to-”
“Yes.” I cut him off. “And before you ask, no, I won’t have a threesome with you, and the fact that I'm bi does not make me a slag. Trust me, I'd be just as much of a slag if I were straight or a lesbian.”
My reaction to Romeo's question might seem a little extreme, but I want to get in first: I want to shut down any preconceptions he may have about my sexuality before he says something bigoted. I've dealt with enough bigotry now to have no patience for it, and given Romeo's reputation as a womaniser, I don't think it's unreasonable to predict that he'd view a girl's bisexuality as an opportunity to fulfil some gross sexual fantasy of his.
But instead of arrogantly laughing as I’d expected him to, Romeo seems taken aback by my outburst, possibly even a little upset. 
“I-I wasn't going to ask for a threesome. Nor do I think you’re a slag,” he insists, his voice slightly shaky. “I just...I don't know, I was just curious. I don't think I know anyone else who's openly bi. I’m sorry I upset you, I really didn't mean to.”
“Oh.” My cheeks burn. “In that case, I’m sorry for reacting how I did. It's just that I'm so used to people using my sexuality as an excuse to treat me as lesser, or pass judgement without even knowing me.”
Romeo nods.
“I understand,” he tells me, even though he doesn’t: he's straight, he’ll never understand. “There’s another question I wanted to ask, but I completely get it if you don't want to answer. It’s a little…personal.” 
“Go on,” I urge, although I do hope this is Romeo’s last question; I’m getting a bit impatient now, and communicate this by moving my hand further up his leg.
“What's Nathan like in bed?” 
I burst into shocked laughter. There were many things I thought he might’ve asked. This was not one of them, but I suppose maybe it should’ve been - I imagine things can get pretty competitive between boys like Nathan and Romeo when it comes to these sorts of topics. A cocktail of immaturity and too much testosterone is to blame for that.
“Uh, he's pretty good, I guess. Why do you ask?” I answer a little cautiously; unlike me, Romeo seems to be taking this question entirely seriously.
He shrugs, smiling shyly.
“Again, just curious,” he mutters, but I'm not fully convinced: I've never been interested in Starr’s non-existent sex life or those of any of my other classmates, and if I were, I would ask them about it directly. 
But I don't question Romeo any further on this. After all, what reason other than curiosity could he possibly have for wanting to know such things about Nathan?
Romeo gets up from the bed and wanders over to his desk on the other side of the room. Kneeling down slightly, he opens the drawer and pulls out a bag of white powder.
“Do you do coke?” he asks, placing the bag on the desk and digging in the drawer once again. He soon retrieves a fifty-pound note and what looks like a credit card.
“No,” I answer. “Weed and molly are the only drugs I do, and I'm not interested in trying anything harder.”
“Oh. Well, you’re missing out,” Romeo insists, before turning his attention back to the cocaine in front of him. He pours some onto the desk and arranges it into two lines, then leans forward and quickly snorts them both. “Fuck, this is good,” he sighs in pleasure a few moments later, tilting his head back a little. “Nathan sells some really good shit. God, am I grateful for it.”
I nod slightly, although I know for a fact the stuff Nathan sells is of the poorest quality, the powders and pills cut with countless cheap fillers. The only reason I keep taking them is because I get them for free. Romeo is an idiot if he happily pays full price.
His drug use done for now, he returns to the bed upon which I’m sat.
“So,” I begin again. It’s time to cut to the chase. “What are we going to do?”
Romeo looks directly at me, and this time I return the action. His eyes are the most beautiful shade of blue I've ever seen, with the paler rings and tiny flecks of green reminding me of a lagoon in some faraway, tropical country. He smiles.
“What do you want to do?” he asks, prompting me to chuckle.
“Oh, Romeo,” I breathe. “I think you already know the answer to that.”
He nods, and then there are no more words. We lean forward until our lips are just millimetres apart…

	


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Sixteen

	STARR

	 

	As soon as the bell rings signalling the end of school on Friday, I leap from my chair and rush to the front gates to meet Kate. It’s December now, specifically the first day of December: my sixteenth birthday.
I spot my best friend almost straight away, eyes fixed on her phone. When I call her name, she looks up and flashes me a smile.
“Starr, hi,” she greets me, shoving her mobile into her blazer pocket. “You ready to go?”
I nod enthusiastically.
“So ready. I’ve been looking forward to today for ages.” 
We set off walking away from Hayford, and towards the house I share with my parents and younger brother. The streets are teeming with teenagers, as all three of the local secondary schools – Hayford, St Michael’s, and Bartholomew – release their students around the same time. The colour of each person’s uniform indicates which school they attend, leading to mocking whispers about the state school kids in red, from the private schoolers in black and navy. This occasionally escalates to fist fights and muggings, which are then posted to Snapchat for all to see.
Although this afternoon is peaceful regarding school rivalries, the streets are still so loud that I struggle to hear Kate’s words. Girls giggle as they take selfies and film videos for TikTok, boys kick footballs and yell about nothing in particular, and disgruntled members of the public push past them, muttering expletives and occasionally raising their voices at these children - a brave move, considering that the parents of many of them would probably try to sue these adults for so much as looking at their little angels the wrong way.
“You'll lend me something to wear, right?” Kate asks, once we’ve gotten past the biggest crowds. She lights a cigarette, held between her teeth as we walk, then offers the packet to me. I take one and thank her. 
Our plan is to go to my house to get changed into something more stylish than our school uniform, before heading to Bond and Oxford Streets to buy copious amounts of designer clothing, and eat at one of the many upscale restaurants there. This trip is a tradition that began the year I met Kate, and we’ve repeated it for each of my birthdays since.
“Of course,” I answer her question, smiling brightly. “I have a couple of new things I think you’d look amazing in.”
I’m trying to make the most of my birthday, this year more than ever; I’m trying to make as many memories with Kate, spend as much money, and eat as much good food as I possibly can. Not only because it’s my sixteenth – a landmark birthday - but also because I know that this could be my final year as a free woman. Although the police are still stuck in their theory that Gretta and Mollianne were killed by an unknown man, I know that every crime we commit puts us at greater risk of making a mistake. If we mess up in any way, the police will sniff us out like hounds on a fox, and then my life of comfort - as the daughter of millionaire fashion designers, a student at one of the best private schools in the country, and an aspiring Olympic swimmer – will be over. 
A few minutes later, I unlock the front door of the dark-coloured house in which I live, and Kate and I go straight upstairs, into my bedroom.
“Do you still have that gorgeous Chanel blouse? You know, the one with the logo on the pockets?” Kate asks, as she opens up my walk-in wardrobe and begins sifting through the endless racks of mostly designer clothing.
“Yes, it's at the right end. On a white hanger,” I answer, before removing my blazer and picking up one of the gifts I received from my parents this morning: a Givenchy LBD, similar to the one Audrey Hepburn wore in Breakfast at Tiffany's, only far shorter. My heart flutters at the sight of it; I've always wanted a dress like this.
“Where are we eating?” Kate wonders, adding a gold-buckled belt to the flowy black trousers on her legs, while checking her reflection in the wardrobe mirror. She looks stunning as always. I could only ever dream of being as beautiful as she is. 
“I'm thinking Claudio’s,” I reply, referring to my favourite Italian restaurant in the entire city. I slip my feet into my favourite pair of black Louboutins, then join Kate at the mirror. I wobble slightly in the shoes, but refuse to change them; potentially twisting my ankle is worth it for these beauties. “Is that okay?”
“Definitely,” Kate assures me. “Their pasta is amazing, even if it is super fattening.”
I hum in agreement, closing my wardrobe door as we move to sit beside each other on the bed.
“You seen Nathan lately?" I change the subject, as I grab a concealer wand and hand mirror from my dressing table.
“I saw him on Tuesday,” Kate responds. She also touches up her make-up, assisted by a tiny silver compact. “We went to Fashionably Latte with Romeo, and then he came back to my place for a bit.”
I nod, picking up my faux-leather handbag and a tote bearing the logo of a swimming competition I competed in a few years back. Knowing that Kate and I are both ready to leave, I open the bedroom door and step into the hall.
“Did you get any more drugs?” I ask, lowering my voice a little as we move down the stairs, careful not to trip in our heels.
Kate shakes her head.
“No. I've run out of weed, so I should have, but I completely forgot,” she replies, sounding disappointed in herself.
“That sucks,” I mutter. “But don’t worry about it. I’m sure Nathan will give you plenty more opportunities to get some.” 
Kate giggles.
“Of course he will. That boy is head-over-heels for me.”
We arrive downstairs and head to my mum’s office to say a quick goodbye before leaving. As soon as she hears our footsteps, Mum opens the door and beckons us inside, while remaining sat at her charmingly messy desk. Her laptop is open, and her expensive clothes stained with paint. Her face exudes genuine joy at the sight of both me and Kate, who – perhaps surprisingly – she loves. 
“She might be a bit of a troublemaker, but at least she’s fun,” Mum often says when my best friend becomes the topic of discussion. “I’d rather you hang out with someone like her than a boring goody-goody.”
“Aw, you both look so gorgeous!” she exclaims. Her expression is that of someone who’s just seen a pair of kittens: she thinks we’re cute.
“Thank you, Cerys,” Kate says, her relationship with my mum so good that she addresses her by her first name. “How’s your work going? Are you doing anything exciting at the moment?”
Mum chuckles, shaking her head.
“No, no, not much,” she replies. “Just working on the early stages of our next collection. Are you girls leaving in a minute?” 
“Yep. We should be back around nine,” I tell her, before stepping closer to give her a brief, somewhat awkward hug. I breathe in her scent - of floral perfume and paint - and smile at the comfort it gives me.
“Okay, that sounds good,” Mum concludes, kissing my cheek as I pull away. “I’ll put some more money into your account in a minute. You girls have fun.”
“We will,” Kate and I say in unison, before leaving the office and heading to the front door.

	 

	 

	We call a cab to take us to Bond Street, both tipping the driver when we climb out beside a parade of designer shops. As I stand here staring at them, the wind gently blowing my hair, I feel happy, beautiful, and so extremely rich. Shopping brings out the upper-class brat in me, a side I like to believe is usually hidden. Being with Kate - who's always an upper-class brat – doubles the effect.
We begin our shopping spree at Valentino, where we behave like little kids in a sweet shop: giggling, running around, touching everything.
“How do you feel at school right now?” I ask Kate a few minutes later, once we’ve calmed down and the mood between us feels a little more serious. “You know, with everything that’s happened. Do you feel more popular?”
Kate stops admiring a pair of purple stilettos and turns to me. Her face is hard, brows furrowed and lips pressed together. Although she isn’t crying or even frowning, there’s something deeply vulnerable - deeply sad - about the way she looks right now.
“Honestly?” she begins, her voice matching her expression. “No. I don't feel like anything's changed yet. I'll have to actually get us into one of the top groups, we can’t become popular otherwise. The deaths alone won’t affect our social standings that much.”
I touch a pale blue blouse, the material soft between my fingers.
“Which group?” I wonder. Surely Kate wouldn’t want us to join the main one? Led by Sofia Roman, they’re the girls Mollianne left Kate for, a group that Chloé was also once part of. Joining them after murdering one – or possibly multiple - of their members would feel so dangerous.
Then again, would that not make it more fun?
I pick up a hanger holding a cream-coloured dress with a ruffled effect at the waist, ready to enquire about buying a version of it.
“I'm not sure which group yet,” Kate admits. “We can decide together once everything’s sorted out.”
I smile and nod, satisfied with her response.
“Excuse me.” I call over a shop assistant, an incredibly pretty girl who's probably only a few years older than us. I show her the dress and adopt a tone more polite than my usual one. “Do you have this in a size 10?”
The girl takes the garment and nods.
“We should do. I'll go check for you, madame.”
“Thank you so much,” I say, genuinely grateful. Whoever said money can't buy happiness has clearly never bought a Valentino dress. 
I turn back to Kate once the shop assistant is out of sight.
“How much was that?” she asks. Her dark hair hangs in front of her face, which is lowered as she types on her phone.
“It's £1,300,” I tell her. “I have 15k on my card, though, so plenty left for dinner.”
Kate hums in acknowledgement. She’s still engrossed in her texting. 
“You talking to Romeo?” I tease, dragging out the syllables of her crush's name. I lean over to look at the screen, but she pulls it away defensively.
“Yes, actually,” she answers, her voice more high-pitched than usual. Her demeanour completely changes whenever this stupid boy is mentioned; he’s made her almost soft, and I don’t like it.
“Come on, Kate, Nathan's way hotter,” I say. “Romeo’s slept with almost every girl in our year, then tossed them aside like they were rubbish. And he's Chloé's ex, who cheated on her with Mollianne. Why on earth do you want someone like that?” 
Before Kate can justify her terrible taste in boys, the shop assistant reappears with the dress in my size.
“Thank you again,” I tell her, then join the short queue to pay. 
Kate laughs, bringing me back to our conversation.
“Starr, please!” she cries. “I’m hardly the Virgin Mary. And as for Chloé, well…he could do better. I don’t really blame him.” 
I furrow my brows.
“Really? You don’t blame Romeo for hurting Chloé? Who do you blame then, Chloé herself?”
“You know who I blame,” Kate quickly snaps. “I blame Mollianne. She was responsible for so much pain, including Chloé’s.”
I scoff, unconvinced. As much as I know Kate hated Mollianne and feels something towards Romeo – whether that’s genuine love or just lust, I don’t know – she can’t seriously blame everything on Molli. After all, it takes two to tango. 
“Is Romeo even interested in you?” I wonder. “Like, have you tried getting with him?”
Kate sighs dramatically. 
“Yes, I’ve tried. In fact, he invited me to his house after our Granger Girls meeting on Wednesday. Not with Nathan or anyone else, just me,” she begins.
I nod, urging her to go on. 
“We were flirting a bit, and he even made a joke to his mum about not upsetting Nathan when he sleeps with me. So we went upstairs, he did some coke and offered me some – which I declined – and then we sat on his bed. We were touching a little, just our legs and stuff. Then he asked me what I wanted to do, and I told him he already knew the answer to that.”
She pauses, pressing her lips firmly together.
“And then?” I push her further.
“And then I leaned in to kiss him, and he leaned in too at first, but then he freaked out. He told me we couldn’t go any further because of how much it would hurt Nathan, and I was so mad. I made up some stupid excuse about my mum wanting me home, then stormed out.” Kate finishes the story, her cheeks reddening with anger, her hands clenched into fists by her sides.
I fight to stop myself from smiling.
“Honestly, Kate, I think that was for the best. You know Nathan would be heartbroken if you slept with his friend. And it would destroy their friendship, too,” I reason, but Kate shakes her head.
“I don’t give a shit about their friendship,” she sneers. “And quite frankly, I don’t care about Nathan’s feelings either. If he gets hurt, it’s his own fault for falling for me: I never asked him to do that. I’m not gonna let some stupid lovesick boy stop me from doing what I want.”
I roll my eyes, because this “stupid lovesick boy” is her childhood friend, and the way she’s speaking about him right now is horrible. It makes me wonder if she ever talks about me like that.
“And besides, Romeo will fall for me eventually,” Kate continues. “They all do. And when he does, he’ll stop caring about what Nathan thinks.”
“They don’t all fall for you,” I point out, surprising myself with my bluntness. “Mollianne didn’t fall for you.”
Kate’s confident smile disappears. The muscles in her face grow tense, and immediately, I regret my words. Mentioning Mollianne was too far. I didn’t want to hurt Kate; I just wanted to humble her a little.
I’m a horrible person, a terrible friend.
“You know why Mollianne didn’t fall for me?” Kate hisses. “Because she was straight. She didn’t like girls, and nobody could change that, not even me. But we all know Romeo likes girls. This is a totally different situation, Starr.”
I sigh. I feel guilty, so I let her win: I always do eventually. Our friendship has been this way since the start, with her being the dominant figure and me being the follower. I don’t mind it, though, as it’s a role that suits me; despite my sporting talents and unique physical appearance, I’ve never stood out, always trailing on the heels of someone I saw as more worthy of the spotlight. I’m happy playing that part – of the glamorous assistant to a captivating boss – because it’s one that has many perks. For example, the fact that I rarely disagree or speak my own mind means my friendships tend to last until I want to end them, so I don’t have to worry about arguments or the possibility of being abandoned. The sidekick role also provides me with security against bullies; with a friend like Kate, I’m assured I’ll always be protected, either by her words and actions, or by her intimidating presence alone. 
But aside from that, I also genuinely love Kate. She may have some unpleasant traits, but she makes for the best company, and has shown herself to have real affection for me. When I’m with her, I feel like a duchess assisting a powerful queen. And with her, I will soon become popular – I will be one of Hayford’s de facto rulers. 
Being Kate’s minion really is the perfect job for me.
“Well in that case, I hope you do manage to get with Romeo,” I lie to her. “But if not, maybe you should look for a different kind of guy. You know, someone who’s actually nice. Someone you could really love and have a future with.”
We reach the front of the queue, and I hand my dress to the woman on the till. Kate stays silent until I’ve completed the transaction, then snorts with laughter once we get outside.
“Starr, I'm the president of a murder club,” she whispers, as we silently agree on our next store: Cartier. “You think nice boys are gonna be into that?”
I shrug.
“Maybe you could find a nice girl at Hayford,” I suggest. “I know a few girls in our year who are openly lesbian or bi.”
Kate looks at me, appearing both amused and disappointed. 
“There is no such thing as a nice Hayford girl,” she claims. “Our school is full of nothing but liars and cheats...”

	 

	 

	After blowing almost twenty thousand pounds between us on designer clothes, shoes, and jewellery, Kate and I head to Claudio’s Italian for dinner.
“I love this place,” I sigh, as I push open the door and a small bell rings above our heads, alerting the staff to our presence. The comforting aroma of garlic, tomato, and mozzarella immediately hits me, and I breathe through my mouth to get a taste of it. The air in here is hot, and feels wonderful against the bare skin of my legs and face, which are freezing after spending so long outside on a typical day of British winter.
“Me too,” Kate agrees, as a waitress arrives to direct us to our table. We order our drinks – raspberry lemonade for me, and sparkling water for Kate - and choose our food just as quickly upon receiving them. I opt for a vegetarian pasta dish, while Kate goes for veal. This sends the waitress away long enough for us to have a serious, private conversation.
As I look at my best friend now – elegantly sipping her water, eyes fixed on a beautiful chandelier on the other side of the room - I feel a pang of regret about the way our lives have changed in these last few weeks. Suddenly I feel scared, more than I ever have before.
Because for the first time in my life, I’m beginning to doubt Kate: I know she wants to kill again, and I’m not sure how much longer our luck will last. All I know is that it won’t last forever. Given the way some group members have started to rebel – Nina, Nadiya, even Gracie – I fear we don’t have long left at all. 
I bite my lip as I think about the worst-case scenario, a faint metallic flavour filling my mouth. I’m newly sixteen; I’m too young to go to jail.
“Kate?” I begin, fear starting to get the better of me. “You do know you’re the best friend I’ve ever had, right? And I love you a lot.”
Kate’s dark brows furrow in confusion.
“Yes. And you’re my best friend too. But why are you saying this now?”
I take a shaky breath. Tears spring to my eyes, blurring the edges of my vision.
“I’m scared,” I admit. “Are you?”
She doesn’t need to answer verbally: I can see it in her expression. Her jaw clenches and her gaze flickers between me, her drink, and the chandelier.
“No, of course not,” she lies. “These little problems recently with certain girls being out of line are no big deal. I can easily fix them. The police still have nothing on us, and that’s what matters. We’re safe, Starr. We’re not gonna go to prison.” She takes a deep breath, fiddling with her straw. “We’re not going to prison, no matter what. I'll die before letting them lock me up...”

	


Chapter Twenty-Eight: Cast Out

	GRACIE

	 

	In the five days since my argument with Kate, it’s become clear as crystal that my words were a curse not to her, but to me. She doesn’t care; I see her every day at school, and she’s smiling with Starr, drinking coffee, and gossiping like nothing’s wrong. I, on the other hand, hurt all over. I’m tearing myself apart trying to come up with a way to fix this, a way to win her back. I’m barely eating, I can’t sleep – she consumes my thoughts day and night – and I can’t focus on anything other than this terrible situation, where I’m being iced out by the only person in the world I truly care about. 
I know the obvious thing to do is simply go to Kate and apologise, but that wouldn’t work; Kate will want more than an apology for the way I humiliated her, but I’m at a loss as to what else I could do to show her how I feel. I’ve already killed for her: what more extreme way of proving my love is there?
But Kate’s no longer the only thing I have to worry about. As I head up to my bedroom after school, I mentally recount today’s events, in particular the fact that my friendship with Leigh – my so-called best friend since year seven – has ended in the worst way imaginable. 
I decided this morning that it was time I told her what happened between Kate and me. Not about the murder, obviously, but the sex - it was my first time after all, and I thought that was the kind of thing best friends should share with one another. Leigh had been accepting of my sexuality so far, so I assumed that would continue. I thought she might even be happy for me, as she knew how long I’ve liked Kate for. 
But unfortunately, I was wrong, as I so often am. Upon hearing how I’d lost my virginity, Leigh snapped, exposing herself for what she truly is: a homophobe.
“Are you fucking kidding me?!” she cried, before lowering her voice and curling her upper lip in repulsion. “You’re disgusting, Gracie. I hope you’re ashamed of yourself. Kate Granger’s a filthy whore, and so are you for doing it with her.”
Her insults rang in my ears for the rest of the day, like a terrible song on repeat. Around and around and around, her poisonous words choked me; even now, hours later, I can still hear them as vividly as I did when she said them to me in the library.
It’s safe to say that I’ve now lost not only Kate, but Leigh too, both of those relationships destroyed by my love for the former. It seems a cruel kind of irony: how could love lead to such bitter hatred? Love with Kate – a romantic relationship, or even just a genuine friendship – is the only thing I want. I don’t care for money, or designer clothes, or good looks; I’d happily survive on the streets, without a single material object, if it meant I could be with her. Why is this love such a bad thing? Why is it that I can seemingly have anything but this, that everyone and everything wants to keep me from Kate? Unlike my Anglican parents, I’ve never believed in any kind of god, yet I can’t help but feel that if there is one, He must take joy in my suffering. I'm now completely alone in this world, and it's getting scarier every day.
After the incident with Leigh, I headed to my period one lesson, which just so happened to be double French: my least favourite subject with my least favourite teacher, as if this morning hadn’t already been bad enough. There, I was treated in the usual manner by Mrs Woodstock, the cruel old bat whose only joy in life seems to be humiliating me. Her insistence that I read aloud a paragraph I wrote about my weekend provoked cruel laughter from my classmates, seeing as it was littered with errors which made clear how terrible my French really is. Leigh’s homophobic rant an hour or so earlier meant I was already numb with pain at that point, but hearing my classmates’ mocking giggles still almost made me cry. Mrs Woodstock must have noticed my sadness, as her smile grew bigger.
“Well, Miss Notting,” she began, appearing to hold back her own laughter. “You’ll definitely need to work on your tenses. And pronoun use. And descriptions. Perhaps we should schedule some extra lessons one-to-one?”
Horrified by her suggestion, I didn’t stick around after class to arrange any extra sessions: I don’t think I could survive spending a moment longer with that woman than I already have to. With a string of expletives on the tip of my tongue, I darted straight down the stairs of the languages block as soon as the bell rang. One day, I swear I will get my own back on Mrs Woodstock, taking revenge for all the embarrassment she’s caused me. But for now, I have bigger issues to worry about. She’s only the cherry on top of this terrible cake…

	 

	 

	I fall into bed and wrap the white duvet tightly around my body. It’s so warm, so soft, that it almost feels like a hug, something I so badly need right now. I take a long, deep breath, calming myself down a little, then reach across to my bedside table. From there I pick up my phone, which has been charging for only a few minutes, and open Instagram. I know that’s probably a bad idea right now – social media only makes me feel more insecure than I already am – but like most girls my age, I can’t go more than a couple of hours without it.
I regret my dependency as soon as the app loads, and I see that Kiera Slowe – the girl who sits next to Leigh in maths – has posted to her story. My stomach sinks, gut instinct telling me that something’s wrong. The part of my brain that’s designed for self-protection me begs me not to look, but with shaking hands, I press on Kiera’s story anyway. There I see two posts. The first is an awful photo of me, taken when I was in year seven. In it, my hair is cut in a ragged bob style, and I have braces hiding my then-crooked teeth, revealed by the awkward smile my lips have been forced into. Even at the time, I thought this was the worst photo ever taken of me, and hoped I’d never have to see it again. In the version that Kiera’s posted, an image of the lesbian flag has been badly edited over the pocket of my blazer where the Hayford logo usually is.
I can’t fully comprehend what I’m seeing, even as my heart begins to pound uncontrollably, sweat pours from my armpits, and the tears I’ve been holding back all day spring to my eyes. I blink hard and try to take a breath, but it hurts. It’s like my throat is closing up inside, like my body is deliberately trying to kill itself.
Maybe it has the right idea. Perhaps I should just end my life now, and save myself the future humiliation.
“LMAOOO” has been typed next to the picture, and Leigh's account has been tagged. I know I should look away now; I need to look away. And yet I don’t. 
“For anyone who doesn't already know, Gracie Notting is a lesbian and has a thing for Kate Granger,” Kiera has added below, followed by several laughing emojis, as if me being a lesbian is the funniest thing in the world. Perhaps to her – and to Leigh - it is. It seems as though every part of me is a joke to my classmates, so the fact that I feel romantic love – especially towards another girl – must be comedy gold for them. It’s probably made funnier still by the fact that Kate clearly doesn’t like me back.
The dreadful image quickly becomes covered by the tears that fall onto my screen, and it’s only when I wipe them away that I notice Kiera’s story has changed to show the second post.
“Do you like Gracie Notting?” is the title of a poll posted over a plain black background. I feel my throat close up once again, and when I try to take in air, I get no relief. Instead, it feels like water - I’ve been drowning all day, and the process is speeding up now.
I press the “Yes” option on the poll. I know I shouldn’t; the result will probably hurt me, but I need to know. For a second, I allow myself to be optimistic, daring to wonder if maybe it’ll actually make me feel a little better about myself. Maybe my classmates don’t hate me as much as I think. Maybe I’m not totally unlovable.
Then the poll loads. The result is Yes at twenty-five percent, No at seventy-five. 
I throw my phone to the floor, bury my face in my pillow, and scream until my throat burns.

	 

	 

	When I no longer have the energy to make noise, I pull myself up and open my bedroom window. I take in a mouthful of the air, contaminated by the many Porsches and Jaguars that speed by these roads each day. The pollution makes my eyes sting and my chest hurt, but I choose to go outside anyway. 
Easily accessible from my bedroom is a small roof extension, which is around halfway completed. There are still a few more safety barriers that need to be added, but I’ve always been careful when on it, and it’s become my comfort spot as of late - a place I can go whenever I need to escape the world for a few moments. 
To get there, I have to go through a clear glass door located in my bedroom, then walk across the main part of the roof, a journey made relatively easy by the steps that were recently added. From there, I move downwards onto the balcony-like platform that’s been added to the edge of the roof. When it’s done, it will be surrounded by wooden bars for safety, and have several chairs and a coffee table, providing my family with a unique spot where we can sit back and relax, with a perfect view of the city below us. It’ll be completed in two months’ time, but I can’t bear to wait that long when it already works as the hideaway spot I so desperately need right now.
I sit a few feet away from the edge to ensure I don’t fall, then stare down at the busy world below me. Expensive cars zip past non-stop, as do taxis which occasionally pull up to collect perfect-looking businesspeople. I recognise a few girls from my school walking with some Bartholomew boys on the far side of the street, giggling as they sip from bottles of iced tea. On a building above them, a couple of pigeons attack each other, their legs damaged either from similar past fights or the brutal anti-bird architecture so common in the capital. As I watch these insignificant stories play out, I feel myself begin to calm down. I take a deep breath, then start to put my thoughts in order, thinking more logically about my emotions and the events that have caused them.
Over and over again, I replay the afternoon I spent having sex with Kate. It's the only thing I have left to hold on to, even if it's now nothing more than a memory, blurred slightly by my excitement and pure happiness, emotions I haven't felt since. But even that memory is tainted now, and I go as far as to question if Kate is even bisexual at all, or if it was just a lie to lead me on. I hope nobody would lie about their sexuality like that, but with everything that’s happened since, I find I almost don't care if she did. I just wish Kate were a better person. She has such a pretty face for someone with such terrible morals, someone who uses others then throws them away without a second thought.
Of course, I've realised this far too late. I'm obsessed with Kate, with her beauty, charisma, and dark romance, romance that is more an act of persuading you to do her bidding than it is an act of love. I've killed for Kate, and I can't take that back now. It's not like I can dig Gretta up and revive her, although maybe I would if I could. But I can't: Gretta is gone forever, and nobody in the world has the power to bring her back.
It's not that I entirely regret what I did - Gretta was a terrible person, who’d never previously faced any consequences for the harm she caused - but I wish Kate would understand what a huge deal this all is. I wish she’d think harder before commanding us to murder, perhaps sparing a thought for our feelings. She may not value the lives of others - according to Chloé, she snuffed out Mollianne like it was nothing – but some of us do. I do, and I wish I’d realised that earlier. I wish I’d been stronger in my morals, not blinded by love.
I wonder if Kate remembers the expression on Mollianne’s face when she died, because that’s something about Gretta that will haunt me for the rest of my life.
I stand up, take one final look at the city below, then turn around and carefully climb the steps back to the house.
“Mum!” I call out, once I’m safely inside. “I'm going to bed.”
My mother appears at the bottom of the stairs, and I go to the landing to catch a glimpse of her. She looks perfect as always, her dark blonde hair neat and a string of pearls visible around her neck.
“It's half past five, Gracie. You haven't even had dinner yet!” she responds, always the voice of reason. But I can't listen to her - to reason - right now. After that brief break on the roof, emotions have started to take over once again; truly, they took over a long time ago. 
Emotions took over the minute I first laid eyes on Kate-Camille Granger.
My heart begins to pound once more. Being back in my bedroom is causing my fear to return at an alarming speed, consuming me even as I speak to my mother. I’m pretty sure I’ve never had a panic attack before, but this is how I imagine one would feel as it starts to take hold. Again, my throat closes. My body’s shutting down.
“I know. But I feel too sick to eat anyway,” I manage to say, before choking on the oxygen that’s supposed to sustain me. Gathering all the strength I have left, I remove my school blazer, put myself to bed, and begin to sob…

	


Chapter Twenty-Nine: Both of Them are Breaking

	NINA

	 

	I knock three times on the door of the abandoned metal shed, located in the middle of a muddy field almost a mile away from my home. Since being caught and confronted by her parents over our weekly parties, Kate has been banned from having more than one friend over at a time, forcing us to move our meetups to somewhere less glamorous – namely, this shed. Originally built to store sports equipment, it hasn't been used regularly since the 1980s, when a group of homeless drug users moved in for a couple of months. Although you can still see evidence of their time here in some places - the crude drawings on the walls and stains of God-knows-what on the ground – the shed is safe enough now. In fact, it’s an almost perfect location for us to hold our meetings in: it’s spacious, being totally empty save for a grubby sofa left by the last occupants, and also secretive. There’s no chance our parties will be interrupted in here.
The blaring of music is audible the second I arrive, the song this time being Lady Gaga’s “Just Dance”. Kate seems to have a thing for party music from the nineties and noughties, which I can respect, even though I personally prefer my music a little darker. 
The leader of our group opens the door, a tight smile on her crimson-painted lips.
“Hey Nina,” she greets me, clutching a bottle of Smirnoff Ice. “Come in.”
Despite her outwardly happy appearance, I can tell that something isn’t quite right with Kate; she hasn’t been herself for a while now. 
The most obvious sign that something’s wrong is the fact that she’s been looking less put-together lately. When I first met her, Kate would wear a thick yet tasteful layer of make-up almost every day. Now it seems she’s lost the will for such a task, as she covers her acne-stained skin with only a dab of concealer, leaving redness and dark circles still visible. The false lashes that were once her signature have also disappeared, her eyes looking uncharacteristically plain as a result. Her near-black hair – which is usually clean and curled at the ends – is slightly greasy, and appears to be thinner than before. 
More important than any of that, though, is the fact that Kate’s default tone has changed. She’s been less authoritative lately - sometimes she even seems nervous. And she’s quieter too, especially at school. We share a couple of classes, where she used to eagerly answer any questions our teachers threw at her, keen to prove her academic superiority. But nowadays, she’s a silent student, who does nothing but bite her nails and stare into space. 
Still, I don’t ask Kate what’s wrong, because she wouldn’t tell me anyway; her ego is far too big for that. And in all honesty, I don’t really care if she’s hurting, because both of us know that we’re not really friends. We’re simply using each other for our own gains: Kate will eventually use me to carry out a murder leading to her popularity, and I use Kate and her Granger Girls group as a sort of dark retreat, a place where I can be my true, uncensored self with others who are just as bad as I am.
I enter the shed and take a cup from the selection set up in one of the corners. The liquid is bright purple in colour and looks a little like lean. It's probably just Fanta Grape or something, but I can never know with Kate - she's so wonderfully unpredictable, that being a trait she’s yet to lose.
Starr begins to wave at me as I’m taking a sip. I offer her a sweet smile, wave back, then head over to where she’s stood.
“Nina, do you know Sofia Roman?” she asks as soon as I reach her. 
I hesitate; the name rings a bell, but I’m not sure where from. Failing to remember, I shake my head after a few seconds.
“Oh, okay,” Starr sighs, sounding a little disappointed. “You've probably seen her around, though. She's the most popular girl in year eleven, and she throws these lavish parties every month, basically just to celebrate how rich she is.”
“And she was Mollianne's best friend,” someone else adds. I turn to see that Kate has now joined us, a drink in her hand and a grin on her lips. “Starr and I are gonna gatecrash her next party.”
“What for?” I ask, swallowing more of my own drink. It’s not lean, but some sort of fruity cocktail. I have to say, I’m disappointed.
“To get information,” Starr replies vaguely. “But also because we've always wanted to go to one of her parties. Only the most popular, well-known girls at Hayford get invited. And a few St Michael's boys, of course. For entertainment.” She giggles at her own implication. 
Before I can respond, we’re interrupted by a knock at the door.
“I'll get it,” I offer, the alcohol I just drank putting me in an even better mood than I was in already. I rush over, and pull open the door to reveal Chloé and Gracie. 
“Nina!” Gracie squeals, capturing me in a tight hug. Chloé slips silently past us, rolling her eyes at the little blonde’s display of affection. 
I let Gracie go after a few seconds, and we both head inside. I return to where I was previously stood with Kate and Starr, and Kate offers me some vodka. Taking the bottle, I thank her.
“Is Nadiya coming?” Starr asks no one in particular, as she wiggles her hips in time to the music. She's a graceful dancer, her movements clean and controlled. 
“I haven't heard from her,” Chloé replies, causing Kate to sigh in frustration.
“She can’t do this. She can’t quit,” she snaps. Kate pulls her leather jacket over her chest, lowers herself to the floor, and lights a cigarette. Awkwardly, I hand back her bottle, sensing she might want some alcohol. 
“She thinks we're going to get caught,” I point out, trying to be reassuring. “She might just be scared and need a push in the right direction. Those threats you made towards her were good, but maybe not enough. You’ll need to do something else.”
Kate looks up at me, as she mindlessly tosses the bottle from one hand to the other. She then places it down and focuses on her cigarette, tightening her grip so much that the paper part begins to bend, and grey ashes drop onto her clothing.
“I know what I have to do now. But my god, this was all such a mistake.” She crushes the cigarette, bites the cap off the vodka, and takes a long swig. “I never should've gotten her involved in this. The only way we can keep control of her now is by forcing her to carry out a murder. She has to be the one to kill Sofia.”
I nod in agreement, then turn my attention away from Kate, Starr, and Chloé, and onto Gracie instead. She’s stood alone in a corner on the other side of the room, holding a cup she isn't drinking from, her facial expression tense. 
“Hey,” I say softly as I approach her, then gently place a hand on her bony shoulder. “You look sad. Is it because of what Leigh and Kiera did?”
She nods, but doesn't make eye contact. Like Kate, she looks rougher than usual tonight.
Gracie has never been a beauty, but she usually cares for her hair at least. Now, she’s abandoned even that, as grease is almost dripping onto her shoulders and large flakes of dandruff are visible on her scalp. The rest of her is in even worse condition. Her skin clearly hasn’t been washed for a while, as I can see smears of days-old make-up around her chin and hairline. She’s always been thin, but tonight she looks disturbingly so; her face and body are both gaunt, and I can’t help but speculate that the new bruise visible above her right cheekbone might be linked to that.
“You know you can talk to me. I won't judge you,” I assure Gracie, and this time, she looks at me. Tears are pouring down her cheeks.
“It's not just the stuff with Leigh,” she explains, as she tries to wipe some of her sorrow away. “Kate hates me. And…and I’m kind of starting to realise that maybe…I don’t know, but it just…it just hurts so badly, Nina.”
I sigh, not sure how to respond. Gracie’s so madly in love with Kate – she’s all she ever thinks about - but there's no way to make Kate love her back. In fact, I think Kate would rather die than be in a relationship with Gracie, and to be honest, I don’t blame her.
“You'll find someone better,” I mutter, and in some way, I mean it. Kate is beautiful, charming, and charismatic, but there are prettier girls at Hayford, and - more importantly than that - there are ones who would be much better suited to Gracie.
But Gracie’s not convinced; I didn’t think she would be.
“There is no one better,” she insists, almost robotically. “Kate's my god, she controls everything for me. Everything I wear, eat, do. It's all for her. She’s all I want, all I’ve ever wanted.” She lets out another pained sob, then turns away from me. “You don't get it, Nina. Kate isn’t just my god, she’s the god that controls everyone here: me, you, Starr, Chloé, and Nadiya. She could so easily end our lives if we step out of her line for even a second. I need to make her happy. If I don't, I'm done for. And right now…right now I’m failing in that.”
Gracie’s speech is almost manic. She pulls at her hair and makes strange hissing noises, having worked herself up into a frantic state where she’s controlled by just two emotions: undying love and pure fear, both towards the same person.
It's kind of funny, actually, how much she buys into Kate’s façade. She’s losing her mind here – breaking down in front of me – because she isn’t looking more closely. If she could only see as I do that Kate is just as scared as she is, then she would feel better. If she could see that, then she’d probably be able to walk away and forget that she ever loved her at all.
“If I'm done for, then you are too,” Gracie continues. “If Kate gets angry enough, she'll slaughter us all then come for our families. You heard how she threatened Nadiya. She wasn’t joking, Nina. I know she's capable of that. She’s…she's capable of anything now. And Nina, I’m scared. I’m all alone here, and I’m so, so scared…”

	


Chapter Thirty: Girls Just Wanna Have Fun

	ROMEO

	 

	Amber Perry sits up, rubs her eyes, and stares straight ahead.
“The painting on that wall is well cool,” she murmurs sleepily, referring to a mural of the night sky painted on the main wall opposite my bed. She leans against my shoulder, her thick brown hair spilling across my chest. “Who did it?”
“My father,” I tell her. “Before he cheated on my mum and fucked off to God-knows-where with his secretary.”
I flash Amber a sweet smile to prove that I don’t care about my father, a smile I know will make her swoon. Really, though, I want to cry: I hate pillow talk, I hate my father, and I'm not particularly fond of Amber, either.
I’m also grieving, having been in a strange sort of pain ever since the death of Mollianne Richards. I didn’t love her – we weren’t even friends, really – but knowing that her life ended in such a brutal manner has shaken me. She might not have been a good person, but we had a lot of fun together. She was outspoken, she made me laugh, and she was only sixteen. It's a tragedy, regardless of the mistakes she made.
But this pain must stay private. My fling with Molli already caused enough of a scandal, and I don’t want to reignite that drama by publicly mourning. So instead I deal with my feelings the way I always have: by putting on a mask in public, and distracting myself with drink, drugs, and sex in private.
I turn my focus back to Amber, concluding that the girl I’m currently in bed with was a poor choice of hook-up: she has no class whatsoever, and makes little effort to hide the fact. Her current outfit is just one example of this, as she’s wearing a tacky lace bra and matching underwear in the most horrifically bright shade of coral. Orange is clearly her favourite colour, as she’s made her skin match the lingerie with fake tan so dramatic it gives Donald Trump a run for his money. To top it all off, she’s wearing perfume that smells so sweet I feel a little queasy whenever I catch a whiff of it. Despite the wildness of last night, the awful scent somehow still clings to her.
Still, I try to focus on the positive aspects of Amber, because she isn’t all bad. At least she cares about trying to smell nice, even if the perfume isn't to my taste. She might have the IQ of a piece of broccoli, but her personality is decent enough. And she let me have sex with her, which was nice.
“Oh. I'm sorry,” Amber says quietly, responding to the comment about my father. I clearly made her feel a little awkward, which is good because I'm beginning to sense that she wants more than a one-night stand, and the feeling definitely isn’t mutual.
“It's all right,” I tell her regardless. “It was a long time ago now, and when he was here, he cared more about his business than his kids. I don’t miss him.” 
I climb out of bed, pushing away the duvet stained with fake tan and sweat, and head towards my ensuite. 
“Anyway,” I continue, eager to change the subject. “I'm getting in the shower. You can go downstairs and have breakfast if you like. We’ve got waffles, cereal, fruit, eggs, whatever you want.”
“Won’t your mum and sisters be there?”
I chuckle.
“Yeah, so? They know you’re here and they’re fine with it. They’re used to me having girls over.”
Amber pulls a face.
“I think I’d rather wait and have breakfast with you,” she decides. “Oh, and can I also take a shower once you’re done? I’m really sweaty, and I don’t want my mum to be suspicious, if you know what I mean.” 
She winks suggestively, as if I don't remember exactly what we got up to until the early hours.
“Of course,” I reply, opening the ensuite door. “I'll only be ten minutes or so.”
Amber nods. I close the door behind me.
Once I’m done showering and she’s taken my place in the bathroom, I begin the task of searching my wardrobe for an outfit to wear this evening. Kate has invited me, Nathan, and another friend of hers to gatecrash a party hosted by one of her classmates. I can't say I’m particularly excited about the event itself – I’ve been to hundreds like it - but parties with Hayford girls are always great places to look for my next hook-up. Although I could probably still attract hordes of girls wearing a binbag, I decide I’ll make an effort with my outfit tonight anyway; Nathan will be there, after all, and I need to make sure I look good in front of him.
I sift through seemingly endless racks of uninspiring Ralph Lauren and Calvin Klein, before selecting a blue button-up Hugo Boss shirt and a brand-new pair of Armani trousers: I need to keep up the pretty, rich boy image which has already worked so well for me. Inside, I know I'm anything but pretty – I’m a fucking mess - but these girls still take the bait I offer them in the form of expensive clothing and bright blue eyes. It's their own fault if they get hurt.
“Hey, Ro. What you doin'?”
I turn around to see that Amber’s returned, now wrapped in a towel my sister Maya left in the bathroom yesterday. Her wet hair is held back by an off-white band, and a few strands fall from the ponytail to frame her face. She grips the towel at an angle that shows off her cleavage, and for a second, I think I may have changed my mind about not wanting more than a one-night stand with her.
“I'm going to a party tonight, so I'm choosing my outfit,” I reply, eyes still fixed on her chest. Noticing my gaze, Amber smiles with false innocence. 
“Well, are you nearly done?” she asks. She then sits on my bed and drops the towel onto the carpet, revealing the entirety of her naked body. If she wanted my attention, she’s got it. “Because I need to go home soon, and I wanna make this worthwhile.” Her smile grows, and she stares at me with her big hazel eyes. “Fuck me again, Romeo. Please.”
I abandon my task at the wardrobe, walk over to the bed, and place my hands on her hips. 
“You sure?” I double-check.
“So sure,” she whispers. 

	 

	 

	By that evening, Amber’s been forgotten and I’m heading to the party which Kate seems so excited for. The London streets are cold - as per usual for a British December - and the air feels crisp against our faces. I find myself wishing I bought a jacket with me, but manage to hold back my complaints for most of the journey. My three companions – Kate, Nathan, and Kate’s friend Starr – all seem carefree and happy, and I don’t want to ruin that by being negative; God knows my bad attitude ruins enough other things. 
Eventually, though, the cold gets the better of me, and I can’t help but voice my discomfort.
“How much further to go?” I ask, rubbing my hands against my arms in a feeble attempt to warm up. “It’s fucking freezing out here.”
“Just a few more metres. It’s that house over there,” Kate answers, pointing to a white mansion of a similar size to my own. The gold-coloured gates have been thrown wide open, and through the long windows of the living room, several girls can be seen drinking and laughing. I feel the bass of the music in my feet and smell the alcohol in the air as we move closer.
“Kate?” Starr begins, sounding a little concerned. “How are we going to get in?”
“We'll climb over that gate leading to the back garden.” Kate ushers towards a short, dark green gate to the left-hand side of the building. “It should be low enough to jump over. We can’t risk using the front door.”
She speaks with confidence, as if she often sneaks into parties uninvited. I wouldn't be surprised if that were indeed the case; I’ve only met her a couple of times, but it's obvious that she has no regard for rules. That much was made clear when she had no qualms about fucking me behind Nathan’s back.
“What if someone catches us?” Nathan asks. A few girls can be seen in the garden from where we’re currently standing. They haven’t noticed us yet, but there’s a good chance they will when we make our entrance.
“Then we're screwed,” Kate says nonchalantly. “But there’s probably hundreds of people here. As long as we avoid Sofia and her friends, we'll be fine. Nobody will notice us if we just slip into the crowds.”
Nathan nods, but still looks a little nervous. He might put on a tough act at school, but in reality, he’s too soft even for schemes as minor as this one. I don’t know how he puts up with – let alone loves – Kate, and I also don’t know how or why he’s a drug dealer. Nathan confuses me sometimes, but maybe that’s why I like him: we’re so different, and I don’t think I could ever get along with someone similar to myself.
We approach the gate to the back garden. Kate then demonstrates how to get over it by hoisting up her lilac dress and stretching her long, thin legs over the top. Once in the garden, she smiles proudly and encourages the rest of us to join her. Starr follows with ease, but Nathan turns to me and laughs.
“That might be a bit dangerous for me and Romeo,” he says, smirking and looking downwards.
Kate fumbles briefly with the lock.
“Sorry boys,” she coos, without sympathy. “I can’t undo it. You’re gonna have to jump.”
Nathan whispers an expletive, before we both leap over the gate, thankfully avoiding any injuries to the never-region. We then follow Kate into the garden, and just as she predicted, nobody pays us any attention. 
The place is overflowing with people in amazing outfits, as though this simple house party is the Met Gala. Girls wear short, glitzy dresses from all the top fashion houses - Chanel, Prada, Yves Saint Laurent - and the guys are in tailored suits and tuxedos. Everyone's hair and make-up is perfect, and despite their hard partying, there’s not a single drop of sweat to be seen. I self-consciously adjust my shirt, feeling rather underdressed. 
After taking a moment to observe the garden, we enter the house and arrive in the kitchen, where Kate picks up two flutes of champagne from a man who seems to have been hired in for this occasion. She takes a sip from one and passes the other to me.
“What do you think, Romeo?” 
I shrug.
“It's a nice house. But why did you particularly want to come here?” I wonder.
Starr reappears by Kate's side, linking arms with her in the same way a possessive five-year-old might. She’s clearly very excited by all this, the grin on her lips seeming to consume her entire face.
“Romeo, these parties are the place to be at Hayford!” she squeals, having overheard my question. “Only the most popular girls are invited.”
I sip my drink and nod. The champagne tastes horrible, but it's probably mega expensive so I force myself to like it. That’s what I was raised to do; back when my dad was around, he used to insist on feeding me the most disgusting foods, but if I ever complained, I was yelled at for not appreciating what supposed delicacies they were. Thinking back now, I realise those instances really sum up my father’s entire character: he cares far more about his money than he ever did my happiness.
“Romeo?” Kate’s voice pulls my attention back to the present. “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”
She looks at me with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. I know what this is about, and feel my pulse quicken at the thought of it.
For a second, I hesitate. But then I put aside my morals and focus on my desires, just as I always do.
“Yeah, sure.” 
I wave to Nathan and call out that I'll be “just a minute”, before Kate takes my hand and pulls me upstairs. 
I tried to sleep with her before, having invited her to my house one evening after dinner. I knew she was interested in me, and I found her physically attractive, but in the end – to Kate’s clear disappointment – I couldn’t go through with it. Just before we kissed, I became overwhelmed by thoughts of Nathan, and how it would break his heart if he ever learnt that his best friend had slept with the girl he’s been in love with for so many years. 
But tonight I’m having no such thoughts; as Kate’s silver gaze burns into me, I realise I was a fool to pass up on the last chance I had. She is utterly gorgeous, a sure upgrade from Amber Perry.
I squeeze her hand, and she giggles at my touch.
Nathan will no doubt be devastated if he finds out about this, but I know Kate and I will both do our best to prevent that from happening. Everything between us should be able to continue as it is now: he can have Kate if she lets him, and tonight will stay as nothing more than a dirty little secret…

	


Chapter Thirty-One: Sister Snitch

	ROMEO

	 

	Kate leads me up the winding set of stairs, and onto a beautifully decorated landing. The walls are a pristine white, the carpet is clean and fluffy, and flattering photos of the Roman family are visible at all angles - it seems the mess of the party downstairs has yet to touch this section of the house.
My heart races in anticipation, as Kate and I reach the middle of the landing. We stand to face one another, both my hands resting on the small of her back.
“Are you single at the moment?” Kate whispers, once we've established that we're alone up here. She moves one of her hands onto my shoulder and uses the other to even out the material around the top of her dress, allowing me to see a hint of her bra.
“Yeah, I am,” I answer, which isn’t a lie. I haven't been in a relationship since being dumped by Chloé Brown, although I do have a long list of girls thinking they have a chance at getting with me. They don't: I already know that I'm going to sleep with every single one of them, then throw them aside like I do the notes for a test I failed, never to be looked at or spoken of again. After all, they must know about my reputation by now - if they're stupid enough to think they can change me, it's what they deserve. I'm not ready for a serious relationship, and at this point, I doubt I ever will be.
But there is one person I would consider abandoning my promiscuity for. I've felt this way for a long time now - it might’ve even been love at first sight - but I denied my feelings because I didn't believe in love; I still don't. I especially don't believe that a love between the two of us could ever work - we're just too different, different in every way that matters. It doesn't bother me that much, though, because I've been in relationships before and they're never fun. Casual sex and lies of love are what I'm used to, what I'm good at, and what I'll stick to. Being in a proper relationship with someone I have real feelings for is nothing but a pipedream.
Kate presses her body against my own, and begins to passionately kiss my mouth. Her right hand moves between my legs, and although I wish she'd asked explicitly for consent, I welcome her advances. My own hands make their way into her dark hair, as I reciprocate her kisses.
She then pulls away and takes a deep breath, a giant grin on her lips.
“If you're single, will you be my boyfriend?”
I instantly back away upon hearing those ghastly words. They're words I've heard so many times before, words to which my reply is almost always the same.
“No way! I'm sorry, Kate, but I'm not into you like that. And I don’t want a proper relationship. I'm done with those,” I tell her, perhaps more harshly than necessary.
For a second, Kate stares blankly at me, and then her face morphs into anger. Her pretty features become poison personified, and with that, my hope for a hook-up disappears.
“Then why did you kiss me back?” she spits. Her thick, dark brows furrow, and her top lip curls into a sneer. She looks seconds away from slapping me.
“I thought you just wanted to fuck!” I tell her honestly. I really thought Kate was the same as me - someone who only cares about the physical side of relationships, with no desire for anything serious - but clearly, I was wrong. I also thought she was smart, but if she genuinely wants to date me, then I must’ve been wrong about that too.
My response only makes her angrier. She forgets her dignity and begins to tear at her hair, screaming and stomping her Louboutin-clad feet like a little kid. It's as though someone flicked a switch, transforming Kate from a classy, mature teenager into a spoilt toddler, throwing a tantrum because she cannot have what she wants.
“So you think I'm a whore, do you?!” she shouts, getting closer to me with each word. “You've heard all the rumours from those stupid fucking Hayford bitches, and you believe them over me?”
I look away from her and towards the stairs, which is when I see that a pretty East Asian girl in a seafoam green dress is coming towards us. I don't know who Sofia's friends are, and begin to panic.
“Kate, calm down. That’s not what I meant-”
“Shut the fuck up!” Kate yells. “I don't want to hear any more of your stupid, hypocritical, bullshit opinions of me, because I know, Romeo, that you are so much worse.”
At that point, Kate must realise what a fool she's making of herself, because she suddenly stops screaming and breathes. She wipes her eyes with the backs of her hands, sending dry mascara down her cheeks, and then she’s calm again. Her behaviour baffles me; it's like she chose to simply turn off her anger, which makes me wonder how genuine it really was.
Silently, we walk back to the party. Kate is poised and smiling, almost robotic in her movements. We pass the girl on the stairs and she doesn't acknowledge us.

	 

	 

	Starr and Nathan are still in the kitchen when we find them, getting drunk on champagne and recounting funny stories from their primary school days. But Nathan’s demeanour changes completely when he sees me. The smile drops off his full lips, and his green eyes lose their happy glint. He takes hold of my arm and pulls me aside, away from the girls who are engaging in their own separate conversation.
“What happened up there?” Nathan whispers. The look on his face is a desperate one, like he’s silently pleading with me not to say something that’ll hurt him. But I tell the truth anyway.
“She asked me out.”
I grab a half-empty bottle of vodka from the kitchen island and take a long swig. I know Nathan likes Kate - he makes it painfully obvious - but I can't bring myself to be sensitive about this right now. I’m pissed off because I thought Kate was different. I didn’t think she was emotional; I thought she was someone I could have fun with, someone who acknowledges what I really am and wouldn’t want more from me than I do from her. But I was wrong: she’s as stupid as all the others.
“S-Seriously?” Nathan looks broken. His eyes fill with tears, his lips curl downwards into a frown, and he begins fiddling with the long sleeves of his t-shirt. His whole body is shaking, and sweat pours down his face. He’s not just upset, but nervous too - he must fear what else I have to say. It’s at this point that I begin feeling guilty, as I realise that those kisses from Kate - even a hook-up with her, had it happened - would never be worth the hurt to my best friend.
“Romeo, really?” Nathan continues, his voice cracking. He bites his lip, trying desperately to hold back the tears. “I can't-”
“Nathan?”
It's Kate who interrupts us, her voice honey. I'm shocked by how easily she can speak to Nathan right now, considering what happened between her and me just minutes ago upstairs. “Can you take some pictures of me and Starr?”
She hands Nathan her phone, and the two girls embrace in a tight hug for the first few shots. Kate then kisses Starr on the corner of her mouth, which is something I find a little odd for two girls in a platonic relationship, but certainly don't complain about. Their third pose is to stand back-to-back, holding up matching bottles of alcohol.
Nathan tries to put on a brave face, not even reacting when Kate blows him a kiss. However, he's careless in giving her phone back, and accidentally drops it on the kitchen floor. Kate scowls at him, but doesn't say anything.
Sensing the tension between the three of us, Starr decides to subtly intervene.
“Do you guys maybe wanna go for a dip in Sofia's pool?” she suggests, smiling sweetly.
“I'll swim a bit later,” Kate replies. “But we should definitely go outside now. I need some fresh air, it’s getting really stuffy in here.”
Nathan and I both mumble in agreement, before the four of us weave our way through the drunken crowds of the kitchen and back into the garden. There we watch Starr, as she strips down to her underwear and leaps into the water. Apparently she's a competitive swimmer, with dreams of representing Britain at the Olympics, and it shows; after pausing for just a few seconds to adjust to the temperature, she takes to doing dozens of laps of the pool, swimming breaststroke past clumps of partiers as naturally as she breathes. Watching her now, it’s hard to believe that she was drinking champagne in an Elie Saab gown just a few minutes ago. This looks like a performance she spent months preparing for.
As impressive as Starr's swimming display is, though, my eyes soon drift away from it. A straight couple a few years older than us - probably nineteen or twenty - have just climbed into the pool, the man gently holding his girlfriend's waist as she enters the water. She's blonde-haired and blue-eyed, having a somewhat Scandinavian look about her, and her partner has jaw-length black hair and a dark European complexion, possibly Spanish or Italian. Better prepared for swimming than most people here, he's wearing a pair of navy trunks and no top, exposing the muscles of his chest and arms. As he moves closer, I can see that his eyes are a deep shade of brown – nearly black - and framed by lashes that are almost unnaturally long. His lips are full, his nose is slim, and only a small amount of stubble is visible across his face. In short, he is the personification of Western male beauty standards. I wonder if he's a model, and I also wonder if his girlfriend – who’s fairly pretty, but nothing out of the ordinary - realises how good-looking her boyfriend is.
Feeling a hand on my shoulder, I jump, turning away from the swimming couple and towards the person who's touching me.
“Seriously, Romeo?” Nathan laughs, giving me a playful nudge. His tone is friendly, but I can still see some hurt in his eyes. “You've been staring at those two for ages. You're not seriously going to try pulling that girl when she's right next to her boyfriend, are you?”
I glance back at the couple, to see that they're now kissing passionately.
“No, no, of course not. I was just...admiring the view, you know? Like, yeah, I can't touch, but that doesn't mean I can't look, right?” I reason.
Nathan goes to reply, but my phone starts ringing before he can. I take it out of my pocket, and check the screen to see who’s trying to contact me.
“It's my mum,” I tell him, nerves seeping into my voice. “I’m going to have to answer it, I'll be back in a minute.”
My heart begins to race, as I step away from the poolside crowd and towards the relative quiet of the gate the four of us leapt over earlier tonight. I stand with my back against the wall of the house, and a blonde girl and her male companion both nearly trip over my feet. I don't apologise to them.
“Yes?” I greet my mum upon answering the call.
“Romeo, where are you?” Her voice is urgent, causing my worrying to intensify.
“I'm still at the party, why?”
“You need to come home right now.”
I try to catch my breath. There are no good situations in which I'd have to abruptly leave a party and go home to my mum and little sisters. Various horrible possibilities flash through my mind: Annelise or Maya have been hurt; our dog Rose has died; my father has reared his ugly head again.
“Why? What's happened?” I ask.
Mum pauses, takes a shallow breath, then speaks again. Her tone of voice has changed: it’s now one of anger.
“Annelise found drugs in your bedroom,” she spits. “A big bag of white powder, cannabis, rolling paper, and some pills.”
Every muscle in my body tenses, and I almost keel over from the pain. Not the drugs, I think, Please God, anything but the drugs. I can’t live without them.
“What the fuck was Annelise doing in my room?” I yell, not knowing what else I could possibly say. If I cry or beg my mum to let me keep them, she’ll only get more angry. She might even try sending me to rehab, and I can’t have that. No way.
“Oh, that is not what matters right now!” Mum rounds on me. “Why do you have drugs in your bedroom? Why are you bringing class A drugs into my house?!” Her voice is poisonous with a rage I've never heard before. “Come home right now. And don't think you'll get away with this, Romeo, like I let you get away with everything else, because this is different. You're in the biggest trouble you've ever been in, young man.”
She hangs up, and I wipe my hands on my trousers. Sweat is pouring off every inch of me, and my body is shaking almost uncontrollably. Mum’s never been the best at discipline, but I can tell she was serious this time. She has the power to put me in prison if she wants, and even more than that, she has the power to take away one of the few things I love.
Still not fully composed, I head back to the poolside where I quickly spot Kate and Nathan.
“My mum found my drugs,” I tell the latter.
Nathan gasps. He places his cup on the floor and turns to face me directly.
“Oh my god, really? All of them?”
I nod.
“Yep. And she is furious,” I say. My heart is in my mouth now. I think I might be sick. “I-I need to go home. I guess I'll see you on Monday, if my mum doesn't slit my throat or have me arrested…”

	


Chapter Thirty-Two: Nathan’s For a Night

	KATE

	 

	Iwatch as Romeo weaves through the crowds in Sofia’s garden, then disappears out of sight. Tears sting my eyes, and I feel deeply embarrassed by them; I cannot remember the last time I cried before tonight, but suddenly I feel so fragile. It’s like all the stress of my life has built up to become one giant peak, which is now toppling down, crushing me beneath it. I am a pretty porcelain doll, ready to crack after being repeatedly battered.
It’s not just sadness I feel, though - it never is. I also feel anger, as I struggle to comprehend how Romeo could’ve rejected me in the way that he did. How dare he think I only want to get in bed with him? Does he think I'm incapable of love or something? After all, he made it clear that he believes the vicious name-calling of my classmates: his attempt at claiming otherwise was incredibly unconvincing. 
I shouldn’t be so upset by this, because Romeo’s a brainless sex addict who cares about no one but himself. He picks girls up then tosses them aside as though they are toys for his entertainment; he’s a blatant misogynist who lures his partners with pretty lies, knowing he’ll give them nothing but a broken heart. I’m smart enough to be able to see those traits in him, yet still I stare long after Romeo has left, my eyes fixed on the spot where he last stood just a few metres in front of me.
I know Romeo’s not worth the numb feeling in my chest, the black streaks of mascara on my face, or the tears that still glimmer like glass in my eyes. And yet however hard I try, I cannot keep myself together.
What does that say about me? It says that I’m changing, from a master manipulator and strong leader, to a weak, snivelling mess. 
At the thought of people knowing me that way, I wipe the tears from my eyes and turn around to face Starr and Nathan. I fiddle with my silver name necklace - a gift from the latter for my fourteenth birthday – and paste on a fake smile.
“Hey Kate,” Starr greets me once again, pulling at the bottom of her green Elie Saab dress and rearranging the curls of her hair, which are slightly damp from her swim earlier. She flashes me a pretty smile, one she's had on all night. It’s much prettier than the grimace I’m currently wearing; Starr is having a genuinely good time, and I wish I was, too. This party was supposed to give us a taste of being popular, to allow us to enjoy the high life the likes of Sofia Roman take for granted, before we insert ourselves into her group and get to live it permanently.
If popularity at Hayford is anything like my experiences tonight – if it consists only of horrible champagne, tears, and rejection – then I’m not sure I want it.
“Wanna get another drink?” Starr continues.
“Sure.” I nod, flashing yet another fake grin. It seems that neither of my friends have noticed my upset, as we walk silently into Sofia's kitchen.
To my surprise, the hostess herself is sat at the table, just a few short metres away from me. Sofia Roman – the undisputed queen of Hayford Independent – looks gorgeous as always. Tonight she’s wearing a gold minidress, which is cut low on her chest and high on her legs. Her brown hair is pulled into a ponytail reminiscent of those seen on Ariana Grande, with a few loose strands framing her face, and she wears light, sparkly make-up, and expensive jewellery. 
Sofia might be the closest thing to perfection I have ever come across, and that automatically makes me hate her. In most ways, she is your classic, stereotypical popular girl – she’s pretty, ultra-feminine, has tonnes of friends, and is mega rich – but unlike most popular girls, Sofia is as sweet as the fruity perfume she loves. She might surround herself with some of the most venomous creatures I’ve ever met – Mollianne Richards, who she considered a best friend at the time of her death, being top of that list – but I’ve never witnessed Sofia herself be anything but respectful and kind to others, regardless of whether they’re fellow popular girls or the goodies and scholarship students at the bottom of the social ladder. I don’t think anyone could have a true bad word to say against her, and that is why she must die: with my reputation as a vicious bitch, I will never be the popular choice for queen over Sofia. No one could overthrow that angel through clever social manoeuvres or popular support from fellow students; the only chance anyone could have at replacing her would be through her death. That, or somehow forcing her to move schools. I’m not confident about that option, though, as unsurprisingly, she is squeaky-clean, and so I have absolutely nothing to blackmail or bully her with.
Murder is my only choice.
“I have a Polish friend called Tomasz,” Sofia states, elegantly sipping a glass of rosé. She’s sat opposite another Polish friend of hers, a girl of lower social rank named Magdalena, and the two of them are talking loudly enough for me to hear every word. “But we haven't spoken for a long time.”
My ears prick up at the mention of an estranged friend. A devious idea begins to take shape in my mind.
I abandon my barely-touched orange punch, as I remove my phone from the clutch bag in my other hand. I then slip towards the garden door and turn to an angle where no one will be able to see my screen, regardless of whether they’re inside the kitchen or looking through the window: I have to be secretive here. Using my mobile data instead of the Roman family WiFi which I don’t have the password to anyway, I open Instagram and go onto Sofia's profile. From there, I quickly find Tomasz. According to his bio, he's seventeen years old, part Polish, part German, and living in the former country. And he hasn't posted anything in over four months.
I've found the perfect way to lure Sofia Roman.
Satisfied and smiling once more, I walk back to the kitchen table, where Starr is stood sipping a glass of champagne and chatting to a friend from her swimming club. I place my hand firmly on her shoulder, partly to inform her of my presence, and partly to remind her that she shouldn’t be speaking to anyone here other than Nathan and me.
“Starr?” I greet her. “Do you wanna go smoke some weed? I bought a few grams with me, I thought this party would be a good place to get high.”
Starr silently – obediently – nods and bids farewell to her friend, a blonde who looks absolutely terrified of me. The two of us then push through the crowd, and enter the enormous garden once again.

	 

	 

	Although I’ve already been in the garden multiple times tonight, I hadn’t previously paid much attention to the pool; Starr did swim in it when we were here earlier, but I mostly ignored her in favour of my conversation with Nathan. Now, though, my eyes are focused down on the water, and my mouth is open slightly in awe. I may be from a wealthy background – the daughter of two of London’s best criminal lawyers – but even I am not used to luxury quite like this.
The pool belonging to the Roman family must be at least double the size of the ones at school, which is impressive as Hayford’s pools are the pride of their well-funded sports department. Those pools are immaculately clean, but this one beats them on that, too: despite being outside and having had possibly hundreds of people swim in it tonight, it is completely free of grime or any floating nasties. White marble tiles line the edges and little lights illuminate the navy water, adding further to the air of luxury. It’s even more beautiful than the pools I swam in during my holiday to Thailand with Mollianne; this is the kind of pool that seems to exist only on Pinterest or the feeds of Instagram influencers.
Best of all, it’s mostly empty when we reach it. There’s just a small group of girls remaining in one corner, and a straight couple who are kissing in a way that's so over-the-top, I want to throw something at them to make it stop.
“Shall we have a swim?” Starr suggests, predictable as always. She then takes a drag of her joint, which reminds me that we left Nathan all by himself in the kitchen.
“Yeah, sure. Just let me fetch Nath first,” I tell her, as a small amount of panic sets in. Nathan is a fairly smart boy – he aims to be a doctor one day, believe it or not – so I trust that he won’t wander off and spark up a conversation with one of Sofia’s buddies. But I can’t totally rule out the possibility of one of them speaking to him first, and so I rush to find him as fast as my stilettos will allow.
I flick my joint onto the ground and leap into the kitchen, almost twisting my ankle in the process. I spot Nathan within seconds, chugging from a bottle of beer, thankfully by himself. I take his shoulder and spin him around.
“Kate! There you are!” he cries, smiling genuinely at the sight of me. “I was starting to worry.”
I try to mirror his expression, but it comes out as more of a grimace. Nathan cares far too much about me; it’ll only lead to heartbreak.
“Well, Starr and I are fine,” I assure him. “Now put that beer down and come swim with us!”
We go back outside, strip down to our underwear, then dive into the pool together, expensive party clothes left abandoned in the garden. Upon rising to the surface, I begin to violently cough, desperately trying to clear my throat after accidentally swallowing a large mouthful of chlorinated water. Starr, still overexcited and now clearly high, grabs me by the waist and hoists me upwards, making me cough even harder. As she lifts me high into the night-time air, I feel for a second like I might actually die from this minor accident. 
And the thought of that doesn’t bother me.
“Aww, what's up?” Starr asks, as she places me back on my feet, even though it's obvious that I'm choking and her embrace has only made it worse.
“Just swallowed some water. I'm okay,” I manage to tell her, having just about recovered. To show that I am indeed fine, I throw myself fully into the icy liquid surrounding us and begin to do some quick laps. Although the temperature makes my skin sting for a second, I soon find that the water’s invigorating, energising me in the same way an iced coffee does. The group of girls and gross couple have since gotten out, so we now have the entire pool space to the three of us, which Starr and I make good use of. Like little children, we race each other, see who can create the biggest waves, and attempt some underwater gymnastics, which Starr does pretty well at, but I fail miserably. We play to the tune of our giggles, interrupted only by our jokey arguments and splashes as our bodies collide with the crystal-clear water. All my worries disappear for a few minutes, as I have real, wholesome fun with my best friend.
But it’s not long before I notice that Nathan isn’t enjoying himself quite so much. He’s stood alone in a shallow corner a few feet away from us, his right hand absentmindedly skimming across the water, his green eyes slightly glazed. When he senses my attention on him, he looks up, but doesn’t smile.
“Kate?” he begins, as we move closer to one another. I force myself to grin, hoping it will prompt him to return the gesture, but his expression doesn’t change. “Can we talk for a moment? Please?”
I nod.
“Yes, of course we can.” 
I reach out to take his hand in mine, and his fingers gently curl around my palm. I’m now close enough to see the true extent of his upset, and it contrasts strangely with the rest of his appearance. He looks so beautiful right now: the impressive abs that are usually hidden are fully displayed in his topless state, his brown hair with the natural caramel highlights looks amazing when wet, and the water droplets on his dark lashes emphasise how long they are. A part of me feels lustful at this sight, but I resist the urge to touch him in any way more than a simple handhold. After all, I don’t love Nathan and I still don’t think he understands that - perhaps our friends with benefits arrangement led him on.
Slowly, Nathan’s hands fall to my hips, and he holds me in the same loving manner he always does. For a moment he looks into my eyes with adoration, but his expression quickly returns to sadness.
“I heard you asked Romeo out,” he says, firmly but also in a way that makes it obvious he’s on the verge of tears. He’s probably just seconds away from bursting into a flood of them, as a couple already roll down his cheeks.
I have to bite my lip to stop myself from screaming with rage at this news of Romeo’s latest betrayal; as if his behaviour tonight hadn’t already been bad enough, he went and told Nathan about what happened upstairs, even though he knew it would break his best friend’s heart. It makes me wonder if he wants to hurt us both, if that’s his real goal here - why else would he have told Nathan? What would he possibly gain from that?
Perhaps Starr was right in what she said on her birthday trip: I should look for a nice person to be attracted to, someone who would actually treat me with the respect I deserve. I should never have shown even a hint of vulnerability in Romeo’s presence.
I make a silent promise to never do that again.
Taking a shaky breath, I look past Nathan to the people partying around us, their drinks slopping onto their thousand-pound dresses, their beautiful faces bright with happiness.
“Yes,” I reply to Nathan’s question. “Yes, I did ask Romeo out.”
Nathan blinks hard, as if in disbelief. More tears pour down his flushed face and drip into the pool.
“And did he say yes? He didn't really… he didn’t fully tell me what happened,” he continues. His voice cracks as he speaks, then finally, he stops fighting and allows himself to cry. The liquid sorrow flows like a waterfall, his body shaking with each heaving sob. “Are you guys…are you and Romeo dating now? Are you his girlfriend, Kate?”
I shake my head, as the initial mix of emotions I felt at Romeo’s rejection return: upset, anger, self-hatred, and shock. Now feeling vulnerable – as though I’m once again the little girl who allowed herself to be heartbroken by Mollianne - I hold Nathan in my arms, and in that moment, I don’t ever want to let go. 
In that moment, I think maybe being his girlfriend wouldn’t be so bad.
But then I remember what he is: a pathetic sycophant, whose love for me is all-consuming, like a puppy following the owner who feeds him. And I am a master manipulator, a leader, a fucking hurricane. I am so far above his level that even the touch of my hand or the kind words I occasionally give him are more than what Nathan Willis deserves.
Still, I wrap my legs around his waist, not to initiate anything sexual, but to prevent him from stepping away, from leaving me. In a move reflective of my current weakness, I begin to quietly sob into his shoulders. He strokes my wet hair, before moving closer and doing the same thing. 
We soak one another in tears born of rejection and unrequited love, while standing in the middle of a swimming pool owned by the most popular girl at my school. I can feel the disapproving eyes of other party guests looking on, but both Nathan and I refuse to move - refuse to act dignified - as for a while, I forget about everything other than my childhood best friend.
Then I make myself cry harder by taking my focus off Nathan’s hold, and thinking about the other problems in my life. I think about the dwindling loyalties of Gracie Notting and Nina Parwaz, and how just a few words spoken by either of them could end my life as I know it. There’s also my failure to suppress Nadiya Akinyi, who I’ve began to deeply regret involving in my murder plans. And then there’s the paranoia, the godawful feelings of despair that visit me after a fight with one of my Granger Girls or when I’m lying in bed alone, sleepless at 3AM. The fear of being caught and sent to prison for the two murders I’ve orchestrated so far is suffocating; I know I could never survive behind bars, cut off from the undying devotion of people like Nathan and the material luxuries that have defined my lifestyle so far. Prison would be a change too cruel: it would be utterly unliveable. 
All this – my rejection by Romeo, my lack of control over girls who are supposed to be nothing more than brainless minions, and the insecurities over being caught for my crimes – forces me to contemplate something even more terrifying: am I really who I think I am? For the last four and a bit years, I have known myself as a ruthless natural leader, a woman who is in control of everything: her emotions, other people’s perceptions of her, and other people themselves. But now I fear I may not be in control of any of those things. Maybe in reality, I am just a messy little girl: another rich brat grown too big for her boots, a child who lets other people hurt her. That possibility is the scariest thing of all. I cannot be that girl. 
Messy is not me. Emotional is not me. Out of control is not me. Fucking perfect is me. Superior is me. I am Kate-Camille Rosemary Granger, and I can do whatever the hell I want. Fuck everyone else.
Then I cry a bit more, Nathan’s arms still around my waist. Romeo Collins – a little boy, a worthless male – has made me like this. And I vow that he will never hurt me again.

	


Chapter Thirty-Three: Sleepless

	NADIYA

	 

	When I was little and couldn’t fall asleep, my mum used to come into my room, sit on my bed, and tell me the story of the sleep fairy.
According to her, the fairy was a girl who wore a dress in my favourite shade of yellow, had skin as dark as my own, and a smile that lit up the night sky. As she gently stroked the curls of my hair, Mum would tell me that the fairy controls who is able to sleep and who isn’t. She said she only ever visits good little children, who close their tired eyes and forget about their worries. If they don’t do that, then her magic won’t work and they’ll never feel fully rested. She’d then press a kiss to my forehead, once again remind me that I had to stop worrying if I wanted to sleep, and leave my room so I could do just that. The story always put a smile on my chubby six-year-old face, and I’d soon close my eyes so the fairy would visit.
But ten years have passed since then, and I’m no longer a good little child. The fairy is dead, my innocence is gone, and I’ll never sleep again.
I know that if I don’t obey Kate’s command – if I don’t murder Sofia Roman in cold blood – then I myself will die, and my family might too. That is not an empty threat: Kate has killed before and gotten away with it. She will do it again.
I don't want to die. 
As I lie in bed restless on Monday night, I wonder why Kate chose me in particular to join this evil group she calls the Granger Girls; why did she choose my life to ruin? Was it because I was an outcast? Was it because Gretta Marin used to bully me mercilessly? 
Was it because I was - and still am – vulnerable, and lonely, and desperate for a friend? 
My jaw clenches and my hands curl into fists. I’m almost shaking with fury as I think about Kate forcing me to commit the worst crime there is against an innocent classmate, a girl who’s never done anything to hurt me. What right does she have to do this? There’s nothing that makes her better than me. Money, good looks, spineless parents, and the romantic admiration of a few naïve peers shouldn’t give Kate authority over anyone. It especially shouldn’t give her the authority to force me into murder.
But the world isn’t fair - lots of things happen that shouldn’t. There are no fairies who can curse bad people with eternal fatigue, or cure my problems with a magic spell. I know that, despite everything she’s done, Kate still sleeps soundly. And I alone have to fix what remains of my life.
I turn over and move a handful of braids from beneath my head.
“If you leave, I'll fucking kill you, just as I killed Mollianne. You try and leave this group again - you try to betray me - and you’ll get a bullet in your brain. And so will both your parents, and your little sister.”
Kate's reaction to my attempt at quitting the group rings in my ears. She's trapped me, and to escape with my life, I have no choice but to embrace the situation as best as I can. At least publicly, I must agree with everything she says, and do as she commands. But privately, I can rebel; in fact, my rebellion has already begun, and it will take her down. I’ll smile and laugh when that day comes, watching as she's dragged into a police vehicle, her cold grey eyes burning with fury while mine glisten with happy tears.
But my evidence isn’t good enough yet. I can’t go public and bring Kate down because there’s no solid proof of her wrongdoing: there is only circumstantial evidence, and the strongest piece of that – the video taken in the changing room – does nothing more than show that Kate asked Mollianne to meet her on the day she died. It doesn’t prove that Mollianne actually went, because I stupidly cut off the recording just before she replies. It’s possible that she could’ve declined Kate’s offer, having had other plans; the police will believe she had other plans. The recording of Chloé – where she tells me that she and Kate are going to kill Mollianne whether I like it or not – could be explained as simply being a fake: because it was a phone call, there were no faces captured, and therefore no proof that the Geordie accent really belongs to Chloé. 
Call me pessimistic or call me a realist, but I know the police won’t take me seriously if I go to them now, because who seems more reliable – a group of pretty rich girls from good families with no criminal records, or one bullied, working-class girl with no concrete proof of the horrifying claims she’s making? I can already imagine what they’d say: they would call me a liar, they’d say I’m framing Kate and her group for attention, or because I’m jealous of their wealth. The police round here don’t like people like me: they protect the elite, and will make any excuses in order to do so. Girls like Kate are the people they serve, not me.
And even if the police did take me seriously, there’s one more thing that holds me back: my fear. I’m terrified that ratting Kate and the others out for their crimes won’t put an end to them, but will simply make me the target instead. What if Kate was arrested but my evidence wasn’t strong enough to hold her, or she was released on bail? If that happened, she would go straight to wherever I was and kill me, knowing I was the one who betrayed her. Even Kate going to prison wouldn’t ensure my or my family’s safety, because she’s wealthy and therefore powerful. I have no doubt that if she knew I was the one behind her arrest, she’d continue trying to hurt me from behind bars. She’d put a target on my back, and I know there are plenty of people who would kill me if she asked them to. I worry I’ll never escape her now, no matter what I do; I signed my own death warrant the day I attended that first meeting, naïvely believing I could make friends and bring about an end to the misery Gretta caused me.
I’ll have to push these fears aside eventually, though, because allowing Kate to remain free after everything she’s done isn’t an option. I just hope that sooner rather than later, I’ll become a stronger person, finding the courage to do the right thing.
But because I can’t speak up yet – because I don’t have the evidence nor the bravery to do so - Sofia Roman must die, a fact that causes me indescribable pain. I’m aware it’s selfish, because sacrificing myself is an option here; I could warn Sofia about the Granger Girls, and she could either go to the police or run. She’d survive then, but it would mean almost certain death for me: Kate would slaughter me as soon as she realised Sofia hadn’t been killed as planned, before the police even had time to arrest her. 
Ultimately, both paths – warning Sofia or killing her – will lead to one of our deaths. And because I am a horrible, flawed human being – like most other people – I choose myself over her. I decide I will go through with this murder to save my own life, and while doing so, I’ll collect enough evidence to finally destroy Kate. This crime will be a horrible act that’ll change me forever, but at least some good might come out of it: by killing for the Granger Girls, I will be creating mountains of evidence that the police won’t be able to ignore. Then, it’ll become only a matter of putting aside my overwhelming nerves and speaking to them. I know I can do that eventually.
In an attempt to calm my chaotic mind, I take the book I'm currently reading - Go Ask Alice - from the drawer beneath my bed, and turn to where my bookmark is. Using my phone for light, I start to read, but the words speaking of self-destructive tragedy and wasted life potential - although strangely relatable to my current situation - go straight over my head. I cannot concentrate on anything other than the task of pure evil I’ll be forced to carry out in just a few days’ time.
Of the three murders Kate has planned so far, Sofia’s seems the most cruel and least necessary; whilst Mollianne didn’t deserve what happened to her, she was an individual with no loyalty, who disposed of and betrayed the girls she called friends whenever it suited her. And although I do feel guilty for condoning her death, I have no sympathy for Gretta as a person: she made my time at Hayford a living hell from the day I started there in year eight, all the way up until her death. But Sofia is different to those girls: she’s a good person, despite her association with Mollianne and the rest of that clique. She’s kind to everyone – popular, outcast, teacher, or parent – and I know that after the dramas and pressures of secondary school are done, she would abandon her malicious friends in favour of people who match her gentle nature. Sofia is someone who would go far in life, even if it weren’t for her parents’ millions. But she won’t ever get to that point. She will die at sixteen, before she’s even an adult. 
Maybe the saddest part in all this is that I know if Kate only asked nicely, Sofia would welcome her into her group with open arms and a friendly smile, providing her with a peaceful route to popularity. Sofia is the queen of Hayford - she could even convince her friends, those who have hated Kate for years, to accept her. She is just that trusting, that kind, and that forgiving: she could probably even find it in her to forgive Kate for her role in Mollianne’s murder, if she ever learnt the truth.
Kate, however, is the total opposite – she’s a suffocating darkness to Sofia’s sunshine, a mocking smirk to her bright smile, and a knife in the back to her soft hugs. She would never accept Sofia’s potential offer to peacefully take a place at the top, because Kate only wants popularity if it’s accompanied by innocent blood and obsessive control over her classmates.
I slam the book shut. I'll never be able to sleep, no matter how hard I try, so instead I start scrolling through Instagram. With Sofia still consuming my thoughts, I type her name into the search bar and quickly find her profile. Her five most recent posts all show scenes from her latest party, which took place at the weekend. These events – which more closely resemble the Met Gala than the drunken misadventures most teens call a house party – are a monthly occurrence, and not even the murder of Sofia’s closest friend could put a stop to them. Everybody knows that Sofia has felt the loss of Molli intensely – we all notice the cracks in her perfect image, cracks which grow more severe each day – but Sofia’s tactic for dealing with her grief seems to be to hide it, to continue on with her life as if nothing has happened and she feels only joy, as if she doesn’t scream and cry every night at the loss of her best friend. I find myself almost in awe of her ability to do that, because however hard as I try, I can never fully conceal my pain. I think my life would be a lot easier if I could; perhaps then, Kate never would’ve sought me out, and I wouldn’t be here now, lying sleepless with blood on my hands.
“Love my girls x”, reads the caption of Sofia’s latest post, which shows her kissing the cheek of Sara Murray, another member of her friendship group.
I scroll down a little further and, as expected, find several posts on the topic of Mollianne’s death. The first one – made two days after her body was found – has a particularly heartfelt caption. 

	 

	“My beautiful Molli,

	 

	Life is so, so hard without you. The fact that I won’t see your lovely smile or hear your happy laughter ever again hurts more than I could possibly say, and I still struggle to understand why anyone would do something so horrific to someone as kind and as loyal as you were. The thought of the person who took your life still being free makes me sick to my stomach, but we're going to get justice eventually, I promise. I will fight my entire life for it if I have to.

	 

	I think about you every single day, and I know you're looking down on me from Heaven. Fly high, Molls. I love you.

	 

	Your best friend, forever and always,

	Sofia.”

	 

	The post accompanying this note is a selection of photos of Sofia and Mollianne from the past year or so. Only the very last image is different: it shows the flowers placed in memory of Molli at the park where her body was found. 
A tear splashes my phone.
How can Kate and the other girls commit these crimes without feeling any guilt at all? Do they not see how much others are suffering because of them? Does Kate truly believe that her own infamy is more important than the innocent lives she's taking? I already know the answer to that question, and it makes my entire body shake with rage. Yes, Kate does think her social standing is more important than our classmates’ lives, because she’s a narcissist who believes in her own divinity. In her deluded mind, she is God, and the mere mortals have wronged her by worshipping other idols. For that, she’s unleashing a plague upon them, snatching them from this Earth one by one until they finally realise she is indeed worthy of their unconditional love and unending fear. 
Feeling sick, I stop thinking about Kate’s vanity and instead focus on the group more widely. We've become messy and unsettled since Mollianne’s murder - I've fought bitterly with Kate, Nina physically attacked her at her own party, and apparently Gracie also suffered an argument with her, something I never thought would happen. We're all falling apart, both as individuals and as a group, and I fear what will happen if we continue on like this. A terrifying theory of mine is that Kate will snap and kill us all; with her dreams of Hayford fame shattered, she’ll want to dispose of Starr, Gracie, Chloé, Nina, and me at any cost, deeming us all unwanted reminders of her incompetence as a criminal mastermind. I know I need to make my escape – I need to take her down – before we get to that horrific point.
The light from my phone is making my eyes sting, so I turn it off and lie back down, yawning from an exhaustion I cannot cure. I have less than two days left of happiness - if you can call any of this happiness - until it's all over, and my life is tainted forever by the blood of Sofia Roman.
And then I remember something else I must do, something relating to my rebellion. I get up, switch the light back on, and take out a plastic folder from beneath my bed. This folder is my whole plan: my life could literally depend on it.
Carefully, I pull it open and reach inside, ignoring the USB stick and printed screenshots of various text messages in favour of a lined piece of A4 paper. Almost all of one side is filled with scribblings, which – despite their messiness – are going to be invaluable when Kate’s downfall arrives. This is my timeline, a document which will help me deliver a complete, cohesive verbal account of every crime Kate Granger has ever committed.
I grab a pen from my bedside table and add a new bullet point.
“Kate-Camille Granger lured Sofia Roman into the woods, where I was sent to kill her. I did what Kate told me because she had threatened me before; she said that if I ever went against her, she would kill not just me, but my entire family.”

	


Chapter Thirty-Four: Tears and Tangfastics

	CHLOÉ

	 

	Sofia Roman is dead, and I’m currently sat beside her killer. We’re in the Akinyi family home, and Nadiya is breaking down: she's shaking, she's crying, and she's threatening to kill herself.
Yesterday she called my burner at two minutes past midnight, which took me by surprise but thankfully didn’t wake me; I’d been unable to sleep despite trying for hours, my thoughts consumed by Romeo yet again. In fact, Nadiya’s call was a welcome distraction, and I was enthusiastic as I pulled the phone from where I keep it in a box beneath my bed.
“Chloé?” Nadiya cried, her voice panicked. I could hear a vicious wind blowing around her, muffling her words slightly. “Chloé, are you there?”
“Yes, Nadiya. What’s up?”
“I just…I just shot Sofia Roman! I’m still holding the gun, I don’t know what to do…oh god, oh god, I’m fucked. I just killed someone! I’m so fucked-”
She began hyperventilating, sobbing as she struggled to catch her breath. It was only then that I took in what she’d just said, as I cast my mind back to the last few interactions I’d had with the Granger Girls group. Kate had given Nadiya the job of eliminating our next victim – Sofia Roman, Hayford’s true queen – in order to prevent her from blabbing. I had guessed that Nadiya would be finding this particularly difficult because she had no bias against Sofia; while I’d struggled somewhat with the death of Mollianne, I got through it by reminding myself of the pain she caused me. Nadiya had no such hatred to cling onto when it came to sweet, innocent Sofia.
“Nadiya, don’t panic, okay?” I began, not knowing what else to say. I kept my voice down to avoid waking up my parents and Marie, and only hoped that Nadiya could still hear me over the harsh gale surrounding her. “Why did you call me?”
“Because I want to see you. Please, Chloé, I’m by the entrance of the woods. You’re the only one I trust. Please, I’m begging you! I’m so desperate right now, I need someone here with me. Please!” Nadiya was practically screaming now, tears still choking her between words.
I took a deep breath, hoping that my remaining calm might make her feel a little better. What she was saying didn’t surprise me: I knew of her hatred for Kate, hatred for Starr for being so loyal to her, hatred for Gracie for her romantic attraction to Kate, and hatred for Nina for her own standoffish, unfriendly demeanour. Nadiya and I have never been close – I don’t consider her a friend – but we have something of a connection, having shared many classes since her arrival at Hayford in year eight. In fact, I was one of the first people to speak to her upon that arrival, as I told her how the cafeteria system worked during a French lesson. In hindsight, maybe we could’ve been friends, as this was before I was popular, back when I had only a few acquaintances I’d kept from primary school. Nadiya also had no friends, being new and from a vastly different background to most of our classmates, so it’s surprising that we didn’t take that opportunity to build a bond. But then I met Mollianne, became one of the most popular girls in our year group, and the chance of me befriending someone like Nadiya dropped to zero.
“Okay, Nadiya, I’ll meet you,” I tell her, after a few moments’ hesitation. “But tomorrow. I’m in my room right now, in my pyjamas, and I’m not prepared to sneak out. Just hang on until the morning, okay? Clean yourself up, go to bed, and get some sleep. Forget tonight ever happened. And then we’ll talk about it tomorrow.”
“How can I forget?!” Nadiya sobbed. “I just murdered someone, Chloé, an innocent girl! I won’t ever forget, I can’t-”
“Nadiya.” I cut her off firmly. “Go home. I’ll skip school tomorrow and head to your place at nine. Tell your parents you’re ill so you can stay off too. But for now, you should focus on getting some sleep. Goodnight.” 
With that, I hung up.
When morning rolled around, I made good of my promise. Nadiya let me inside her house and we sat together on the sofa, where we still are now, half an hour later.
“Why can't you see, Chloé?” she wails. “They're evil! They’re all so fucking evil!”
“They're not,” I try to explain. “Kate just wants to be popular. That’s what we all want, isn’t it? And more than that, you and I both wanted revenge, which we’ve gotten thanks to Kate. You should be happy, Nadiya.”
Nadiya throws her blanket towards the ceiling and turns to face me head-on. Her movements are strong and angry, in stark contrast to how she was just minutes earlier.
“But it's not worth it! Killing innocent people like Sofia for popularity, that's terrible! And it doesn’t even seem to be working: no one’s talking about Kate, unless it’s to gossip about what a ruthless bitch she is. And…and I’m still the laughingstock I’ve always been.” She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “Revenge on Gretta wasn’t worth it. I’m still as insecure as I was before. The damage…the damage was already done. I should’ve just waited until after GCSEs, then gotten the hell away from Hayford. Oh god, Chloé, why?” She buries her head in her hands. “Why did I let Kate bring me into this?”
I lean back on the fake leather sofa and sigh, feeling my patience drip away. I’m not sure what else I can say or do to calm Nadiya down. 
“Well, we haven't killed anyone innocent,” I reason. “You have to remember that everyone we killed deserved it, in one way or another. And you can't leave now anyway. If you do, Kate will turn you in for sure. She’ll make it seem like you killed Sofia by yourself. She might even try to blame you for the other murders.”
Nadiya starts crying again. I allow her to do that without comfort, before she sucks in a sharp breath and composes herself enough to continue the conversation.
“If she does that, if Kate goes to the police about me killing Sofia,” she begins. “Then don’t think…don’t think I’ll hold back or have any kind of loyalty to her. I’ll tell the cops about every evil thing she ever did, and I’ll tell them about her drug dealer boyfriend too. They can rot in prison together.”
“Don't, Nadiya,” I warn her. “Because I was with her when she killed Mollianne; I ran away with her afterwards, I condoned it. If you turn Kate in, you’ll be turning me in, too.”
Nadiya’s body stiffens. Slowly, she moves a braid over her shoulder and forces a tight smile, which I think is supposed to be reassuring.
“Oh, I wouldn't grass you up,” she says, her tone honey, her smile widening. “Just her. Just that evil bitch.”
I nod, but I’m not totally convinced by Nadiya’s words - she sounded too nice, as if she were trying extra hard to make me believe her. If Nadiya did decide to go to the police about Kate, would she really care to protect me? Yes, I’m the member of the group that she’s closest to, but there’s no competition there. We’re not friends and never have been: any positive feelings Nadiya has towards me won’t be enough.
We sit in silence for a couple of minutes after that, having nothing more to say regarding Sofia’s death and the potential involvement of police in this mess we all helped make. Nadiya looks up at the yellowing ceiling and I fiddle with my hands, until a new text pings through on my phone. Not expecting anyone to contact me so early on a weekday – my parents and sister think I’m in school - I cautiously pull my phone from my blazer pocket. I unlock it, open my texts, then let out a groan as I read the message.
The sender is saved in my contacts as “Cheating piece of shit”, which reminds me that I was supposed to block this number ages ago. I look briefly over his words, before dramatically rolling my eyes.
“Hey Chloé, can you come over? I'm lonely ;)”
My feminist side wants to scream and throw up simultaneously every time Romeo Collins opens his pretty mouth or gets the smart idea of texting me, the ex-girlfriend he cheated on. That side thinks he needs to learn some damn respect. And also go to school.
But then the stupid, lovesick side of me thinks the opposite; she gets excited, wanting nothing more than to leap into Romeo’s bed and arms once again.
Thankfully, I’m smart enough to listen to the feminist. I like to think I’ve always been a logic over emotions kind of girl, and that not even Romeo could change that.
“Fuck off, Romeo,” I type back. “Go ask one of your current girlfriends.”
“Who was that?” Nadiya wonders, as she absentmindedly turns on the TV. A re-run of an old American sitcom I don't recognise begins to play.
“My ex,” I mumble back, not wanting to discuss Romeo in any level of detail. I don't even want to say his name: it tastes dirty. “He's literally the biggest douchebag I've ever met.”
Nadiya nods sympathetically.
“I think most teenage boys are like that. Maybe he'll grow out of it eventually-”
“Girls?” We’re interrupted by Nadiya's mother, who smiles at us both as she pops her head around the doorway. “Do you want something to drink? Or some snacks? And are you feeling any better yet, Nadiya?”
Both of us turn to look at her, and what I see is the image of a woman totally unlike the cold workaholic I call mam. 
Cherish Akinyi is all softness and love. I imagine she’s only in her mid-forties, but appears much older, the dark skin of her face having been wrinkled by the stress and hard work her life so far has required. Still, every inch of her seems to glow with kindness, as her smile shows off straight but yellowed teeth, and her brown eyes radiate genuine happiness. I know that Cherish’s life has been much more difficult and with fewer material joys than my own mother’s, and yet somehow, she seems a lot more content. Having grown up listening to the tales of how both my parents came from working-class families in Newcastle and stormed their way to the top of their respective industries, I’d come to believe that money really did mean happiness. Looking at Cherish now, though, I’m not so sure that’s true. 
Nadiya gives her mam a sweet smile - they have identical smiles, both beautiful. All the evidence of her breakdown has now gone: her skin is already bright again, and her eyes free of tears. I wonder if she does this often – hiding her pain from her family – and as a result knows all the tricks on how to do it more effectively.
“Yes, please. Can I have the rest of my sweets from Saturday?” Nadiya replies to just one of her mam’s questions.
“Of course you can,” Cherish rules, before adding with a chuckle, “as long as you share with Chloé.” 
Nadiya rolls her eyes playfully.
“I'm sixteen, Mum. Not a baby,” she points out, to which Cherish mutters a few more teasing words, before heading back to the kitchen to fetch the sweets in question.
Once we’re alone again, Nadiya turns to me with a confident demeanour, something I don't see from her very often. Her mood seems to have changed so drastically, so many times today, that I'm struggling to keep up, although I can somewhat relate; in the aftermath of Mollianne’s murder, I flip-flopped from feeling elated, to sad, to nervous, to angry more times than I could count.
“So how long were you with that guy for?” Nadiya asks. She undoes her ponytail, sending neat little braids cascading all the way down her back, then shakes her head to better separate them.
“About nine months,” I answer. Although I initially wanted to kill the topic of my relationship with Romeo, it feels somewhat liberating to open up to Nadiya, who I'm confident has never met my womanising ex. “We were pretty serious. He was my first everything, which made it even worse when I found out he cheated on me with Mollianne.”
Nadiya’s expression is one of genuine sympathy.
“God, that's awful. I'm so sorry, Chloé. Some boys are just not worth the energy girls like you put into them.”
Nadiya's mam then reappears, placing some Haribo Tangfastics and a bar of Dairy Milk onto the coffee table in front of us.
“Thank you, Mrs Akinyi,” I say politely, managing a slight smile.
“No problem, Chloé. And I love your accent, by the way. Geordie, right?”
“Yes, but I only lived in Newcastle until I was three. I don't really know why the accent stuck so strongly,” I tell her, happy to be complimented on something that’s usually mocked. It makes me wonder if really, when it comes down to it, I have more in common with people like Nadiya and her family than I do the likes of Sofia Roman and Mollianne Richards. Because the sad truth is that, no matter how hard I try, I will never truly fit in at Hayford Independent: my accent and Northern ways immediately mark me out as having working-class roots, something girls like Mollianne could never accept. My parents might’ve made millions through hard work years ago, and now live as any other wealthy family would, but to those kinds of people, new money just isn’t the same as old, inherited money. They don’t value determination or social mobility success stories: they value bloodlines and noble histories. It’s crazy now to think that I was once a member of their clique – Hayford’s most popular clique - but I guess I got good at pretending to be like all the other, aristocratic girls. Perhaps for a while they truly believed I was one of them.
I pop a Tangfastic crocodile into my mouth, and focus again on the conversation with Cherish Akinyi.
“That is a bit strange,” she remarks, in response to my comment about leaving Newcastle aged three. “It's a lovely accent, though. Makes you stand out from all the posh kids that live round here.”
But I don’t want to stand out, I think to myself, All I’ve ever wanted was to fit in, to belong: to a community, to a friendship group, to Romeo.
Then as quickly as she arrived, Mrs Akinyi leaves us again, and Nadiya’s tears return. I snap out of my bubble of self-pity, and turn my focus back to her.
“I'm sorry, Chloé,” she says, her demeanour having flipped yet again: her face is red and her eyes are flooded. “I…I started thinking about it again. I just can't stop thinking about Sofia.”
“I understand,” I tell her, because I do. For a while, I couldn't stop thinking about Mollianne either, about the fear on her face when Kate pulled out that gun and shot her without hesitation. Witnessing the murder of someone I once called my best friend was shocking in a manner unlike anything else I’ve ever experienced, but I'm well and truly over it now. It didn't take me long, and I'm sure it won't take Nadiya long to forget Sofia ever existed, either. There’s nothing I can do to help her further - she needs to help herself now.
“Shall I leave you?” I ask.
Nadiya nods. She pulls the sleeve of her pale pink hoodie over her fingers and wipes her eyes. 
“Yes, please. I need some time to think.”

	


Chapter Thirty-Five: Frame and De-throne

	KATE

	 

	Iwatch with glee as Tomasz Kleiner is dragged into a police car, his hands cuffed behind his back, his face the very picture of fear. Tears well in his pale blue eyes, and sweat is visible all over his skin.
I planned this entire operation perfectly. I knew I wouldn't mess up - I never really do. 
Luring Sofia by pretending to be Tomasz on a new Instagram account was so easy, yet so effective. She didn't suspect a thing, silly girl, as she was so eager to reconnect with this old friend she dearly missed. Now Tomasz is being arrested based on circumstantial evidence, while I - the real mastermind behind Sofia's murder - am sat on my living room sofa, watching live news coverage as I eat dark chocolate and drink a bitter red wine I stole from my parents' cabinet.
Because I so carefully covered my tracks during the catfishing process – I used a VPN set to show my location as Poland, a stolen phone bought from the dark web, and sent all the messages while connected to the public WiFi of a library on the other side of the city – I believe there are only three possible outcomes in this case, none of which involve me being caught. The one I’m most hoping for is that Tomasz is tried and eventually jailed for Sofia’s murder, with the very best scenario being that he’s also blamed for the deaths of Gretta and Mollianne. Another – perhaps more likely – option, is that Tomasz is eventually proven innocent, but that the case remains forever unsolved. A third option would be that Nadiya alone is blamed, as she was the one who physically killed Sofia, and I can’t be certain that she didn’t leave her DNA at the scene. 
Any of those outcomes is fine by me; I’ve proven myself untouchable to the police, and that will continue for as long as I live. It doesn’t matter if other people suffer for my crimes.
I turn my attention back to the TV, take another bite of chocolate, and grin.
“I would never, ever hurt Sofia! She was my friend!” Tomasz insists to the reporters filming his arrest. His voice, thick with a Polish accent, is emotional to the point of making his words unclear. “I wasn't even in UK when this happened!”
Sweat sticks his ginger hair to his forehead. He's shaking and crying, his eyes scrunched up in terror. And I'm laughing at him, laughing so hard that wine dribbles down my chin and drips onto the sofa my parents paid thousands for. What Tomasz is saying is true - he wasn't in the UK, at least not as far as I know - but the police are convinced he came over on a fake passport and fake name, before fleeing back home the second Sofia died. They don't believe a word of what he's saying: they can’t even comprehend the possibility of him being innocent. The cops have always had tunnel vision in this case, and for the first time since Gretta died, their one and only theory has changed: instead of the middle-aged pervert, their killer is now a young foreigner.
That this is all my doing – that a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl could fool police time and time again, even being able to successfully frame an innocent boy – is hilarious. But the mind of Kate Granger is a lethal one, which has already trapped so many; I’ve worked hard to build my manipulation skills over the years, convincing people of things that are exaggerated at best, utter lies at worst. The police are just another one of my many victims, and if I continue to get my way, there’ll be more still to fall. This game I've created - a game of terror and lies and sweet, sweet revenge - is an addictive one, and I don't plan on stopping it any time soon. Even once the murders are done, I’ll continue to play from my seat on the black glass throne of Hayford Independent. 
I'm still laughing. I drink the last of the wine and go to put the bottle on the table, but I'm rough and a little drunk so it falls, smashing into a thousand sharp pieces. I won’t clean them up; my pathetic slave of a mother can do that for me, when she gets home after a long day of defending people like Tomasz. I know she will without complaint, however tired she is, because that silly woman somehow still loves me more than anything.
I finish the chocolate, leaving the wrapper among the broken glass, then return to the sofa. Tears of joy pour down my cheeks. They ruin my make-up, but I’m too happy to care. 
Why was I even worried in the first place? I should never have doubted myself: I am as strong and as smart as I’ve always been. I haven’t lost it.
But then I think about the boy who’s been occupying my thoughts ever since he walked out of Sofia's party, and my mood instantly changes. It's as if someone turned off a light, switching my euphoria back to pain.
Romeo hasn't contacted me since that night, and I've run out of ideas as to how I can get his attention. In his defence, I don't know how his mother punished him for his drug possession, but I highly doubt she stopped him from going to school, and so he should at least be able to send a message through Nathan. He has no excuse for not saying something to me, with that something preferably being an apology and a backtrack on his rejection.
I no longer feel upset; I haven’t gotten the urge to cry since that little blip at Sofia’s party. What I’m feeling now is anger, anger at how Romeo rejected me so embarrassingly, especially after being with such inferior girls as Mollianne and Chloé. It’s a similar kind of emotion to what I felt after my romantic feelings for Mollianne melted away, and I began to comprehend how terribly she’d treated me. It was that rage which eventually pushed me to kill her.
Romeo’s crime is different, though. He simply has no taste, whereas Mollianne was deliberately malicious, acting like I was evil for loving her and then leaving me lonely when she got an opportunity to jump up the social ladder. I tell myself that, unlike Molli’s, Romeo’s problem is exactly that: his issue, not mine. That boy is nothing more than stupid, not worth the risks I’d have to take to put a bullet in his head. I will get over his rejection and he’ll be left to regret it, wishing he’d gotten with me when I gave him the chance…

	 

	 

	My joy returns the next morning, when I meet Starr outside school as usual and we head inside together. 
“You know,” I begin, smiling as we strut towards our form room, “I think we're done with crime for now. It's time to get popular.”
Starr nods.
“Totally.”
We enter another corridor, and I look towards year eleven’s most popular clique. They’re huddled together by a wall of lockers, clutching fresh cups of expensive coffee. Just three of them remain, and they all look pathetic; no longer throwing about their usual judgemental glares, their eyes are now red and blotchy from crying over the recent losses of Mollianne and Sofia. They’re speaking to one another in timid, hushed tones, a stark contrast to their signature wails of mocking laughter and loudly declared insults towards girls they deem lesser.
I’ve really broken them. I completely fucking destroyed those bitches.
Starr and I exchange a sly smile, silently agreeing to approach the trio. We walk over with our heads held high, and upon arrival in their corner, I roughly place my hand on the shoulder of Haley Major. She's a tiny girl - hardly five feet tall - and always seems unsure of herself, so I don’t doubt she finds my presence alone intimidating. 
“Ladies, hi,” I begin. “I just wanted to say that I'm so sorry for your losses.”
Starr nods in agreement, a false look of sympathy on her face.
“Thank you, Katie. It means a lot,” Sara Murray – a pretty brunette with bright green eyes - sniffs, as she dabs at her tears with a silk handkerchief. I resist the urge to tell her my name is Kate, not Katie, because she's known me almost five years now and we currently have several classes together. This is just her subtle little way of trying to convince me she's superior, and I won't give her the satisfaction of knowing it bothers me. Besides, as much as she might think she is, I know she's not superior to me. Nobody is.
“Haley, Sara, Claire, I'm sorry too,” Starr adds, turning to acknowledge each broken little girl individually. She doesn't look the slightest bit sorry, but the trio clearly don't notice, as they all smile politely at her.
I decide to cut to the chase.
“Is it all right if Starr and I sit with you girls at lunch today?” I ask, changing my tone. I’m going to try to garner some sympathy from them, if they’re even capable of feeling such a thing. “We're looking to expand our friendships a little. It’s just the two of us at the moment, and it can get a bit lonely sometimes.” 
That’s a complete lie - I'm perfectly content with Starr, as I’m sure she is with me. We’re not here to make friends: we’re here for power and control.
But the deaths of Sofia and Mollianne must have majorly softened these popular girls, because they agree to my request after only the slightest hesitation. I try not to laugh as they look at us with kindness that, for once, seems genuine.
“Thank you all so much. We’ll meet you at your usual table.”
I end our conversation with a few words of goodbye, then Starr and I resume the journey to our form room. As we do so, I notice a lone girl pressed to the wall behind us, a girl I hadn’t realised was there until now. Her dark eyes are locked onto Starr and me, her fists and jaw clenched tightly in anger. She shifts from foot to foot, but otherwise isn’t moving; she’s transfixed on us and the popular girls, probably having watched our interaction like one might watch a car crash. To her, it was horrifying – she saw our sinister intentions clear as crystal – and yet she couldn’t look away.
“Nadiya’s staring at us,” Starr whispers, then laughs mockingly. “She must be jealous.”
“Of course she is,” I agree. “Because our plan is working, and she’s been rooting for us to fail this entire time. And also because we’re hot and popular, and she’s neither of those things.”
Both of us break into a fit of shriek-like giggles, tossing sly looks at where Nadiya is still stood. She responds only by clenching her fists harder, her body now shaking with fury.
“How pathetic,” Starr loudly remarks. “I just hope for her sake that she gets over it soon.”
“I don’t,” I reply, throwing my hair over my shoulder like a vain model on the catwalk. “Let her suffer. Jealousy is a choice, and she chose to be bitter. She could’ve joined us and become popular too, but she didn’t. Let her regret that.”
Starr nods, and we continue our walk down the hallway and out of the main building in silence, both bouncing with a newfound confidence. We’re beautiful, rich, and worthy of the envy of every single person at this goddamn school. We flip our hair, show off perfect smiles, and aim silent threats at those who disapprove. With the promise of a seat at their lunch table, the current popular clique has given us power. And soon, we’ll steal every last bit of it from them. It will be a glorious revolution: they will be the monarchs overthrown, and we will be the upstart dictators rising to replace them.
“That was easier than I thought it would be,” Starr suddenly remarks when we reach our form room. There are a few other girls waiting outside and they all look at us with disdain, so I quickly pull her into a nearby bathroom to continue our conversation in relative privacy.
“I know, right? Molli and Sofia’s deaths have really changed them. They’ve become completely pathetic.” I lean closer to Starr, so close that I can smell her Versace perfume and the chlorine which she can never totally banish from her skin. “But hey, who cares about them? We’re popular now.”
We’re popular now. I mentally replay those words over and over again. All the sleepless nights, all the paranoia was unnecessary; with Tomasz in police custody, dead ends in the cases of Gretta and Mollianne, and places at the popular table secured for Starr and me, everything’s falling into place perfectly…

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Six: Fake Friends, Fake Tears

	STARR

	 

	It’s now January, and for Kate and me, it has very much been a case of “new year, new us.” Kate was right in insisting that a single lunchtime spent with Sara, Haley, and Claire would catapult us to the very top of the Hayford social ladder; that afternoon, everyone was talking about us, and most of the chat was admiring. More importantly, the three popular girls took a real liking to Kate and me, although I imagine it was more because of Kate’s charisma and manipulation skills than anything I did. Still, neither of us complained.
By the time school broke up for Christmas, we’d become permanent companions to the top trio. We spent every break and lunchtime by their sides, chatted to them in the classes we shared, and even started spending time with them outside of school. That escalated further during the two weeks of the holidays, when most mornings consisted of picking at pastries and sipping espressos in Fashionably Latte, and most evenings of wild parties or girly sleepovers.
The popular girls all seemed to have adopted the same coping mechanism Sofia did when it came to the grief of losing not just one, but two members of their friendship group. They would rarely talk about it, and never cried in front of Kate and me, but their heartbreak was made clear through their eyes: they didn’t shine as brightly as they used to and were often shrouded in dark circles, the result of sleepless nights spent missing their best friends.
Speaking of their friends, the Christmas break saw some welcome updates in the investigations into their murders; welcome for Kate and me, that is, not for anyone who wants to see real justice served.
Since arresting Tomasz Kleiner – Sofia Roman’s innocent Polish-German friend – the police have convinced themselves that he is the one responsible for all three killings, despite having no forensic evidence to prove so. Their official theory now is that he moved to the UK illegally at an unknown date within the last year and hadn’t gone back to Poland at any point since: the messages to Sofia being sent from a phone using a VPN set to Poland was supposedly an attempt to confuse police, to convince them that he was still in his home country when he wasn’t. And unfortunately for Tomasz, there’s nobody to contradict the police’s story, because he has few friends, rarely attended school, and had no contact with his parents; after a long period of fighting with them, he moved into his own flat aged just sixteen, and neither his mum nor dad have spoken to him since.
It’s hilarious how convenient everything is in this case, as Kate had no real knowledge of his life before she impersonated Tomasz. She struck gold in choosing him, though, as he’s proven himself the perfect scapegoat, a boy nobody’s willing to save. Given how dedicated police seem to be to their incorrect theory, I’ve little doubt he’ll eventually be convicted of all three murders. After all, they’re growing desperate to solve them, and have no leads other than those relating to Tomasz. In fact, they’re so keen to close these cases and keep up their reputation that I believe the police might even fabricate evidence against him in order to get a conviction. It’s not like that hasn’t been done before.

	 

	 

	We’ve been back at school for two weeks now, and the false friendships Kate and I have built with Sara, Haley, and Claire are stronger than ever. Today is Saturday, and the five of us have decided to meet up at Fashionably Latte. Kate is sat opposite me, and swings her long legs to deliberately brush against mine. When I look up at her, she gives me the brightest, most joyous grin I’ve ever seen her wear. This kind of behaviour – getting my attention just so she can smile at me – has recently become one of Kate’s signatures. She’s so happy to be around these popular girls – so happy that her plan has worked – that all she wants to do is laugh and grin.
Today she’s dressed as immaculately as always, in a white cashmere jumper, black tennis skirt, and thin tights. Her dark hair is pulled into a high ponytail, with the last few inches curled as usual, and her face bears natural, flattering make-up and the false lashes she loves. On her feet is a pair of Louboutin stilettos. They’re an odd choice for a coffee shop meet-up, but that’s Kate for you: she does whatever she likes, and doesn’t care if others judge her for it. She’s been even more daring than usual recently, with both fashion and life in general, and I think that’s because she feels indestructible now. She thinks if she can get away with murder, she can get away with anything, and in that belief she’s probably right.
“So how’s everyone doing?” Kate asks the group, even though we see each other almost every day, and when we’re not together in person, we’re calling or texting one another. The question is an unnecessary one, but Haley answers anyway.
“I’m pretty good,” she begins. “But art coursework is so stressful. How is it even legal for teachers to set that much? Do they not realise we have other subjects too?”
Kate chuckles.
“I’m so glad I didn’t take art,” she says. “I’m so bad at it anyway, the teachers would probably cry if they saw my work.”
Here it is, Kate’s latest tactic for gaining power. Since befriending the popular girls, she’s developed a habit of making self-deprecating comments, something she never did before. In response to these, Haley, Sara, and Claire will always reassure her that whatever she’s claiming isn’t true, and that she’s beautiful, talented, or whatever other quality she says she’s not. I realise this is clever not only because it boosts Kate’s ego even higher – it’s fishing for compliments – but also because it causes the other girls to soften. They feel sad for Kate, which then makes them more likely to be loyal or give in to her demands later. When Kate thanks them for the compliments, it boosts their egos too – it makes them feel like they’re doing something good – and thus strengthens their bonds with her, solidifying Kate’s position within the group. It’s all a clever kind of manipulation: she’s making these girls love her so they’ll be unsuspecting when she destroys them later.
In this instance, Kate’s self-deprecation works as usual.
“Aw, I’m sure you’re not that bad at art,” Sara insists, throwing Kate a sympathetic smile. “You probably just need more practice.”
“Nah, I’ve seen Kate draw before.” I feel the urge to join in. “She’s truly beyond help there.”
Kate kicks my leg from beneath the table.
“That’s so mean, Starr!” she whines like a toddler.
“You said it yourself!” I point out with a laugh. “You’re a shit artist. You might as well own it.”
“Aw.” Sara pulls Kate into a hug from where she’s sat beside her, and gently strokes her hair. “Poor Kate.”
I notice Kate smile at this gesture, but it’s not a sweet, innocent smile. This is the smile of someone who finally has the people they’ve always wanted to control right under their thumb.
“Anyway,” Kate continues after a few seconds, moving away from Sara and taking a sip of her black coffee. “Is there any drama going down at the moment? Anything been happening with you lately, Claire?”
Claire moves a dark blonde curl behind her ear and leans forward, clutching her mug between her hands.
“Actually, there is something I wanted to tell you guys,” she announces, a tight smile on her glossy lips. “Guess who asked me out yesterday.”
I don’t think any of us need to guess; Claire has been going on about this boy for at least a month now, updating us every time he so much as says hello to her. He’s a dark-haired millionaire’s son who attends Bartholomew, a boy who seems pretty unimpressive to me, but Claire is clearly smitten.
“Felix-Alexander Taylor!” she squeals, and Haley gasps.
“Finally!” she cries. “And you said yes, right? Where’s he taking you?”
“Of course I said yes,” Claire replies. “And he said he’d maybe take me for dinner at Luce Del Sole. Do you girls think that’s a good choice? Or should I ask to go somewhere more expensive?”
“Luce Del Sole has a Michelin star,” Sara reminds her. “And it’s the best Italian place round here, definitely better than Claudio’s. I think it’d be nice for a first date.”
“I agree,” I say, even though I’ve never eaten at Luce Del Sole and highly doubt it’s better than Claudio’s; I just figure I haven’t spoken much today, and should make sure they don’t forget about me. “I’m really happy for you, Claire. I mean, you clearly like Felix-Alexander a lot.”
“Oh, I’m in love,” Claire gushes, dramatically clutching at her heart. 
Kate looks at me, her facial expression suggesting she has a nasty comment on the tip of her tongue. I wonder if maybe she’s jealous, seeing as the guy she liked rejected her. She seems to be over Romeo now, but it’s hard to tell with Kate - she’s a master at hiding her emotions, so much so that sometimes I think she doesn’t feel any at all.
“So, Claire’s pretty much taken, as am I.” Haley takes charge of the conversation, twisting the topic very slightly. “Now we just need to find boyfriends for Kate, Sara, and Starr.”
Kate’s jaw clenches. Given the recent drama with Romeo and her previous opposition to dating, I think she’d rather die than get a boyfriend right now.
“Ooh, Kate.” Sara nudges her, and Kate pastes on a smile once again. “I’ve heard some rumours going around about one of your admirers.”
Kate raises her brows. She looks fairly confident, but as her best friend, I can see past her façade. She’s probably praying that Sara doesn’t mention Gracie or Nathan.
“Which one?” she asks. She drains her now-cold coffee and looks to me, as if for reassurance.
Sara and Claire exchange a knowing smile, while Haley sits confused, looking her usual insecure, mouse-like self. I understand how Sara and Claire got their places at the top of the Hayford hierarchy, because they’re both sociable, beautiful, and very confident, but Haley is none of those things. She’s not ugly, of course, but with her cropped blonde hair and plain face, she’s of only average looks. And although she tends to come out of her shell when she’s with us, Haley is meek when among people from outside her social circle, losing every shred of self-confidence. She’s so insecure, in fact, that she only manages to bully people from behind a screen.
“Well, Alistair Page might have told me the other day that he has a little crush on you,” Sara continues to Kate, and Kate gives her a blank look in response.
“Which one is that? All these boys are the same to me,” she says without humour.
Claire gasps.
“How can you not know Alistair Page? His family own a department store near Oxford Street, and he’s so hot. He’s really tall – like, six foot six - which is good considering how tall you are, and he has blonde hair and a really deep voice. Trust me, you are so lucky that he’s into you. You should totally try to get to know him. He goes to Bartholomew, by the way.”
Kate looks unimpressed. She goes to reply, but Haley cuts her off.
“Didn’t Mollianne have something going on with Alistair at one point? I think it was just before all that stuff with Romeo happened,” she asks, and upon hearing this, Kate’s entire demeanour changes. Her nostrils flare, she bares her teeth for a second, and her shoulders tighten. Mentions of Mollianne are her weakness, and she still fails to fully control herself each time the group bring up their murdered friend. I’m surprised but grateful that none of them have noticed yet.
“It was just one kiss,” Sara answers, a little defensively. “They kissed at a party, and then Molli came up to me, like, two minutes later to complain about something he said. It didn’t go any further than that. They weren’t a couple or anything.”
“Oh, okay.” Haley accepts Sara’s explanation. “Well, I’m gonna go get another drink. Anyone else want one?”
“I’ll get one,” I decide. I look to Kate, and she nods.
“Me too.” Attention turns to Claire and Sara. “Do you two want anything?”
“No thanks,” they reply in unison, and so we get up as a group of three. 
We’re about halfway between our table and the end of the queue when we’re passed by another trio of girls. They’re all around our age – fifteen or sixteen – but seeing as I don’t recognise any of them, I assume they’re either students from St Michael’s or not local to this area. The first thing I notice about them is how friendly they seem, as they all flash us polite smiles. The second thing I notice is the beauty of the girl in the middle. Dressed in a black hoodie and white skirt, she has straight, shiny dark hair which stops just above her hips. Her skin has a slight natural tan, making me think she’s possibly part Latina or Middle Eastern, and her bright green eyes sparkle as she smiles, said smile revealing perfect white teeth. At the sight of this girl, Kate stops and stares. I can’t yet tell if she’s attracted to her or hates her.
“They definitely go to St Michael’s,” she declares a few seconds later. “They smell like benefits. And that girl in the middle looks like such a chav.”
Haley initially looks shocked, but giggles after a few seconds. I don’t react; I’m used to Kate saying things like this, and she’s started doing it a lot more since becoming popular. Usually I endorse her comments, but those girls did nothing to deserve such cruelty - they were minding their own business, getting coffee together just as we are.
One of the girls – the pretty dark-haired one – then stops and turns around. Her eyes focus on Kate, who’s still giving her a mocking look, as if challenging her to say something. Her friend – a shorter individual with brown curly hair – grabs her arm and tries to pull her away, but she doesn’t move.
“Emerald, come on,” the brown-haired girl urges. “They’re probably just jealous. Come on, your drink will get cold.”
This makes Kate laugh. My heart begins to thud, as I fear she’ll start a confrontation with these girls, innocent strangers who’ve done nothing to provoke her.
“Jealous? She’s delusional,” Kate snorts. “Why would I be jealous of a council estate slut?”
Emerald, as is apparently her name, remains still. Her eyes fill with tears, and I find myself wanting to comfort her, to apologise on behalf of my cruel friend. She wipes her face with her sleeve, then turns to her own companion.
“She called me a slut, Amelia,” she whispers, her voice cracking. “Why did she say that? Did I do something offensive?”
“No, Em,” Amelia assures her. “You did nothing wrong, you’re the least offensive person I know. Those girls are just nasty, they’re not worth your upset. Now come on, drink coffee with us. Coffee will make you happy.”
Emerald’s smile returns, although the tears remain. She nods in agreement, takes hold of Amelia’s arm, then silently follows her back to their table. 
Kate turns to me and smirks.
“Did I make her cry? By calling her a slut?” she laughs. “God, how pathetic.”

	 

	 

	We return to our own table ten minutes later, fresh cups of coffee warming our hands.
“They smell so good,” Sara remarks, breathing in the scent of our drinks. “I swear, coffee always smells amazing, but when you taste it, it’s usually kind of disappointing.”
“I’ve always thought that too,” Kate agrees.
Sara then turns to her specifically, and slightly narrows her green eyes.
“Kate, I’ve actually been meaning to ask,” she begins again. “What really happened between you and Mollianne? Because there were so many rumours, and Mollianne barely told us anything. Now that she’s gone-” 
Sara pauses to take a deep breath, composing herself at the mention of her friend’s demise. 
“-And you’re our friend, I feel like we should know. You understand, right?”
“Yeah, of course,” Kate replies, but the colour has drained from her face and she looks like she’s about to faint. She swallows a mouthful of coffee to delay her answer.
“There were some really strange rumours about you,” Claire interjects, smiling as if she remembers them fondly. “At one point people were saying you were a lesbian, and that you were stalking Molli because you were in love with her. I didn’t believe that, of course, but some people did.”
Kate laughs. I have never heard a more pained sound.
“I’m not a lesbian, no,” she assures Claire. That’s technically true, but I doubt these girls would see a difference between Kate’s bisexuality and lesbianism if they knew the truth: either way, they’d probably brand her a predatory pervert. “And I definitely didn’t stalk Mollianne. That’s just…that’s just so ridiculous.”
“Yeah, we all kinda figured that was bullshit,” Claire continues. “You’re way too sweet to be involved with anything like that. But what really happened? What was it that you and Mollianne fell out over?”
Kate looks down at her hands, which are resting on the table behind her mug. This gesture probably comes across as pained to the other girls, making them believe the memories of her split with Mollianne are horrible to think about, but to me, it comes across as nervous; Kate’s desperately trying to concoct a story that’ll explain how the friendship ended without causing these popular girls to hate her. 
A few seconds later, she’s done that, as she raises her head and smiles tightly.
“We didn’t actually have a falling-out.” The lie comes easily. “Nothing bad happened, we just sort of drifted away from each other: Mollianne met you guys, and I met Starr. And then we spent less and less time with each other, until eventually we just weren’t friends anymore.” She looks to me and smiles. I mirror her expression, joining in on the mistruth. “There was no big scandal, people just like to gossip. Obviously Mollianne and I argued sometimes, especially in the last few months of our friendship, but we ended on mostly good terms.”
“Wow,” Claire breathes. “Isn’t it ridiculous how much people twist things? We all thought you guys hated each other when you stopped hanging out.”
Kate chuckles.
“It really is. It’s all just sad people wanting to stir up drama because their own lives are so boring. Totally pathetic. I mean, I loved Mollianne…you know, as my best friend. We had so much love for each other, even if we didn’t show it towards the end. We just changed and drifted apart, you know? It happens. But we never hated each other, even years later.” 
She pauses, taking a deep breath. She then blinks hard, and I know what she’s going to do: she’s going to cry some fake tears. It takes just a few seconds for some to appear, and she allows them to roll visibly down her cheeks. Sara, Claire, and Haley look at her with sympathy, totally buying this act. 
“I’m sorry, I’m getting emotional now,” Kate continues, her voice cracking a little. She grabs a napkin from across the table and dabs both her eyes with it, before sniffing loudly. “God, I’m sorry. Hearing that people thought we ended on bad terms actually really hurts. Even though we didn’t, it makes me wonder if maybe I should’ve tried harder to continue our friendship. Maybe I could’ve protected her somehow, and maybe then…maybe then she’d still be here.”
I don’t know how Kate does it – perhaps she’s thinking of something that genuinely upsets her, or more likely, she’s just a great actress – but she proceeds to burst into a sorrowful wail, her face contorting with manufactured pain. She throws herself into Sara’s arms, and the two girls hold each other, Kate soaking her sweater.
“Hey, hey,” Sara tries to comfort her, placing a soft hand on her head. Tears spring into her own eyes, but she pays no attention to them, as she entirely devotes herself to trying to help a girl she believes is her friend. “You can’t think like that, Kate. Trust me, we all feel the same way – we all wonder if we could’ve saved her, and Sofia too – but you have to know that this isn’t your fault. The man who killed Mollianne was an evil piece of shit, and he would’ve killed her no matter what anyone tried to do to stop him. And if he hadn’t killed Molli, he would’ve killed someone else. None of us could’ve prevented this, but at least the police have arrested him now.”
Kate looks at Sara and nods weakly. If it weren’t so disturbing, I would laugh at this: Kate’s brilliant acting, and Sara’s total belief in it.
“I know,” Kate says, picking up the napkin to wipe her eyes again. “I get that it’s not logical, but I just can’t help feeling guilty.”
“We understand,” Haley joins in, reaching across the table to touch Kate’s arm. “We all feel the same way. But we’ll get through this, and eventually we’ll be able to move on. It’ll be hard, but we can do it if we stick together. We can’t let that bastard ruin any more lives. Don’t you agree?”
Kate nods again. She pulls away from Sara and sits upright once more.
“Yes. You’re completely right, Haley,” she agrees. She finishes the last few drops of her coffee, then looks to me. “Um, I’m feeling a little overwhelmed now. I think I want to go home if that’s okay with you girls.”
“Of course,” Sara says. “I’ll probably leave soon as well.”
Kate’s focus remains on me.
“Starr, can we walk home together?” she asks, but it’s not really a question; I’ve been friends with Kate long enough to know that it never really is. You don’t say no to her if you want to live peacefully – or at all.
“Of course,” I reply, as I’m supposed to. “Is anyone else leaving now?”
Kate shoots me a brief glare. She obviously wants for it to be just the two of us.
“I think I’ll get my mum to come pick me up,” Sara decides. “Haley, Claire, do either of you want to come back to mine? We could maybe have one more drink here and then go.”
“Sure, I’ll go to yours for a bit,” Claire responds, but Haley shakes her head.
“I should really get on with my art.”
Pleased that the other girls have decided not to walk with us, Kate gives them all brief hugs, an action which I copy afterwards, and then the two of us leave Fashionably Latte. Only once the coffee shop is out of sight does Kate begin to speak again, her tone now vastly different.
“Oh my god, I dread to think how many braincells I lose every time we hang out with them,” she groans. “They’re so fucking stupid, it’s actually funny.”
“Well, that’s exactly what we want, isn’t it?” I murmur. “If they were smart, they’d think it’s suspicious that we wheedled our way into their group straight after their friends were murdered, especially with your connection to Mollianne. And then our plan would be totally ruined.”
“Oh yes, I never said it was a bad thing they’re stupid. I’m glad they are,” Kate clarifies. She opens up her black Prada handbag and pulls out a cigarette, which she places between her teeth. After lighting it, she passes me the box, although this time I decline her offer. “So anyway, our plan was what I wanted to discuss with you,” she continues after a few puffs. “We need to destroy those girls’ reputations, and I’m thinking the best way to do that would be to spread some rumours; maybe we could make some fake screenshots or something. And then once the entire school hates them, we’ll reveal that we were behind the leaking of the messages, and take credit for showing Hayford how awful they really were. That’ll leave us as the only remaining members of the top popular group, and therefore the queens of the school. Then once we’ve settled into that role, we’ll start having some real fun.” She grins. “That’s when we’ll switch up the social ladder; we’ll move some people up, and push anyone who’s ever hurt us right down to Nadiya’s level. And then we’ll rule through fear, continuing into the two years of sixth form, all the way up until we finish school. None of that should be too difficult now, Starr. I mean, the hardest parts have already been done.”
I smile and nod, in awe of Kate and her plan.
“That sounds amazing,” I gush, not lying. I’ve never much wanted for power – I’ve always been a follower rather than a leader – but the way Kate describes it sounds glorious. Ruling the school as her right-hand woman will be amazing. “Maybe we should go to your place now and come up with some rumours to spread,” I suggest.
Kate nods.
“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” She takes my hands in hers and sighs with pleasure. “My god, I cannot wait to start this plotting…”

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Seven: Goodbye, Ma’am

	GRACIE

	 

	Iarrive at Kate’s party at 8PM, and sit down opposite her in the shed. Accepting a bottle of vodka offered by Chloé, I take a long swig, and smile as the alcohol makes its way into my bloodstream.
I'm happier now, because Kate is starting to tolerate me again; yesterday, I smiled at her in the hallway between classes and she smiled back. That action in itself was miraculous enough given what I did to her, but the fact that she did it when she was with her new, popular friends made it feel even sweeter. It means she doesn’t think I’m a loser; it means she sees me as an acquaintance at least, possibly even a friend. The rest of my life might still in ruins – Leigh hasn’t apologised, countless rumours about me continue to be spread across the school, and I hate myself immensely for my actions in Fashionably Latte – but if I am in Kate’s favour, I can overlook everything else. It means I’m safe; it means she won’t kill me as I had started to fear. And perhaps if she forgives me fully, I can forgive myself for not just for the incident in Fashionably Latte, but for all the other horrible things I’ve done too.
Kate hands each of us a tiny blue pill, marking the start of the party.
“Thank you all for coming,” she begins. Her voice is sultry and intense – like rich dark chocolate - and she looks gorgeous: she is a sight I don’t think I’ll ever get used to. Dressed in a Givenchy t-shirt, a black leather miniskirt which emphasises her gloriously long legs, and a pair of stilettos which make her even more impossibly tall than she already is, she demands attention. I happily give her all of mine.
“I made a decision last night which I need to tell you about,” she continues. I lean in closer, tightly clutching the bottle of vodka. “We've achieved our goals now: Gretta Marin, Mollianne Richards, and Sofia Roman are all dead, and Starr and I have joined the most popular group in the entire school.” 
She sighs happily, her crimson lips pulled into a dreamy smile, then flicks some dark hair over her shoulders. Her silver eyes sparkle as she looks at each of us in turn.
“We've been to so many amazing parties, gone on shopping sprees worthy of royalty, and we both have lists of people lining up to date us. It’s the best.”
Kate grins at Starr, who quickly mirrors her expression. It’s clear she relies on Kate for her happiness, so I guess we have that in common, but Starr is a pushover to the extremes, allowing Kate to get her into any level of trouble for her own gain. While I also killed someone on Kate’s behalf, I’ve stood up to her on a couple of occasions – the incident at Fashionably Latte being the most extreme example - so I like to think I’m not that meek. Starr is a stupid girl, and although I envy the love Kate gives her, I’m glad we’re not alike. Her perfect obedience must be the only trait Kate values her for, because she has absolutely nothing else going for her.
“…Therefore, I've decided we should put an end to this now, and disband the group.”
Kate's next words make my body freeze and my heart beat erratically. They undo every bit of happiness that came from her smile the other day.
No, I think to myself, tears burning my eyes. I suddenly feel dizzy, and clutch at my head to ease the pain. She can’t do this, not now.
If Kate breaks up the group and ends these weekly meetings, I won't be able to talk to her anymore, because God knows she would never speak to me if it weren’t for this group. She never even looked in my direction before all this, and I know she wouldn’t be seen dead with me in the halls of Hayford or at Fashionably Latte without the excuse of the murders. That’s even more true now that she and Starr are members of the clique once run by Sofia Roman. They couldn’t risk their reputations as the coolest girls in school by being spotted with someone like me.
So what happens to me now?
I already know the answer to that question. Kate will act like none of this ever happened, giving me blank or even mocking looks as she struts down the Hayford hallways with her popular friends. She’ll pretend she doesn’t even know my name, and if I ever plucked up the courage to try and talk to her again, she would act as though I am a lowly peasant, and she is an untouchable queen. It will become an insult for me to stand in her eyeline. And so I’ll have to return to my old self, doormat Gracie, the pathetic little girl who hides in the library at lunchtime, closeted and permanently longing for more. Except this time, it'll be so much worse, because Leigh is gone and my head is full of murderous secrets I know I’ll struggle to keep. I’ll become a ticking timebomb waiting to explode, and if I ever do, I know I’ll go the same way Gretta, Mollianne, and Sofia did.
I take a deep breath, trying not to show my upset at Kate’s decision. I can’t cry in front of these girls; they already hate me enough.
“That's fine by me,” Chloé claims, taking a sip of her drink in a manner so casual that I actually believe what she just said; she thinks she’ll do just fine without Kate, and I wish I had that same confidence.
My opinion of Chloé is a mixed one. While I definitely prefer her over Starr, and can see that she has some good traits – she can be funny when she wants to be, and usually remains calm and publicly in control of her emotions – I also see her weakness, her one main flaw that everyone knows about: her undying love for a boy who already ripped her heart out. I don’t understand it, and in my view, what happened between herself, her ex, and Mollianne wasn't worth killing someone over. Through stories told by my classmates, I've learnt that most teenage boys are void of empathy towards girls, bed-hopping to whoever they find most attractive on that particular day. What happened to Chloé probably wasn't a personal attack by her ex; he's probably just a shitty person, who treats all girls the same way. Sure, it was awful of Mollianne to sleep with him, but Chloé could've easily found someone better, for both a best friend and a lover. Drastic action wasn't necessary and probably didn’t do much to hurt that boy anyway, because I doubt he saw Mollianne as anything more than a plaything. He probably mourned her death in the same way a spoilt child would mourn a broken toy.
Then all of a sudden, Nina stands dramatically and looks to me, despite her words being aimed at Kate.
“Kate, if it's okay with you, I'd like for us to carry out one more attack. Seeing as I haven’t actually done anything yet, I feel a little left out.”
Kate raises her eyebrows, listening to Nina as if she’s deeply analysing every word, trying to figure out what her true reasons are for wanting to commit another crime. 
“Okay. I have the gun right here.” After a few moments of hesitation, she gives in to her request, and gestures to a paper bag by her feet. “Make sure to take it with you, and whatever you do, do not touch the victim or anything else at the scene. Who are you going to kill anyway?”
Nina grins. Her reply is directed not at Kate, but at me.
“I’d like to kill Mrs Woodstock,” she declares. “Gracie, would you help me with that?”
I freeze in my seat, the bottle of vodka nearly slipping through my fingers. I never expected to commit another murder after Gretta’s - I thought one each would be enough to satisfy Kate’s will. But it’s not Kate’s will I’m satisfying this time: it’s Nina’s. 
Just a few weeks ago, I never would’ve contemplated killing in the name of anyone other than the girl I love. But now, I find myself tempted to take up Nina’s offer, the horrid mixture of guilt and frustration caused by my role in Gretta’s death melting away. After all, Nina is the closest person I have to a friend right now – she’s the only girl at school who I know for sure likes me – and the idea of getting revenge on Mrs Woodstock is such a sweet one that the mere thought of it causes a sly smile to spread across my lips.
I know it’s petty, and that I’ll never have to deal with Mrs Woodstock again after this academic year, but I am at a breaking point now. My life is a dark wave, which was rising upwards as Kate started to tolerate me again, but now – with the news that she will break up the Granger Girls group – it’s come crashing down once more, perhaps lower than it’s ever been before. I don’t know what I have left: I definitely don’t have Kate, I don’t have Leigh, and I don’t have my family, the snobby, distant parents who would disown me if I ever came out to them. I have nothing left to lose but my freedom and this luxurious, unfulfilling, empty lifestyle I’ve been raised in.
I know there’ll be no happy ending for me, so I might as well take my revenge. At least then I won’t be the only one in pain.
Giving Nina a weak smile, I pull on my zip-up hoodie in preparation to leave.
“Yes, of course. Are we going to do it now?” Those words seal my fate as a double murderer.
“Yes. We have to do it tonight, I have this all planned out,” Nina replies. I look at her and see that she’s completely composed: her hair is still neatly styled, her make-up hasn’t smudged, and there’s no sign of worry on her beautiful face.
“You planned this?” Chloé interjects, her expression a mix of anger and confusion. “Why didn’t you tell us this until now? This doesn’t fit with Kate’s plan, this isn’t-”
“I’ll make it fit with the plan,” Nina snaps. She rolls her eyes as she picks up her leather jacket. “In fact, I already have. Our group won’t get caught because of this, since Tomasz Kleiner has already been arrested and police are probably only days away from charging him with all three of the murders so far: they’re not looking into Gretta, Mollianne, and Sofia’s deaths anymore. And anyway, they won’t think to connect this murder to the others because it’ll have a totally different MO – attacking a teacher inside a school is not at all similar to luring teenage girls into the woods – so even if the other murders do somehow come back to any of you guys, this one won’t. As for Gracie and me, I’ve done my research and know what to do to avoid getting caught. We won’t go down for this crime. No one here will, trust me.”
Reluctantly, Chloé nods. Nina’s explanation is very convincing.
“Fine, then. Kate, you’re okay with this, right?” she checks.
“Yes,” Kate confirms. “It sounds like Nina has everything planned out perfectly. And if she and Gracie do mess up and the police get them for it, they’ll take the responsibility between the two of them. We don’t have to worry.”
Nina turns to me.
“In that case, let’s go,” she says, before taking the gun out of the paper bag and slipping it into the inside pocket of her jacket.
“Did you say we’re going to kill her in school?” I ask, remembering the detail from Nina’s explanation a few minutes ago.
“Yes,” she confirms. “I heard her say yesterday that she’ll be staying at school late tonight, because she has hundreds of essays to mark and can’t concentrate on marking at home. She said she’ll be there until nine or ten, probably in her usual classroom. It’s 8:32 now, so we better hurry up if we want to catch her.”
I raise my eyebrows, shocked at Nina’s spy-level knowledge of our French teacher.
“Who did she say all this to? Are you really sure?” I check, intense nerves beginning to set in. My stomach swirls and my heartrate soars, but I try to keep my expression neutral. 
“Yes, I’m sure,” Nina insists, seeming irritated by my cautiousness. She’s the kind of girl who likes to live on the knife’s edge, taking spontaneous risks – drinking too much, trying drugs, sneaking out, and committing murder, apparently – without giving much thought to the potential consequences. Perhaps I should have more trust in her, though, because she’s always gotten away with it. She’s so good at getting away with it, in fact, that her parents currently believe she’s at Hayford to take extra science classes. They have no idea she’s in an abandoned shed, preparing to commit a murder.
I almost pity Muhammad and Khadeeja Parwaz, because Nina has deceived them beyond their wildest nightmares.
“I heard Mrs Woodstock telling Miss Doherty,” she explains. “It was just after the end of our lesson yesterday. Miss Doherty came in, and they stood at the front of the classroom chatting to each other as we were all leaving for break. You were probably already gone by then, but trust me on this. What reason would Mrs Woodstock have to lie to the deputy head about staying at school late? It has to be true.”
“Yeah,” I mutter, pushing my doubts aside. I take a deep breath, composing myself. “Okay. Let’s do this…”

	 

	 

	It's silent as we walk to school, save for the sounds of our footsteps and some occasional signs of life in the streets around us: a bird swoops above our heads, a group of people giggle, and at one point we even hear some rock music from a far-away party. Nina says nothing, though, as she takes stride after confident stride. Despite the cold, she never shivers.
Pulling my hoodie closer to my body, I stare up in both fear and awe at the looming front gates of Hayford Independent. Unsurprisingly, they’re closed right now, but I don’t know if they’re actually locked.
Nina gives them a hard push, and they fly straight open.
“I guess it’s easier to keep them unlocked until every teacher has left,” she figures. “Even if it’s hours after the school day finishes.”
We step past the gates, and begin walking towards the languages block where Mrs Woodstock is bound to be. Only a few lights remain switched on, and it feels strange to be moving through these hallways in darkness. It feels wrong - of course, because it is – but it also feels kind of exciting. My heart begins racing even faster, but it’s now more from anticipation than fear.
“What will we do if a teacher sees us?” I whisper to Nina, upon arriving at the first set of stairs. Mrs Woodstock’s classroom is on the second floor, so we’re still a few minutes away from reaching it.
“Night classes,” she replies quickly. “I don’t think there aren’t any being held here tonight, but we could say we got the day wrong, and that we’re leaving now we’ve realised. They probably won’t think much of it, as long as we’re caught before we actually kill her.”
I swallow, thinking about the other possibility.
“What…what if we’re caught afterwards?” I cannot help but ask, the words catching a little in my throat. The prospect is so terrifying that it almost makes me want to turn back, run away from Nina and the school, and home to where I’m relatively safe. But I don’t do that, because I want revenge. I have anger and nothing else. 
There is nothing left for me to lose.
“Then we’re fucked,” Nina mutters. “But that won’t happen, don’t worry. If we hear someone coming, we hide – there are plenty of good hiding places in this school – but if they do catch us and there’s absolutely nothing we can do to convince them we’re innocent, then I’m willing to take a second life.”
I shiver from both the cold and Nina’s words, delivered with such poised calmness. 
We walk on.
And then Nina stops and turns to me. Her body tenses up, and she starts looking around as if she’s scared.
“My god, I can't believe I'm doing this,” she says, walking backwards now so she can remain facing me. “I really did think I'd gotten over all this. I didn’t think it would come back, and I definitely never thought I’d end up killing someone. But I guess Kate brings out the worst in me. And I think she brings out the worst in you as well.”
“Gotten over what?” I ask, confused by Nina’s sudden change of attitude.
She smiles, returning to her previous confident state, which only baffles me further. She’s a little like Kate in that way: both these girls can turn their emotions on and off like a tap, being in a state of panic or upset one moment, then as confident as a model on the catwalk the next. They’re the only two people I know who have that ability.
“My “psychopathic tendencies”, as my parents put it,” Nina replies, making speech mark gestures with her hands. She stops walking and leans against a locker labelled as belonging to “Lily Pierce”, a name I don't recognise. Judging by the bright-coloured stickers decorating the door, I would assume this Lily is a year seven student. 
Nina takes a deep breath, before beginning to elaborate on what she just said. We’re in a good location to stop – this wall of lockers is positioned at an angle which slightly hides them from the view of anyone walking down the nearest corridor – and I’m pleased to be waiting a little longer before carrying out this attack.
“When I was younger, starting when I was about six, I used to do a lot of things which were...frowned upon,” Nina begins. “It started off fairly harmless, like deliberately stepping on flowers, or making rude comments about strangers to my parents and siblings. But then it progressed very quickly; I would hurt other children at school; I would steal my dad's lighters and set things on fire; I'd kill any little animals I could find. And I did all this without any care, while my siblings and classmates would cry over accidentally stepping on bugs.”
“Nina,” I gasp. “Oh my god. What happened when people found out?”
“My mum took me to the doctors,” she tells me, “and they said I displayed strong signs of psychopathy: I enjoyed harming other living things, had a lack of empathy, I was a compulsive liar, and I was constantly taking risks, but they couldn't diagnose me with anything because of my age – you can’t be diagnosed with psychopathy until you’re eighteen. Even more disturbing than that, though, was the fact that I had two of the three traits of the Macdonald Triad. Do you know what that is, Gracie?”
I shake my head.
“It’s a psychology theory which can be used to predict future criminal behaviour in children,” Nina explains. “The three traits of the triad are regular bed-wetting past the age of five, arson, and animal cruelty. It’s said that if a child displays two or more of those behaviours, then there’s a high chance they could go on to become a serial killer. I was involved with both arson and animal cruelty.”
I try to contain my shock, but it’s really, really difficult. Again, I get the urge to run, but my body tenses up to stop me from doing so.
“Oh wow,” I breathe, a shiver running down my spine. “What did your parents do about all this?”
“After that doctor’s visit, they decided to move me to a different school for a fresh start, away from my brothers and sisters. This was just as I was starting year four, a little while before my ninth birthday. I wanted to make my parents happy, so I made a conscious effort to be nice at my new school. It was difficult, but after pretending for a while, I managed it for good. And by the time I left primary school, I was the perfect student and perfect daughter. I wasn't the little girl who was possibly a psychopath anymore: I was a totally new version of myself. My parents wrote off my old cruelty as a strange phase, and for a while I did too. But these past few months – those last couple at my old school and my time at Hayford so far – have felt different. I want more than I’m getting; I’ve realised how much I hate my parents favouring my sister Zainab over the rest of us siblings, and how our classmates see me as nothing more than a quiet, innocent new girl. I want more recognition, power, and a good time. I want to do whatever I feel like doing, and I no longer care what people think. And I guess that’s what’s making me revert back to these old behaviours. After all, if I am a psychopath, that can’t be cured because it’s a personality disorder - it’s just part of who I am. It can be treated and somewhat controlled, but never cured for as long as I live.” 
I’m not sure what to say. I stand for a moment in shocked silence, blubbering like a fish before I can get any real words out.
“But it doesn’t…it doesn’t make you do things, right? It’s not like schizophrenia or something where you can’t control your actions, is it?” I ask, and Nina shakes her head.
“No, not at all. I’m totally in control of myself and my actions; I don’t hear voices or hallucinate or go into a psychotic state or anything like that. I can choose whether to be good or bad, which is how I was able to be well-behaved for all those years. You know, psychopaths can be good people if they want to be,” she explains.
“But…but you choose to do bad things?” I check. 
Nina nods, her mouth twisting into a proud smile. There’s a smear of red lipstick – the colour of blood - on her perfect white teeth.
“I’ve been good for so long, and I only did it to fit in and please my family,” she says, her voice changing now; there’s hatred seeping into it. “I’m sick of being good, it earnt me no real reward. So now, I’m going to do whatever I want. And right now, I want to kill Mrs Woodstock.” She takes my arm, and her tone softens again. “Come on, Gracie. Are you ready?”
I hesitate for a moment, still trying to process everything I’ve just heard. I’m having a revelation now, one that’s even more uncomfortable than the stuff Nina told me. Because if Nina is a psychopath, she would feel emotions differently to most people: she would feel no remorse, no care for anyone but herself, and no fear in situations others would find terrifying. She would be able to convincingly mimic emotions, switching them on and off whenever she liked, and that’s something she can indeed do. But Kate can also switch her emotions in the same way, and she doesn’t seem to feel remorse or sympathy for others, either. She’s just like Nina, and if Nina is a psychopath, that makes Kate one, too.
I should’ve worked it out earlier. But I was stupid and I was – I still am - in love. I knew Kate was a bad person, and yet I refused to acknowledge it.
I wonder what the likelihood is of two people like Kate and Nina meeting and committing crimes together. It must be so low.
“I said, are you ready, Gracie?” Nina snaps.
Without thinking any harder about any of this, I nod, and we make our way up the two flights of stairs in silence. 
Nina gets on her tiptoes to peek into the window of “French 3” – the classroom usually used by Mrs Woodstock – before grabbing onto the door handle.
“She’s in there,” she confirms. “When we walk in, you grab her and hold her against the wall-” 
She pulls a pair of disposable plastic gloves from the pocket of her jacket and offers them to me. 
“-Then I’ll shoot her straight in the head, and we’ll go as soon as that’s done, leaving her in the same spot to be found tomorrow. We leave the school the way we came in, and then we run as fast as we can until we get back to the shed. Do you understand?”
I gulp.
“Yes. Let’s do this.”
Nina opens the door, and we step inside the classroom.
Mrs Woodstock is sat at her desk, ugly nose buried in the exercise book she's marking. She doesn’t react to our arrival - I guess she doesn’t hear us.
As directed to by Nina, I get her attention by yanking her from her chair and pulling her towards the back wall, at which point she lets out a scream. 
“Shut up!” I yell, and without thinking, I send my gloved fist into her face to make her obey me. It works; she doesn’t speak again, as blood pours from her mouth and she keels over in pain, trying to stem the crimson flow.
“Good job,” Nina says, as she takes her place a few feet away, gun aimed at Mrs Woodstock’s lowered head. “Now move a little so I can shoot her without hitting you.”
I do as she tells me and shuffle slightly to the right, now holding Mrs Woodstock by the shoulders.
Poised and confident, Nina pulls the trigger, but nothing happens. Confused, she slaps the gun against her hand before trying again, but still no bullet comes out. Mrs Woodstock continues to moan in pain, very much alive.
“Fuck, it must be empty,” Nina curses, throwing the useless pistol to the ground. “This is gonna be messy, but I have a back-up option.” She then produces two large knives from her jacket pockets, and hands one to me. 
“No, please no!” Mrs Woodstock now screams. I let her go and she falls to the ground, blood flying from her mouth and onto the classroom floor. Then she looks at me, and her small eyes widen in shock.
“Gracie?” she murmurs. “Is…is that you?”
Nina clenches her jaw and tightens her grip on the knife.
“Get her,” she commands, and with that, we pounce. Falling onto the teacher with no real planning, we begin to furiously stab her chest and shoulders, prompting her to scream even louder. Blood spurts upwards, splashing onto our faces and clothing, but Nina doesn't seem to care, as she pulls her weapon out and plunges it back in again. I, however, am shocked. Stabbing is much more violent than shooting, and - judging by the screams and cries coming from Mrs Woodstock - also much more painful.
Never in my life have I seen this much blood. It’s everywhere.
“Please!” the teacher moans. She’s growing weak now, the top half of her body completely covered in injuries. “Whatever is this for? What did I do to deserve this?” She begins to cry, the tears turning scarlet as they mix with her blood. 
Nina laughs. I’m about to put the woman out of her misery by delivering a quick final slash to her throat, but she grabs my arm to stop me.
“Don’t. Let’s make her suffer. We’ll give her a slow, painful death.” 
With that, she walks over to where Mrs Woodstock is curled up, sobbing onto the floor. She inflicts yet another stab wound to her right shoulder, which causes her to quieten, then steps back to where I’m still stood. She looks at me and grins, clearly proud of the job she’s done.
“Let’s go,” Nina orders. She places her bloodied knife back into her jacket pocket, picks up the discarded pistol, grabs my arm, and pulls me out of the classroom…

	 

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Eight: Fatal Mistakes

	STARR

	 

	“I'm so hungry,” Kate whines, as she puffs on a cigarette. “Shall we get pizza after this? Just the two of us, if you want.”
“Sure,” I reply.
Just as I speak, Nina and Gracie reappear at the door we left ajar for them. They are completely covered in blood - it's up their arms, staining their clothing, and smeared across their faces – which provokes gasps from most of the group. Nadiya looks seconds away from fainting, as she covers her nose to protect herself from the foul metallic stench.
“You stabbed her?!” Kate rushes over to them, stomping her feet in fury. “What the fuck happened?”
“The gun was empty. There wasn’t a single bullet left in it,” Nina explains, sounding confident despite Kate’s rage.
Kate’s hands form fists by her sides.
“Did you not think to check that before you left?!” she shouts. “Fucking idiots! Don't you dare blame me if you're caught for this!”
Nina glares back at her, a sarcastic comment probably on the tip of her tongue. She's changed so dramatically since I first met her. It's been less than three months - she arrived at Hayford in November, and it’s now January - and in that time she's undergone a complete transformation, going from the sweet and quiet new girl to a dangerous, bloodthirsty rebel who’s not afraid to give Kate a piece of her mind. 
Gracie hasn't changed a bit, though: she’s still the pathetic outcast who relies completely on Kate for her happiness. She proves this by looking down at her feet, clearly ashamed of herself for angering my best friend.
Both girls pull off their bloodstained clothing, and sit on the tattered sofa dressed only in their underwear. Gracie also takes off some disposable gloves, the sight of which causes Kate to breathe a small sigh of relief. 
Once rid of everything linked to the murder she just committed, Nina grabs a half-empty bottle of red wine from the floor by her feet and twists off the lid. As she and Gracie begin to settle back in, several small conversations erupt around the room, and Kate’s attention returns to me.
“Where do you want to get the pizza from?” she asks, and I shrug.
“I don’t know. How much do you want to-”
“Kate?”
I’m interrupted by Nadiya, who stands up in her usual dramatic manner. The entire group turns to look at her, and Kate’s eyes pan down her body with blatant disapproval, focusing on Nadiya’s physical imperfections: the tangles in her braided hair, the acne on her forehead, and the fat on her overweight body. Once her silent analysis is complete, Kate rolls her eyes and lets out a groan. 
“Yes?”
Nadiya clears her throat. Her face displays only a small amount of fear.
“Can I leave now?” she asks. “We're done, right?”
Kate stands up and walks over to her, getting as close to Nadiya as is possible without the two girls touching. This invasion of personal space makes me uncomfortable, and I’m not even the target of Kate’s attempted humiliation.
“Why do you want to leave?” she inquires. She sounds nice, but anyone who knows Kate would be able to tell that she's being fake, trying to intimidate her challenger. Most of the time she does a pretty good job of that, but Nadiya is strong and outspoken. She doesn't back down.
“Because I don't feel comfortable here,” she spits. There’s a stormy glare in her eyes, as she presses her lips firmly together.
Kate somehow gets even closer, so that her body is now touching Nadiya’s. In her four-inch heels, she towers over five-seven Nadiya, and looks down at her as one might observe rubbish in the streets.
“Why, Nadiya? Do I make you uncomfortable? Do you feel bad?” 
“Yes, Kate!” Nadiya cries in response. “Killing people makes me feel bad! Killing Sofia was the worst thing I ever did. How can you not understand that? Do you not feel any remorse? Not even a little bit?”
Kate rolls her eyes. 
“No, I don't. I don't care at all.” She takes another step forward, almost falling over Nadiya now. It would be kind of funny if it were in a different, less threatening context. “And don't speak to me like that. Show some damn respect!”
Without warning, Nadiya swings one of her fists, and is only stopped from assaulting Kate when she quickly reaches out to grab said fist in self-defence. She bares her teeth and digs her claws into Nadiya’s skin, holding her wrist just inches away from her eyes.
“I’m warning you, Nadiya,” Kate hisses, her face now resembling that of a feral cat; her teeth are on display, her eyes are wild, and her dark brows are furrowed in pure anger. “Try anything like that again, and I’ll take Gracie’s knife and do to you what she did to Mrs Woodstock. Do not test me, because there are four other girls here right now, and every single one of them is on my side! No one supports you, Nadiya, no one at all. Shut up and back down, for your own sake.”
Nadiya freezes at this warning, her whole body tensing up. Her fist falls out of Kate’s hold, and to her side once more. She takes a step back and inhales a shaky breath.
“I’m sorry, Kate,” she mutters. The apology is false, said only to save her own life. “I know I shouldn’t have done that, and I promise I won’t do it again. Please just let me go home now.”
Kate pauses for a moment, contemplating whether or not to grant Nadiya’s wish.
“Fine. Go,” she snaps. “I’ll see you whenever. And if the police speak to you, you don’t know anything about Mrs Woodstock’s murder. You haven’t seen Gracie in weeks, and you don’t even know who Nina is.”
“Of course,” Nadiya agrees. “I don’t know anything about any of you. I’m just a sad, lonely bullying victim with no friends. I definitely don’t know anything about any kind of murder group.”
Kate grins, like a serpent that’s caught a rat.
“Perfect. I’ll see you around, Nadiya.”
Nadiya nods in acknowledgement, before opening the shed door and disappearing into the night. Once she’s gone, Kate turns to me and sighs.
“I’m so tired,” she whispers, her demeanour having totally changed in the few seconds since her interaction with Nadiya ended: she seems to have grown paler, her eyelids keep dropping shut, and she moves sluggishly. “I’m gonna send the rest of the girls home now so we can get our pizza and relax.”
“Please do,” I reply. “My “dealing with Gracie” battery has almost run out.”
Kate giggles, then turns to look at Gracie, Chloé, and Nina.
“I think we’re done here,” she tells them firmly. “The meeting is over. Nina and Gracie, you two better race home. Put your dirty clothes into a private bin outside a random person’s house. That way, they can be framed if the clothes are found and connected to the murder. Dispose of the knives somewhere else, either in a separate bin or a bush.”
Gracie and Nina both nod obediently. The latter and Chloé then leave in silence, but Gracie lingers for a second, before creeping over to the spot where Kate and I are sat.
“Are you all right, Kate?” she asks, causing my friend’s grey eyes to narrow in annoyance.
“Of course I'm all right!” she snaps. “Why wouldn't I be?”
Gracie hesitates.
“It's just...you looked a little on edge. I didn't know if Nadiya hurt you at all when you were arguing, or if you were worried about how me and Nina killed Mrs Woodstock.”
Kate shakes her head, lips pressed firmly together.
“No. I'm not hurt and I'm not worried. You were stupid to stab Mrs Woodstock, but that was your choice and it's your own freedom at risk. You should be worrying about yourself and Nina, not me. I’m not gonna go down for your mistakes.”
“Okay. As long as you're fine, that’s all that matters,” Gracie says. She steps towards the door, having gotten the hint that she’s no longer welcome here. “Goodbye, Kate. I'll see you around.”
She remains at the door a moment longer, waiting for Kate to reply, but she doesn't. Realising she isn’t going to get a response, no matter how long she stands there, Gracie accepts defeat and leaves.
Once the door is shut behind her, Kate turns to me and smiles, although it's a weary, somewhat sad smile.
“Shall we get that pizza now?” she asks, taking her phone from her pocket and opening a new tab to search for delivery. I nod, and lean over her shoulder to look at the menu.
We order only enough to feed ourselves for tonight, then meet the delivery driver outside Kate’s house half an hour later, making sure to catch them before they ring the doorbell. Once the food is in our hands, we return to the shed and sit back in our spot on the ground.
“This smells amazing,” I remark happily, as I pull open the pizza box and inhale the warm cheese and tomato scent. Kate moves forward to take a slice, but doesn’t reply. When she does eventually speak again, it’s on a different subject.
“We’re screwed, Starr,” she declares. Her voice is emotionless, as if she doesn’t really care, but her eyes say otherwise: they’re full of fear. “Gracie and Nina…they shouldn’t have done that. Why the hell did I let them go? How could I possibly think that Gracie could be trusted to clean up a crime scene?”
I put my half-eaten slice of pizza down on the lid of the box, and gently place my hand on Kate’s arm. Grease from my fingers transfers to her skin, but neither of us care.
“Come on, don’t you remember what you said to Gracie earlier? If she messed up with the crime scene, only she and Nina will go down for it: there’ll be no evidence there that could possibly link to you. They won’t link this crime to any of the others, either, because the police really believe Tomasz Kleiner was responsible for those. Trust me, Kate, we have nothing to worry about. Nothing at all.” 
I move closer to her, trying my best to be a comfort, but I don’t fully believe my own words. Of course we have things to worry about; we’re not untouchable. There’s still a chance the police will realise their mistake and release Tomasz without charge, and if they do that, they’ll have to investigate all the murders again. Then they might link Mrs Woodstock’s death to those of Gretta, Mollianne, and Sofia, and somehow find a connection to one or multiple members of our group. And if one of us goes down, the others will soon follow.
“You know that’s not true,” Kate says firmly, voicing my own thoughts. “We have so much to worry about. This murder tonight, it was…it was such a mess, and I really don’t think-” 
She swallows, growing more distressed with every word.
“-I don’t think they’ll get away with it. And what about Nadiya? Could she go against us? I just let her walk out like that after we fought, and she was probably so angry. I know I threatened her, and she agreed not to go against me again, but there’s no way I can trust anything she says. My god, Starr, I should’ve killed her. I had a chance, and I could’ve, but…but then no.” She pauses. “No, we can’t kill any more of our classmates, because then the police will know that Tomasz is innocent. We…we have no way of silencing Nadiya or any of the others now. Oh, Starr. Oh god, Starr-”
Breathless, Kate stops speaking. And then she loses it.
Letting out a furious scream, she flings herself across the shed, swinging her arms in an attempt to cause as much damage as possible. She kicks an empty bottle, sending it flying and shattering into a million sharp pieces, then – in a moment of uncharacteristic strength – she manages to pick up the sofa and throw it, although only a few inches. 
And then she crumples up like a paper doll, falling to the floor, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her erratic behaviour leaves me in a state of shocked silence; I’ve never seen her do anything like this before, and I’m not sure what I should do to help her.
“Fuck!” Kate yells, her head snapping round to look at me. “We’re done, Starr, it’s over. We’re…Nina and Gracie and Nadiya have ruined our lives. We’re going to prison, Starr, we’re going to rot in prison until we die.”
“No, Kate,” I try to reassure her, but my words come out as a pathetic squeak. “We’re not. We can fix this, and we don’t even know yet if Nina and Gracie have messed up. They might’ve done a perfectly good job in-”
“Starr,” she interrupts me. “No. It’s over. It’s all over…”

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Nine: Love and Blood

	NATHAN

	 

	Ateacher at Hayford Independent was stabbed in her classroom last night. Against all odds, she survived, and described the attackers to the police from her hospital bed; she said they were both small females, one with dark hair, one blonde, and were between the ages of thirteen and sixteen. She couldn't remember anything else, as she hit her head during the attack, and that paired with the severe mental trauma had made her memory fuzzy. But I didn't need any more information to conclude that it was Kate's little group of killers who were responsible for this brutal attack within their own school grounds.
It’s been a month and a half since Kate revealed her murderous secret to me, and I’m struggling to live with it. I pushed through the guilt before, keeping up my carefree façade, but I feel differently now. Since that conversation in Kate’s bedroom, two more people have been targeted by her, and one of them died: Sofia Roman, the host of the party we attended together. Knowing that I could’ve prevented both of those attacks fills me with a guilt that’s too much to carry alone. 
But no matter how tough things get – no matter how heavily my guilty conscience weighs on me - I still won't ever go to the police. I can’t risk having Kate taken from me. And so instead, I invite the only other person I can trust with this secret over to my house after school, where I plan to tell him everything. I’m hoping then that some of my pain will subside, as I’ll finally have someone who understands how terrible I feel.
“How many girls have slept in this bed?” Romeo jokingly asks, as we sit on the edge of my king-sized mattress and take off our school shoes.
“Only Kate. I'm not a fuckboy like you,” I reply, a little more aggressively than I intended. I don’t mean to be nasty – I’m on good terms with Romeo at the moment – but I’m controlled by my stress, and it’s destroying the filter between my brain and my mouth.
Romeo doesn’t take offence, though. He laughs, showing off his perfect teeth.
“It's not my fault that girls find me irresistible. And some boys too,” he says with a cocky smirk.
I playfully roll my eyes. I’m only going along with this shallow conversation to delay having to tell him about Kate’s crimes. Sweat is already pouring from beneath my St Michael's school uniform, as I wonder if maybe this was a bad idea, and if it would be better for me to continue carrying this guilt alone. But then I remember the panic attack I had just yesterday – my first one ever, a terrifying incident in the middle of a sleepless night where I lost control of my own body, fear eating me alive – and I know I have to push forward with this. Opening up to Romeo will lighten my burden, and I’m sure it won’t cause any real risk to Kate. After all, Romeo is my best friend: I trust him.
I get back to our conversation, fighting to hide my nerves.
“Must be nice. I guess it’s a shame that I’d feel guilty if I ever shagged a girl and then threw her aside like you do.”
Romeo laughs yet again, a reaction which makes me feel a little uneasy given that I pretty much just called him a misogynistic pig. Regardless, I breathe a slight sigh of relief that he’s not offended. It’s still my fear that’s talking, because never before have I spoken to Romeo in such a blunt manner. I regret my rudeness, but what I said isn’t exactly a lie.
“Look,” I go on, changing the subject. I’ve put this off for long enough now; I need to get it over with before my nerves get the better of me and I back out entirely. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
Romeo blinks, his easy smile replaced by confusion. 
“What is it, Nath?” he whispers. His blue eyes are wide, his lips slightly parted; he knows this isn’t good news.
“It's Kate.” My voice falters as I speak. “She’s done…she’s done something terrible.”
Romeo fiddles with the badges on his blazer: a miniature of the St Michael's crest, a green spot representing the house he's in, and a rainbow pin bought in support of an LGBTQ+ charity, a hypocritical item given his habits of fetishizing lesbians and becoming uncomfortable at the sight of gay men. 
“What...what do you mean?” he asks slowly, as if he doesn’t really want to know. His hands are sweaty and the colour has disappeared from his face, leaving him ghostly pale. He seems to have become almost as nervous as I am.
I take a deep breath, consider backing out yet again, then tell him everything before I can stop myself.
“Romeo, Kate and this group of girls from her school are killing people.”
I pause for another breath, exhausted both physically and mentally. My throat feels like it's closing up, starving me of oxygen. 
“She killed Mollianne Richards. You know, the girl who-”
“No,” Romeo cuts in. There are tears in his eyes now and his voice is thin, barely audible. “Not Mollianne. No. God, she was…she was-” 
He looks down at his hands and shakes his head, whispering something incoherent. 
“Kate said she killed Mollianne?” he then double-checks, as if he might have misheard.
I nod. I can’t speak. 
“If you're serious.” Romeo’s voice is firm now, despite the tears that pour down his cheeks. “Then I'm going to the police.”
My heart stops. I’m mentally screaming; this was a mistake, a huge fucking mistake. I leap to my feet and shake my head.
“You can't go to the police! Kate will get in so much trouble!” I cry. I look into Romeo’s eyes, trying to appeal to whatever part of him feels something – anything – for Kate. I know he doesn’t love her – and I’m glad of that – but they’re friends, they have to be friends. He couldn’t betray her.
But Romeo’s eyes hold only one thing, and that’s horror towards both me and Kate. He twitches, then pulls himself up from the bed, joining me where I’m now stood a foot or two away from it.
“Who else is involved? Anybody else I know?”
“I don't know who else! Kate didn't tell me!” I insist, desperate for him to believe me. My heart is beating so fast now that I fear it might kill me. I’m not sure that’s even possible, but what I do know is that things that usually work to keep you alive can also occasionally cause your death. I think Kate might end up becoming one of those things: she’s been my main source of joy since our friendship began, but now I wonder if she’ll also be the death of me. I don’t want to die, but I’d take a bullet without hesitation if it would somehow save her from this mess she’s made.
Romeo shakes his head again as he moves towards the door, which is shut but unable to be locked.
“Nathan, I know you're in love with her, but you need to think clearly about this. If Kate’s telling the truth, then she's a monster. It sounds like she knows exactly what she's doing, and she knows what will happen to her if she gets caught. Let her face those consequences.”
I get up, join him by the door, and take both his wrists in my hands to prevent him from moving.
“If you tell the police,” I warn, “Kate will kill us both. You can’t-”
“Oh, she would never kill me,” Romeo interrupts. He gets a nasty look in his eyes, before exaggerating every syllable of the painful sentence he says next. “Because she loves me. And you know it, Nathan.”
He's pushed me over the edge now: anger consumes me entirely. Without hesitation and with all the force I can manage, I plunge my knee where it'll cause Romeo the most pain. He lets out a high-pitched, feminine squeal, collapsing to his knees as he clutches between his legs.
“Fuck you!” he yells, his blue eyes wide with pain.
I yank his head back by the sunshine blonde curls.
“How could you?! I trusted you with Kate’s secret, and straight away you threatened to tell! And then you bring up her crush on you, you torture me with it! You're fucking heartless, Romeo,” I spit.
Romeo gets to his feet, shoves past me, and takes a step closer to the door.
“Grow up, Nathan. Kate is evil – she’s a monster - and you need to stop protecting her. Just put your feelings aside for one minute and think logically about this. Everyone but you can see that she treats you terribly, she leads you on and uses you for her own gain, time and time again. Forget about how hot she is, or how long you’ve known her, or even how much you supposedly love her. She's a terrible person and I don't know how you can't see that.”
My fists tighten, short nails digging into my palms. My body is burning, my mind a confused mess. What Romeo’s saying makes sense – he might even be right – but I can’t accept it. I refuse to accept it.
A few of his words in particular echo round my brain.
I'm going to the police. She's a monster. She loves me.
Screaming with rage, I smash my fist into Romeo’s face. Blood pours from his nose, dripping onto my bedroom carpet, and he groans in pain. He attempts to break free of my grip, but he’s no match for me: at six foot two, I am four inches taller and probably a hundred pounds heavier than he is. I easily push him back to the wall and continue to punch him, over and over again.
Punch, punch, punch. Bang, bang, bang.
I don’t even think about what I’m doing, what potentially lifelong damage I could be causing Romeo. I’m simply doing what my emotions tell me to, a routine that has become far too familiar recently. There’s no logic to my life anymore: it’s just Kate. Everything I do is because of her.
Romeo falls to his knees, his face injured almost beyond recognition. He's not so irresistible now.
“Nathan...please,” he begs, struggling to catch his breath. Tears run down his cheeks, and he makes no attempt to fight them or appear strong, emotionally or physically. 
I have broken him. 
He spits a mouthful of blood onto my carpet and I bash him in the stomach with my foot as punishment, causing him to wail like a dying animal. I cannot believe my own cruelty, but I continue to perpetrate it anyway, too riled up now to think empathetically. 
“Nathan…you don’t get it,” Romeo whimpers, looking up at me, his blue eyes sad. “Please, why can’t you just listen to me? Why are you being like this?”
He breaks into a coughing fit, and I get the urge to help him somehow – to pat his back or clean up his throat and mouth - but I don’t. Instead, I just stand there, watching him suffer.
“Why am I being like what, Romeo?” I sneer.
“Like,” Romeo breathes, desperately panting for air. “Like…this. You’re not a violent person. You’re not a bad person. What is this? It’s all for…all for Kate? She’s not…she’s not worth it.”
Another wave of anger hits me. I hoist Romeo’s chin upwards, so he has no choice but to stare straight into my furious eyes.
“You’re the one who “doesn’t get it.” You will never, ever know what it’s like,” I assure him, resisting the urge to fling my fists again. “You will never know what it feels like to love someone, love them for so long, and know that you will never have them…you can never have them, no matter what. But you keep fighting for them, and it just-”
“No, Nathan,” Romeo interrupts, his tone softening. He sounds almost friendly towards me, despite everything I’ve just done to him. He blinks, and a few more tears fall. “I know exactly what that feels like.”
My heartrate slows.
“What?” I ask, confused. “Who do you feel like that about? Who do you love that you can never have? Every girl I’ve ever met has flung herself at you, which one hasn’t?”
“Nathan?” He takes a deep breath, but I ignore him, baffled at how Romeo could ever claim to have the same problem I’ve had for so many years now; he’s a girl magnet who’s never been rejected before, at least not that I know of.
“Answer me, Romeo,” I urge him. “Who is it? What’s her name? Is it a Hayford girl?”
“Nathan-”
“Why won’t you tell me? Is it a secret or something?”
“Nathan, for fuck’s sake, look at me!” Romeo yells. 
I do as he asks: I look down at his tear and bloodstained face. He manages a tiny, pained smile. And then I realise.
“No,” I gasp, unable to hide my shock. “It’s not-”
“Yes,” Romeo admits, before bursting into a fresh flood of tears. “It is. It’s you, Nathan. I’m sorry, I just…I shouldn’t have told you, I shouldn’t have…oh god. Oh god, why did I-”
Romeo rushes to the door and is about to pull it open. I take hold of his wrist to stop him, and for a moment, we silently remain in that position: my hand on his arm, his whole body covered in blood after I beat him for threatening to spill the secrets of the girl I love, tears from his own shocking confession of love staining his cheeks. It’s the strangest of scenes, one I never could’ve predicted even an hour ago.
“I’m sorry, Nathan. I’m really sorry,” Romeo sobs, as I gently grasp his hand away from the door. “You’re gonna hate me so much. And I completely understand if you do, I get it-”
“I don’t hate you, Romeo,” I quickly assure him. “Don’t apologise, please. I’m just shocked. I had no…I had no idea you felt that way about me. I mean, are you gay? What about all those girls?”
“I’m…I’m bisexual,” Romeo says, using his free hand to wipe away some tears. “Those girls…it wasn’t fake, I was genuinely attracted to them. But you…you’re the only person I’ve ever had real feelings for. And I hate myself so much for it, because I know our friendship will never be the same now. I’ve ruined everything with my stupid…stupid gay crush.” He chuckles, but it’s not a sound of humour. It’s a sound of pain, of heartache. “And what a time to come out, huh? After you’ve beaten me to a fucking pulp over your stupid fucking friend.”
“I’m sorry,” I reply, and I mean it. This revelation – that my best friend is in love with me, and I’ve been completely oblivious to it – has restored my humanity, snapping me out of whatever evil trance I was previously in. “I’m really sorry for hurting you. And…and I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t tell me this earlier. How long have you had these feelings, anyway? Is it something you’ve only just realised?”
Romeo shakes his head
“I realised as soon as we became close. I tried to suppress it, I lied to myself and said it was just admiration or jealousy towards your looks, but deep down, I always knew. I’ve known I wasn’t straight since I was ten or eleven years old, I just…I just couldn’t accept it.”
His confession makes me feel so much guilt that I almost begin to cry myself. How could I allow my closest friend to feel like this? How could I have allowed him to suffer in silence for so long?
“Oh, Romeo,” I breathe. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry for everything. And I don’t…I don’t hate you, don’t be silly. I won’t ever hate you. And I don’t care if you have a crush on me. I don’t care at all, as long as we can still stay friends.”
“Friends,” Romeo sighs. His eyes fill with tears yet again. “A tiny part of me had hoped maybe you’d feel the same way, but I know now that that was stupid. I’m okay…I’m okay with staying friends, of course. We could never be together, I know that.”
I look at my feet, no longer able to maintain eye contact with him. I was already a wreck when Romeo entered my bedroom at the start of this afternoon. It’s only been half an hour since then, but so much has changed in that short time, and I somehow feel even worse now than I did before. 
“I’m sorry,” I mutter again. “But before I let you go, I need to check that you won’t go to the police. You know…you know I can’t risk letting Kate be arrested.”
Romeo hesitates. He probably thinks he no longer has a choice here; I probably scared him so much that he'll never be able to go against me again. At the thought of that – the possibility that these moments of irrational anger have changed the dynamic of our friendship forever – I want to cry. I want to hug Romeo and apologise a million times over; I want to tell him that I feel terrible for everything I ever did to cause him pain. I even want to tell him that he’s wrong – that I do have feelings for him – not because it’s true, but because I want to save him from the endless torment of being in love with a friend who doesn’t feel the same way back.
“I’m not going to the police,” Romeo assures me. “But I want you to do the right thing, Nathan. Please just think about it. Think about the families of those girls Kate killed, put yourself in their shoes. I know you don’t have a sister, but imagine if one of those girls was your cousin. Or…or imagine if the roles were reversed, and Kate was the one who’d been murdered. You’d want justice, I know you would fight for it. So please…please go to the police or convince Kate to give herself up. I’m begging you.”
I sigh. I already know I won’t do that. Because I’m selfish in my love for her, I refuse to think about the pain Kate has inflicted on these murder victims and their families. For years, I’ve ignored the pain she caused me; I can easily ignore the pain she causes others. 
“I’ll think about it,” I reply, telling Romeo what he wants to hear. “For now, though, let’s just get you cleaned up and safely home. Oh, and what will you tell your mum when she asks about the injuries?”
Romeo shrugs.
“I…I guess I’ll say I was mugged. Yeah, that would work. I was mugged as I walked from your house to mine.”
I nod.
“All right. That should be believable enough.”

	 

	


Chapter Forty: The Villains on My List

	NADIYA

	 

	It ends tonight. Everything ends tonight. That includes Kate’s freedom, Kate’s crimes, and my own life as I know it. As I rise from my comfortable, safe bed at half past eleven, I’m shivering with fear, but do my best to push it aside; I have to face this bravely. What I’m about to do is a huge sacrifice, and if it somehow goes wrong, I may end up going the same way Gretta, Mollianne, and Sofia – poor, sweet Sofia – went. But it’s a risk I must take, because these girls have waited too long for justice. And although I’ll be giving up my literal freedom, I will be gaining a different type: emotional freedom, the ability to dictate my own life and feelings, as free as I’ll ever be from the fear of incurring Kate’s wrath.
I’m ready to do this now. I’m strong enough at last.
Alongside Kate, I will be taking down Starr, Gracie, Nina, and Chloé – the very girl I promised to protect if I ever gained the bravery to do this – but I can’t find it in me to care. These girls are both victims and villains, having been manipulated into murder by the puppeteer that is Kate Granger, but they’re beyond rehabilitation at this point. Any one of them could have joined me and stood up to Kate, but none of them did; none of them sought me out in secret and asked to join my fight. Instead, they threw away any morals they had and assisted Hayford’s new queen in her bloody path to the crown. For that, they will all have to pay.
I reach beneath my bed and retrieve a battered cardboard box. Inside this box is every single piece of evidence that I have collected in my secret campaign to take Kate down: every screenshot and photo is printed on laminated paper, a USB stick contains every video and audio recording, and the burner phone Kate used to communicate instructions of murder to me is also in here, all ready to be handed over to the police.
After double-checking that the box contains everything it’s supposed to, I place it gently on top of my pillow and pull off the navy pyjamas I’m currently wearing, replacing them with a black hoodie and matching coloured jeans. I slip my feet into socks and some battered trainers, then pick up the box once again. 
As I reach my bedroom door, I remember one more thing I need to take with me: my personal mobile, because I know that once I step into that unfamiliar building where I will tell all, I won’t leave again for some time. I want to inform my parents of what I’m doing just before I do it, and especially before it hits the news; Mum and Dad don’t deserve the panic of having me disappear as three other girls have done in just as many months.
Shoving my phone into the pocket of my jeans, I open my bedroom door and slip into the hallway, a task made slightly difficult by my holding of the evidence box. Once out of my room, I listen for movements from my parents or Rosa, but hear none. Deeming the coast clear, I dart down the stairs as quickly as I can, then pause to catch my breath by the door of the kitchen. While stood there, I’m suddenly hit by a pang of hunger, and I roll my eyes at myself. How like me this is: just as I’m about to be a hero, my insatiable appetite strikes.
I question for a moment whether I should simply ignore my cravings and leave – this is extremely important, after all – but I soon decide against that, and head into the kitchen. I justify my decision through the fact that, soon, I will never set foot in this little room again; I will never eat food bought by my mother, food that’s stored in these stained cupboards and chipped bowls. It’s a homely pleasure I deserve one final time. Plus, my stomach is rumbling, and I like to listen to my body - if I feel hungry, I won’t deny myself food.
I head over to the fruit bowl, which currently contains just a few bruised apples and unripe bananas. My hands shaking, I reach forward and pick up an apple. I smile at the sweet taste of it, as my teeth pierce the bright red skin and make contact with the flesh beneath. I’m sure they have apples in prison, but I bet they don’t taste as good as the ones Cherish Akinyi buys. 
I take another bite, and then another, allowing the juice to drip down my chin and onto my hoodie. I’m still in the dark, as I won’t risk awakening my parents by switching on the light, but I find I actually don’t mind it. Standing here alone, the moon being my only source of brightness, is strangely relaxing. My breathing is still ragged, and I’m shaking a little, but I’m gradually starting to calm down. In a few minutes, I might finally be ready to leave the comfort of my family home and hand myself in to the police.
“Nadiya? Is that you?”
I freeze, losing all the progress I made with my nerves. At the sound of someone else’s voice, my heart speeds up again and my body turns to jelly. The apple rolls off my fingers and smashes to the kitchen floor, and I grab onto the counter with my free hand to stop my legs from giving way.
Then, slowly, I turn around to see my mum’s face.
She switches on the kitchen light and frowns, her dark eyes surveying the scene in front of her. She must be so confused: her meek, well-behaved sixteen-year-old daughter is stood in the kitchen in the middle of the night, dressed in fresh clothes, eating an apple, with an unfamiliar box in front of her.
“Nadiya, what’s going on?” Her voice matches the baffled, slightly angry expression on her face. “What is all this? What’s in that box?” 
I take a slow breath. I didn’t plan for this; I thought I could get out the house without my parents catching me. My plan was to call them to explain everything just before I headed into the police station, the physical distance between us making that terrifying task a little easier. That way, I wouldn’t be able to see the look of horror on their faces, and their tears would be naturally muffled by our devices.
But now I have to explain it all here. I have to stand in this kitchen – the kitchen where I’ve made countless cups of tea, spent so many afternoons ranting to my dad about my shitty day at school, and fed Rosa hundreds of meals – and tell my mum that I killed a girl, an innocent classmate with her entire life ahead of her. I have to tell her that I was so naïve and desperate for friendship that I went to a meeting hosted by the cruellest girl in the entire school, and then I let her involve me in a murderous plot in the name of revenge. I have to tell her that I went against everything she ever taught me growing up, and that I’m about to hand over my freedom as punishment.
“Mum, it’s…it’s a lot,” I begin. I can’t look at her face; to see her so upset, as I know she will be, would break me. It might even be enough for me to change my mind about all of this, to force myself to forget any of it ever happened and flee to another country far away, vowing to live a full life without ever hearing the name Kate-Camille Granger again. 
But I don’t deserve that. I can’t run away now. And so I begin to explain everything.
“You…you can’t tell Dad right now, okay? Tell him when I’m gone, please.”
Mum’s lips part and her face grows pale. She’s realised now that I wasn’t just having a midnight snack, or preparing for a strangely timed walk; she knows that what I’m about to tell her will change both our lives forever. It will change our entire family, dragging the Akinyi name through the mud.
“Gone? Honey…oh no, honey, no! No!” Mum cries. “You’re not…are you running away?”
I shake my head.
“No, Mum. It’s worse than that. Running away…that would be too good for me.”
Mum steps closer. She closes the kitchen door behind her, and places a loving hand on my waist.
“Nadiya…I don’t understand. What’s happening? Has something bad happened to you?”
I take a shaky breath.
“Yeah…that would cover it,” I reply. I then grab a chair from the table nearby and sit down, prompting my mum to do the same. We’re now opposite each other, so close that our knees are touching and we have no choice but to make eye contact. “You know about the…the murders? Gretta, and Mollianne, and Sofia?”
I struggle to hold back tears at the mention of Sofia’s name, and Mum notices this. Her face grows even paler, and a little gasp escapes her lips. 
That pushes me over the edge: I can’t keep myself together any longer. With no regard for my family members who are still sleeping, I let out a wail and cry like a baby.
“Oh, Nadiya…Nadiya, no you didn’t…you didn’t do that, did you? But they have the man, they have-”
“Tomasz Kleiner is innocent!” I declare, regaining just a little of my composure. I turn my upset into anger towards Kate, the Granger Girls, and this situation in general, and let that take over my voice. “He was framed. They have no DNA evidence, only a bunch of circumstances that weren’t even real! It was…it was Kate-Camille Granger who did this. It’s all her fault, everything is her fault!”
Mum looks concerned – obviously - but also a little confused. She doesn’t recognise Kate’s name.
“Who’s Kate-Camille?” she quietly asks.
“Kate-Camille Granger is the person who really organised all these murders. She had this plan to take over the school, to become the queen bee-” 
I cut myself off. What I’m saying is so ridiculous it’s almost funny, and yet it’s true: Kate really did kill three people just so she could be popular at school. 
“You probably won’t believe me, but I promise you, this is all true,” I continue after a few seconds. “Kate created this little group, she…she found five girls who were all vulnerable in some way, who could all gain something from being her friend, and she made them believe she was helping them. And then she sent them out to commit all these murders on her behalf. I mean, she killed Mollianne Richards herself, with one other girl as her accomplice, but-”
I wipe my eyes with the sleeve of my hoodie. This is all too much; it doesn’t feel real, and I wonder if maybe soon, I’ll wake up. I’ll be snuggled under a mountain of blankets, and the smell of fresh coffee and pancakes will waft into my nose. Mum will come in to invite me down to breakfast, and it will all have been a terrible nightmare. Kate Granger will be nothing more than an irrelevant brat, Chloé Brown will still be the nice girl who helped me on my first day at Hayford, and Gretta Marin, Mollianne Richards, and Sofia Roman will all be alive and well.
But this is not a nightmare. This is real life, and I will never wake up.
“Nadiya, those five girls-”
Mum knows. I fit the profile perfectly: I was – I still am – vulnerable, and from being Kate’s friend, I would’ve gained protection from the bullies who made my school life hell. 
“-Were you…were you one of them? Have you killed someone?”
I can’t speak, but I have to tell her the truth. Slowly, I nod my head, then bury my face in my hands, sobbing harder than I ever have before.
“I killed Sofia Roman!” I blurt out, as my anger turns back to guilt and upset. “I killed her, and for what? What did she ever do to me? Oh, Mum, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, I just…I was-”
“Oh, honey.” 
Mum stands from her chair, and places herself to the right of me. She puts a gentle hand on my shoulder, and dips her head to be level with mine. Her whole body is shaking, and she’s crying now too, but she’s much better at keeping her composure than I am. 
“I don’t hate you. I still love you, whatever you did.”
“You shouldn’t, Mum, you shouldn’t!” I scream, as I pull my head back up and slam my fist on the table, again not thinking about my sleeping dad and sister. “How can you love someone like me? How can you look at me, having just heard me admit to murder, and still feel love?”
“Nadiya, calm down,” Mum urges. “I love you…I love you because I’m your mother. You’re a part of me, just as much as my hair is, or my hands are. I can’t just abandon you, even if you do things…even if you do things that will ruin both our lives.”
And then finally, she breaks down fully, sinking back into her chair as she sobs. With her eyes concealed by the sleeve of her pyjama top, she reaches to the table behind her for something to cry into, but finds nothing more suitable than an oven glove. Reluctantly, she places that to her face.
“There’s a little more to explain, Mum,” I tell her, swallowing to clear my throat. My mouth has gone completely dry now, a stark contrast to the river that’s flowing from my eyes. “Kate, I…I don’t know how she did it, but she’s clever. And she made me think that if I just went to this one meeting she was holding, I could be accepted at last. That’s all I wanted, to be accepted.” 
My voice cracks, as I think about how that simple desire to belong – something almost every human being craves – has cost me so dearly. 
“I went to this meeting she was holding because she said she’d put an end to my bullying problems. She said I’d never have to deal with Gretta Marin ever again, and you know about the kind of stuff Gretta did to me. And I was so desperate…I was so desperate that I didn’t even consider what Kate would gain from this, I didn’t question why someone like her would want to help someone like me. I even…I guess I even accepted the idea of killing Gretta, because by then I’d been completely pushed to the edge by her bullying. But everything just spiralled further and further after that. Kate claims she did it all to be popular, so she could take the places of these girls she killed. And I know she had some bad history with Mollianne Richards, but the other two…I don’t know why she did it. But I argued with her, I told her I would go to the police and put an end to this, but she would never let that happen. I tried to quit the group peacefully, too, but she wouldn’t let me leave either. And then she said that if I didn’t kill Sofia Roman, she’d kill me and you and Dad and Rosa instead, because at that point I would’ve lost nothing by going to the police. She thought by making me kill Sofia, she was trapping me.”
I gasp for air. I’ve reached the point of present day, of this very moment. Now I have to tell Mum what I’m going to do next.
“But that didn’t work, because you caught me…you caught me just as I was getting ready to go to the police station and hand in all the evidence that would incriminate those girls.” I usher to the cardboard box, still placed on the counter a few feet away from us. 
Mum’s teary eyes widen. She must be in a state of absolute disbelief. The poor woman probably just thought I was having a snack; she never expected to learn, on this most average of nights, that her teenage daughter was involved in a murder plot. This is so much to drop on her all at once.
“But Nadiya,” Mum splutters. “Are you handing the evidence over anonymously or something? Because if you give it in and the police know who you are, they’ll be wondering how you have it all. You’ll be incriminating yourself.”
I look into my mum’s eyes. I think she catches on.
“Yes, Mum. I’m handing myself in. I’m going to confess to Sofia’s murder, and I’ll accept any prison sentence they give me for it. I can’t live with the guilt any longer, and I can’t let an innocent man rot behind bars while the real criminals stay free. It’s going to be difficult, I know, but I have to do the right thing. That’s what you raised me to do, isn’t it?” 
My lips quiver as I speak. Mum reaches out and grabs both my hands, holding onto them as if she’ll never touch me again. It’s hard to accept that she might not, at least not from outside prison walls.
“Really? But you don’t have to…you don’t have to do this,” Mum protests. “We can drop that box off outside the police station, drive straight back home, and never speak about any of this ever again. They can arrest the other girls, and you can keep on living your life as normal. We can move away, as far away as you like, we can even change our names. By sending those other girls to prison, you still would’ve done a good thing. You don’t…you don’t need to give yourself up, Nadiya. We can pin Sofia’s murder on one of the others, Kate you said her name was, or-”
“No, Mum,” I say firmly, getting to my feet. “I’m going to confess. I’m not innocent here: I still killed Sofia, and I still knew about those other murders for months and didn’t do anything. I was a coward, and if I’d had the courage to do this earlier, I would’ve saved lives. I let Kate get into my head, and I was terrified, but now…now I have to put this right. If I want to be a good person – and I do, Mum, I do – then I have to confess. I can’t lie, I can’t allow myself to escape the blame I deserve. So please, Mum, please support me here.”
I manage to hold back my tears this time, biting my lip to fight them as soon as I’ve stopped speaking. Mum pulls herself up from her chair, and reaches out to touch me again, her hand landing on my left arm.
“Nadiya, are you sure? Are you sure you won’t regret this?” she asks, and I shake my head. I know this will be difficult, but never before have I regretted doing the right thing. This time won’t be any different, even if the cost is so much higher.
“I won’t,” I assure her. “Just please promise me you’ll be here, that you’ll help me through everything. I know there’ll be court hearings and trials which I’ll probably have to speak at, and I’ll have no idea what to do. I’ll need you for that, and I’ll need you when I’m in prison.”
At the mention of the word “prison”, Mum lets out a little shriek, and I rush to comfort her. In my arms, she takes a few deep, long breaths. 
And then eventually, she nods.
“Of course I’ll support you,” she says. “I love you, Nadiya. I’ll always love you. And…and…and as hard as it will be for me, I’m proud of you for doing the right thing. You’re a good girl, Nadiya, you really are.”
I think I’m anything but a good girl – good girls don’t kill people – but I don’t contradict her.
“I need to go now, Mum. Will you come with me? Now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure I’ll need an adult there with me anyway, since I’m under eighteen,” I request, to which Mum instantly agrees. I then add, “I wanted to go at night so we won’t see anyone we know; I especially don’t want to risk seeing someone from Kate’s group. And…and now…right now, I’m ready. I don’t want to put this off any longer.”
Slowly, reluctantly, Mum nods.
“Are you sure you don’t want to see Dad and Rosa again before you leave?” she wonders.
I consider her offer – I would love more than anything to be held by Dad, and to kiss Rosa’s chubby little cheeks – but quickly reject it. If I see them now, I know I might change my mind and never be able to bring myself to do this.
“No,” I say. “Let’s just go. We can’t delay any longer…”

	 

	 

	The twenty-minute drive from our house to the police station is a surreal one. I sit at the back of the car, rather than in the passenger’s seat, with the box containing every piece of evidence I have against the Granger Girls placed beside me. The radio isn’t on and neither of us are talking.
I press my face against the window and look at each building we pass as best as the limited light will allow me. I take in every tiny detail, because soon, I will never see any of these places again. I will never again walk past Fashionably Latte and breathe in the scent of fresh coffee and cakes. I will never again serve a snobby diner in Luce Del Sole. And I will never again attend a class at Hayford Independent Secondary School, a place that I hate but somehow already find myself missing. I guess I’ll miss the education more than anything else: I don’t suppose prisoners are allowed to take GCSEs or A Levels.
“We’re here,” Mum announces, parking opposite a small, well-kept building. Thanks to the streetlights, the sign outside is just about visible: it confirms that this is indeed a police station, where I can hand in evidence and myself. “Are you ready?”
I gulp.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I tell her, as I unclip my seatbelt and take hold of the evidence box. I open the door and climb out the car, Mum doing the same. I then pull her into one final hug before we go in, and kiss her cheek, breathing in her scent as I do so. She smells of shea butter and cooking spices, and I would pay all the money in the world to be able to bottle that scent. I’ll miss it so badly once I’m locked up, just as I’ll miss the softness of her skin and warmth of her breath on my cheek, as she holds me in the way only a mother can.
“Okay,” Mum continues. She pulls away from me as slowly as possible. I know we both want to continue holding each other; we would hold each other forever if we could, but we can’t. “Are we going to go in now, Nadiya?”
I take a long, deep, shaky breath.
“Yes. Let’s do this.”
I press the bell to alert the police of our presence, and they respond by unlocking the door. The officers in the reception area all turn to stare at us as we enter. Their gazes are mostly confused, but some are cruel, and some actually look a little upset.
“What can we help you two with at this time of night?” A young woman asks, her lips curving upwards but not quite managing a smile. Her blue eyes turn to the box in my hands. “Is that for us?”
“Yes,” I reply. “I think I better go to an interview room before I say anything more. I have important information relating to the murders of Gretta Marin, Mollianne Richards, and Sofia Roman, and also the attempted murder of Sandra Woodstock.” 
I’ve rehearsed these lines over and over again in my mind, and I’ve thought a lot about how the police officers might react to them. They do exactly as I expected: they turn to one another in shock.
“I will take you to an interview room now, madame,” a tall, Black man with a buzzcut volunteers. He ushers to Mum. “Is this your mother?”
“Yes,” I say. “I’m sixteen, so I need her with me, don’t I?”
“That depends on what you’re about to tell us, but yes, it’s probably best she stays either way.” He flashes her a tight smile. “Both of you, please follow me.”
We do as we are told, and the three of us walk side-by-side to the interview room, two additional officers trailing behind us. Once we’re sat down at a plain-looking table, the first officer asks if Mum and I want a drink – to which we both say no – before sending one of his colleagues to fetch him a cup of coffee. Upon said colleague’s return, all three police officers take seats on the opposite side of the table to Mum and me, so they’re facing us directly.
When all is quiet, I begin to talk.
I tell them everything I told my mum and more. I tell them every detail of every meeting I ever had with the so-called Granger Girls. I explain to them how Kate was able to catfish Sofia and frame Tomasz Kleiner for her murder, and I reveal all the details I know about the deaths of Gretta Marin and Mollianne Richards. I also mention how Gracie and Nina were responsible for the attempted murder of their French teacher, an attack which was messy and probably resulted in DNA evidence being left at the scene.
This explanation - which requires me to recall almost every day of the last three months - takes just over two hours. The three policemen I’m speaking to need ten cups of coffee between them to get through it, and by time I’m finally finished, the sun is beginning to rise and we’re all a little delirious from lack of sleep.
“And in case you’re in doubt about anything I just told you,” I finish. “This box contains evidence which proves all of it beyond doubt.” 
I place the box on the table in front of us. The officers all exchange shocked glances, just as they did with each horrifying truth I threw at them earlier. And then slowly, the one who was leading the interview pulls himself to his feet.
 “Can I just confirm?” he begins. His voice shakes, and I’m not sure if it’s with shock, anger, upset, or exhaustion. Perhaps it’s a combination of all those things. “You are confessing to the murder of Sofia Roman, and perverting the course of justice in the cases of Gretta Marin, Mollianne Richards, and Sandra Woodstock?”
I breathe, tears once again brewing in my eyes. This really is the end, and I find I’m neither happy nor sad. Just relieved that it’s finally over.
“Yes, sir. I am confessing to all of those things, and the evidence in that box proves I’m telling the truth.”
“In that case.” He steps towards me. “Nadiya Akinyi, you are under arrest…”

	 

	


Chapter Forty-One: 4.48

	KATE

	 

	Iwish with everything in me that I killed Nadiya Akinyi. I would give up every last item in this room – my beautifully-furnished, black and pink bedroom – for the chance now to grab her by the hair and send a bullet straight into her brain. In fact, I wouldn’t just give up everything in this room for that chance: I’d give up everything in my entire life. 
If it somehow gave me the opportunity to kill Nadiya, I would happily kill every other Granger Girl first, including my best friend Starr. I would kill Nathan Willis – my acquaintance since I could barely walk, and my other best friend since I was nine – and I would most certainly kill Romeo Collins, the boy I’ve been infatuated with for months now. I say infatuated because I’m no longer stupid enough to believe it was really love, even if it felt so much like it at one point. I would definitely kill my parents – I’d do that for free if it were convenient – and I’d kill all my extended family too: the grandma who used to buy me dolls and chocolate every Christmas, the granddad who carried me on his shoulders and remarked with wonder at how tall I was getting, and the uncle who pushed me on the park swings and gave me ice cream on hot summer days. Nothing would be too far, because Nadiya Akinyi has destroyed me; if I could turn back time, I would end every single goddamned person on this entire planet before allowing that to happen. But I can’t go back, no matter what I do. I can’t save myself now.
Nadiya must have been planning this for a very long time, because it was organised meticulously. I always thought I did a good job at organising our murders and the other group activities, considering every detail to prevent us from being caught, but clearly, my efforts were not good enough: Nadiya well and truly outsmarted me. She didn’t make a single mistake. 
She’d been keeping a diary of sorts since the very first murder, a scribbled timeline documenting everything we ever did - every argument we had, every meeting, and of course, every crime. These highly detailed accounts repeatedly stated the full names of everybody involved, and mentioned aspects of the crimes that could’ve only been known to someone who was there. But even more damning than the timeline – which good defence lawyers maybe could’ve written off as elaborate fiction – is the mountain of evidence Nadiya provided to the police, items which could never be anything but proof of my involvement in the murders of Gretta, Mollianne, and Sofia. This evidence includes a video recording of the conversation I had with Mollianne to lure her to her death, an audio recording of a phone call in which Chloé mentions her and me killing Mollianne, several printed screenshots of incriminating texts sent to Nadiya’s burner phone by multiple members of the group, and even high-quality photos of Nadiya stood beside Sofia Roman’s dead body, clutching the murder weapon that’s still hidden behind my bedroom wardrobe.
At least those are the things I’ve heard were contained within her box of evidence, because at the moment, it’s mostly just rumours and speculation; there’s been news articles published, stating that a teenage girl handed herself in with evidence that implicates multiple classmates in the murders, but the details are scarce, as the media would never name anyone until after arrests have been made, and the cops are still working to verify exactly what went on. I don’t need to wait to be told who the snitch was, though: it could only ever be Nadiya. I also don’t need to be told that all the evidence is legit, either, because I have a horrible sinking feeling in my gut. I just know that Nadiya has betrayed us. I saw the end before things even really began with her - I was just too weak, too slow to act on it. I always knew, deep down, that she would be our undoing, and yet I convinced myself I could somehow keep her under control. By time I realised the truth – that the only way to control her would’ve been through a bullet in her head – it was too late.
The police will come for me any hour - or any minute - now.
This time, I can’t manipulate my way out of my mess. I can’t charm the police with my pretty face and words, because Nadiya’s evidence is overwhelming, and it’s not even the only weapon the police will have against me. Their second will be Sandra Woodstock, who’s currently recovering in hospital, but is doing well and is expected to survive without any life-changing injuries. That means it won’t be long until she’s able to speak to the police, and will no doubt agree with Nadiya that Nina and Gracie were her attackers. That’s a claim that will likely be supported by DNA evidence, and one that will add significant weight to the case against me and my followers.
I don’t know why I ever thought it would be okay to let Gracie and Nina out on their own. It was obvious they’d only make a mess of things, adding to the mess that I should have known Nadiya would eventually make. They’re two more girls I should’ve killed: Gracie was always a nuisance, even when she was harmless, and Nina was growing far too confident for my liking. If it hadn’t been for Nadiya’s betrayal and our now inevitable downfall, I would’ve bet money on Nina and me one day having a fatal clash.
I take a step towards my bedroom window, then pull back the curtains to gaze down into the garden. There’s nothing happening there, as usual: my parents are both still at work, Sparkles the cat is in the living room, and I can no longer bring myself to go outside. The only activity in that large green space is the wind attacking the apple trees that line the lawn, viciously yanking back branches and plucking away leaves. The wind is so severe that I wonder if a storm is on the way. That would be fitting, because a storm is exactly what’s brewing in my head right now, the damage to the trees not dissimilar to the violence my brain is committing against itself.
I wipe away tears that are not yet there, an early reaction. I know what needs to be done, but I cannot do it, just as I can’t do anything else. I am a complete and utter failure, a useless waste of space. And so I just stand and stare at the lawn I played on as a child, sunbathed on during the summer, and relaxed on with Mollianne and then Starr, as we gossiped about our classmates over pints of low-calorie ice cream. None of those things will ever happen again. There are no more happy memories left to make: I have experienced all the smiles, both innocent and mocking, that the universe will allow me. 
Knowing I can’t stand here forever – my mother said she’ll be home early tonight, and I can’t be here then – I turn around and head towards the wardrobe, my hands shaking and my legs jelly. I just about manage to reach my arm behind it, and take out the paper bag containing the gun used to murder all three of the girls labelled victims of our killing spree. I say labelled victims, because I don’t see any of them as true victims: they all deserved their fates. I’ll never feel remorse for removing them from this world, however much people want me to. They can go to Hell for all I care, both the victims and those who pity them. Everyone can go to Hell, I don’t give a fuck. The only person I care about now – the only person I’ve ever truly cared about – is ruined, far worse than those stupid dead girls. Her life is also over, but her death is going to be so different. It will probably be a lot more painful, because she will know it’s coming. She will feel the fear building up inside her, her heart racing, her brain longing but terrified. Those other girls were lucky to be taken by surprise, their minds on death for only a few short moments. They were not tortured, mentally or physically, and I find now that I envy them for it.
It feels so strange to think back to the beginning of my operation, and the girl I was then. I didn’t realise it at the time, but I was happy: except for popularity, I had everything I wanted. I may’ve also been full of rage – as I always have been and still am now – but the rage I had back then was a good kind of rage. It was a rage that motivated me, pushing me to go and achieve my goals. In November, I smiled genuinely, as I glowed from my good health and carefully applied make-up. I used to sing along shamelessly to my favourite songs - everything from Oasis to MARINA to anything cheesy from the 00s – and I never used to feel fear. But everything is different now: I am so different.
The girl I am now is terrified, and angry in a new way: she’s angry because her ambitions have been destroyed, her plan to achieve that one unfulfilled desire has ended in the worst way possible. This girl was betrayed by people who were supposed to be her friends, betrayed by Nadiya, but also Nina and Gracie, that same shy little Gracie who claimed to feel undying love for me. I can’t smile anymore, and I have lost my glow; I am both physically and mentally unhealthy, skipping meals and getting no sleep. Most days I can no longer bring myself to apply any more than a pathetic slick of make-up, and when I do apply more – as I have today – it makes no difference, because everyone can see through it. They can see past the thick layer of foundation to the stress-induced acne beneath, they can see the permanent sad glint in my kohled eyes, and they can definitely see that the concealer covering the dark bags beneath those eyes has been smudged by tears that never seem to cease. I can’t sing even when alone, and I feel fear, now more strongly than anything else. My emotions have always been limited – the range usually consisted of pride in myself, relief at a plan succeeding, and anger towards most of the rest of the world – but never before has my brain had such strong tunnel vision for one feeling. Fear is now the only thing there. I can smell it, even, in my nervous sweat, and taste it in the blood from my mouth.
This can’t go on. Nadiya Akinyi has destroyed my life. Gretta, Mollianne, and Sofia contributed too: if I hadn’t killed them, I wouldn’t be shaking right now. There would be no tears on my face.
Carelessly, I toss the gun onto my bed. I then stand a few feet away, fiddling with the artificial curls at the ends of my hair, my palms clammy. I have to act – I have to do it - but I can’t bring myself to. 
God, I can’t do anything. It was easy with Molli – why is it so hard now?
This might be the most difficult thing I have ever had to do. I’m not even fully sure I want to do it, but I know I have to; I keep trying to think of another way, but there isn’t one. The only thing I love has already been destroyed. It’s time to put an end to her plan, preserving her as best as possible and leaving others to deal with the aftermath - every grotesque, sickening, bloody aspect of it.
Kate-Camille Rosemary Granger never got her hands dirty, and that won’t change now. She might’ve made a mess – she spun a blood-stained web that could take years to fully unravel, costing multiple people their freedom and plenty of taxpayer money – but she will not be made to clean up after herself. That’s one thing Nadiya and those stupid fucking cops could never take away. They could never truly take my freedom, and so in the end, I did win.
They were stupid not to realise that: the cops only win if you let them.
I won.
I won.
I won.
I fucking won.
No.
No.
I lost.
Winning doesn’t end like this.
I fucking lost.
I lost everything.
The game is up.
I didn’t win.
There are a few things left to do. I check the time on my phone, which tells me I have maybe ten more minutes until my mother gets home. I can take a little longer than that – it would be difficult for her to stop me at this point – but decide to hurry up anyway. It’s best not to drag this out too much.
As I begin to walk – pacing up and down, up and down, up and down, up and down the room – I compose a text message. I do not know why I choose this particular person to send it to, because I have Starr and Nathan and even my new popular “friends”, but I select Romeo Collins as the recipient. 
It's only a minute or two before I find myself exhausted by the walking. Struggling to catch my breath, I fall to my knees with a thud and cry out at the pain. Tears pour down my cheeks and splash the carpet Starr and I used to sit on for hours, drinking tea and watching YouTube videos, or having deep conversations about our insecurities, even though I had none back then. 
Starr will never again sit here with me. I will never even see Starr - my greatest ally and friend - ever again.
I turn my focus back to my phone and continue typing my message. It doesn’t take long, because I don’t put much effort into it.
“I love you. I want you. I love you. Please say it back, just this once.”
I sob even harder as my thumb hits send. I know I’m pathetic to grovel over text to a boy who clearly doesn’t care about me – and who I don’t care much for, either - but I suppose it’s a reflection of my current state. The girl I am now is nothing like my old self, who never saw males as anything more than disposable playthings, who would’ve laughed at the idea of asking someone to love me.
But once I send that stupid message, I cannot stop. As if they have a life independent from mine, my fingers produce more texts, pleading with Romeo to reply. I can’t tell whether or not he’s using his phone, but if he is, he’s ignoring me: none of my messages are replied to. 
“Pleasepleaseplease.”
“Just love me.”
“Just pretend to love me.”
“If you can’t even pretend, then at least fuck me.”
“Come over right now and fuck me.”
“Are you on your way?”
“Fuck you.”
“You coward.”
“Fuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyou.”
“I hate you.”
“I hope you know that I hate you.”
“I hope you die a slow, painful death.”
“I hope you burn in Hell.”
“I hope no one goes to your funeral.”
“I might just come over and kill you myself.”
I’m not thinking as I’m texting. I didn’t set out to threaten Romeo – I didn’t set out to text him at all – but at this point, violence is second nature to me. I cannot help it. I just hope he realises I’m too weak now to actually do anything to him, and doesn’t send a bunch of cops to arrest me. Actually, he can do that, but only once I’m done with this final task.
They can’t arrest me before. They will not arrest me. I am fucking untouchable.
They can’t touch me.
They can’t get me.
I am untouchable.
I am indestructible.
I am Kate-Camille Rosemary Granger, and nobody can hurt me.
Nobody can get me, I am the best, I am better than all of them. They should all be scared of me. Godfuckingdammit, they should fear me. I still have power. I am still me. I am still the puppet master, and they are all my little dolls.
I slowly cross my legs and sit upright. Closing my message log with Romeo Collins, I open Instagram instead, wanting to see pretty people and new designer clothing that I’ll never get to wear. I have some messages from my so-called friends and classmates – hundreds of them, actually – but I don’t open them because they’re always the same. Some will be admiring - complimenting me, calling me pretty - and some will be abusive and jealous, calling me a whore, an attention seeker, or a variety of homophobic and biphobic slurs. 
Being popular is such fun.
It wasn't worth it.
Yes, it was. This was all worth it.
No.
Yes.
No.
No.
It wasn’t worth it.
Not worth dying for.
Now, as I scroll through the list of DMs without opening a single one, I wonder what I actually wanted in the first place: what was the real goal of my mission? Of course I know I wanted to be popular – an empty, misguided wish in hindsight – but there must’ve been more to it than that, because I’m smart enough to know high school popularity doesn’t actually mean anything in the long term.
It doesn’t take me long to remember, having managed to swim through the dark waves of my thoughts to the area in which my desires are stored. I wanted power, and god, that’s what I still want. With popularity came power, because I could manipulate and control every other student at Hayford, even those I’ve never interacted with. With popularity, I would’ve been a dictator queen, improving the lives of some subjects, but ruining the lives of many more. I would’ve felt like the most important person in the world, and in the little world of Hayford Independent, I would’ve been the most important.
But popularity wasn’t actually like that. It could’ve been, had Starr and I managed to remain at the top for longer than just a month and a half, but we never got there because of Nadiya. If we had, we would’ve won total control of the school hierarchy, pushing Sara, Claire, and Haley down to obscurity, and implementing a brutal regime ruled by just the two of us. We would’ve been supreme bullies, and I suppose that phrase sums up every one of my ambitions: all I wanted was to be able to laugh at the expense of others, as I myself lived a life free from insecurity. Was that really too much to ask?
I guess it was, because only four other people supported my goal – Starr, Gracie, Nina, and Chloé – and I’m not even sure they did fully. I also realise now, in my most desperate hour, that being at the top of the Hayford hierarchy might not have guaranteed me all the power I wanted anyway. Because who’s to the say that another ambitious girl wouldn’t later have the same idea? Who is to say I wouldn’t also have been thrown down like Sara, Claire, and Haley would’ve been? Even if my plan had been a success initially, I still could’ve ended up in a police morgue, or – even worse than that – I could’ve gone back to being a nobody.
Turning off my phone, I sit down on my bed, next to the gun. I take a deep, shaky breath, but it does nothing to stem the flow of tears, an icy flow that hasn’t stopped in over an hour. Now I realise it will probably only stop when I’m dead.
I get up and pace once more, feeling restless. Then I sit down, and then I repeat the process again.
Pace, sit, pace, sit, pace, sit. Pace, pace, pace. Sit and stay.
I think about my legacy. I used to think about it a lot when I was younger – what will people remember of me when I’m gone? – but recently I’ve been too focused on the present to think about the future. Now, though, is a good time to reflect.
My mother arrives home – I hear her call up to me – but I don’t allow that woman I so hate to interrupt the whirring of my brain. I don’t think anything could interrupt that now anyway, even if I wanted it to. Well, there is one thing. But I’ll wait a little longer for that.
I manage a small smile at the knowledge that my legacy of fear will live on forever, long after my body has rotted away. People will not forget The Granger Girls murders, as I’m sure they’ll be known as. For years to come, TV companies will make documentaries about them, young women will make YouTube videos discussing them from their pretty bedrooms, and the details of my crimes will be printed in more books than I probably ever could’ve read, a flattering photo placed alongside them.
I will be famous, known by Europeans, Americans, Africans, and Asians alike. My name will be remembered in every country, discussed by people I have never seen, in cities I have never heard of.
That makes me proud.
But then I return to the present, the world I currently live in. At the moment, I am still just a person, not a media product or brand. I am just a girl - a spoilt, tortured rich girl - and that is how I’ll always be to myself. I will never see my own fame; I will never be allowed to enjoy it.
I let out a scream, but quickly stifle the noise. My mother can’t be alerted, she can’t come in.
I will never see fame. I will never see power. I would’ve only seen the inside of a prison cell, had I lived.
I bury my face in my shaking hands and whisper, but the words make no sense. My attempt at becoming popular – at taking control of Hayford and sitting on that invisible, meaningless throne - has driven me to this. Because in the end, I needed power over people like I needed oxygen. 
And it has cost me everything.

	
Chapter Forty-Two: Her End

	SARAH

	 

	I’m so exhausted when I arrive home from work that I struggle to even get through the front door, a quick hand movement being all that saves me from collapsing into the wall.
But before I can rest, I have to check up on my daughter, who would’ve returned from school several hours ago. Assuming she’s in her bedroom, I call up a hello, but get no response. This isn’t unusual; she could be listening to loud music with headphones, or she could just be ignoring me, as she so often does.
“Kate, I’m home!” I call up again, hoping it was the former option and she just couldn’t hear me the first time. But again, there’s no reply.
Groaning, I head into the kitchen and put the kettle on to boil so I can make myself a much-needed cup of tea. There’s nothing that would indicate Kate’s been in here recently; we have the same routine of making tea as soon as we get home, and I’ll often notice evidence of this – a small splash of milk or spoon left on the counter – when I get in after Kate. Today, though, there is no such evidence, which leads me to wonder if maybe she’s gone out with a friend and didn’t bother telling me. That’s also not a rare occurrence, as much as I wish it was.
After pouring water and milk into my mug, I take my phone from my Prada handbag and send Kate a quick text, asking where she is and what time she’ll be coming home if she is indeed out. Assuming I’ll get a response within an hour or two, I put my phone away with only a little worry, before taking my tea and a packet of biscuits into the living room.
I place my mug on the nearby coffee table, and let out a contented sigh as I finally settle down on the sofa. Sparkles – who has just risen from her bed below my hand – looks up with curiosity, her yellow eyes twinkling, before hopping up to join me on the sofa.
“Hello, baby,” I coo, ruffling the fur around the little cat’s face. She purrs loudly, then rolls onto my lap. I smile.
But as I make a fuss of our family pet, a sad revelation hits me: I’m realising now that Sparkles the cat is far more like a daughter to me than Kate - my human flesh and blood - is. This animal is affectionate and loves me unconditionally; Kate barely speaks to me, and I only seem to be in her good books when I give her something she wants. She doesn’t care for me by default like most children do their parents. I have tried and tried to improve our relationship, but I’m close to giving up now, to accepting defeat. When she eventually moves out – whether that’s for university, a job, or to live with a romantic partner – I know we’ll quickly lose touch, and I’ll be left effectively childless. Growing old without children was something I used to be terrified of before I had Kate, but now I am beginning to accept that’ll probably be my fate. I may have given birth to a baby girl sixteen years ago, but it’s been a very long time since I’ve truly had a daughter.
I spend another hour lazing on the sofa, stroking Sparkles, watching gameshows, and eating biscuits, before deciding it’s time to make dinner. 
I check my phone again before heading to the kitchen, expecting by now to have received a reply to the text I sent Kate earlier. I need to know where she is before I make a start on our meal, partly so I know whether or not to make her a portion, but also – more importantly – to know that she’s safe. The fact that she hasn’t even opened my message sends me into a state of panic.
I decide to ring her, now fully convinced she isn’t in the house; if she were, she likely would’ve come downstairs by now to get a drink or snack, or even just for something to do, having grown bored in her bedroom. 
I press the call button but it quickly goes to voicemail, indicating that Kate’s phone is switched off or otherwise unavailable. My heartrate quickens, and at this point, I know I have to check her bedroom, just in case she is in fact up there and simply keeping quiet: she could be lying in bed, headphones plugged in, watching Netflix on her laptop. There could be a totally innocent explanation for this.
“Kate?” I call up one last time. Yet again, she doesn’t respond.
And then there are two very loud bangs. The first is a popping type noise, like a firework, and the other sounds like something heavy being dropped to the floor. They both seem as though they came from Kate’s bedroom.
“Kate, what’s going on? Are you okay?!” I yell, as I storm up the stairs, running as fast as my legs can manage. My whole body is shaking and sweat pours from my hands. Fighting to catch my breath, I yank open my daughter’s bedroom door, which wasn’t completely closed in the first place.
I scream. It’s the loudest, most desperate scream I’ve ever let out. It’s a scream that burns my lungs, burns my throat, burns my entire body. My brain goes fuzzy, as if I’m on drugs, and I fall to the ground, legs buckling beneath me.
“Kate!” I sob, stretching my hands out towards her. “Kate! Kate! Kate! My baby, wake up! Wake up! Kate! Kate! Kate! Kate, what’s happening? Kate! No, Kate, please, this must…this has to be-”
My words die in my mouth. I must’ve hit my head as I went down, because my vision disappears a few seconds later, the world quickly fading to black. But whether or not I can see doesn’t matter now; I wouldn’t care if I went blind. I don’t care what happens to me because I will never recover from this.
Lying on the carpet, just a few feet away from me, is my child’s dead body.

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Three: Her Downfall

	GRACIE

	 

	“H


	ello everyone,

	 

	Soon, I will end all this by taking my own life. Please don’t try to stop me, because this is the only way for me now, and you won’t succeed anyway. I’m going to do it and I don’t care what any of you think.

	 

	I don't want the police to have the satisfaction of arresting me. I'm above them, and they need to know that. If they think I'm gonna live in some scummy cell with a bunch of brainless thugs, then they’re completely wrong. Fuck them. Life in prison would be worse than death, so I choose death. And as for justice for the “victims”, they're not going to get any by arresting me. Nor will they get answers to any of their questions, or an explanation, a reason as to why I did this. Who knows, maybe there wasn’t a reason after all. Maybe I just did this for fun. Who gives a shit anyway? No one we killed was a true victim. We’re the only victims here.

	 

	Speaking of us, I have a final piece of advice for you all: act now. Whether you want to do the same thing I am, go on the run, or escape some other way, you have to hurry up because the police are coming for us. Thanks to Nadiya, that evil fucking traitor bitch, they know our names and it won't take them long to figure out that she was telling the truth. Then they’ll show up to your homes and arrest you in front of your parents and siblings and make them cry. They might even come to school and arrest you in front of all the students at Hayford. Starr, they might even arrest you in front of Sara, Claire, and Haley. How humiliating would that be? Don’t let that happen, Starr. Save yourself now, in whichever way you think best.

	 

	Goodbye Starr, Chloé, Gracie, and Nina. Starr, thank you for everything. You were the best friend I ever had. I love you so fucking much, even if I didn’t always show it. Please take care of yourself and please don’t forget me.

	 

	-KG.”

	 

	It's been two hours now since Kate sent this final text to Starr, Chloé, Nina, and me. Afternoon has turned into evening, and the sky is growing dark. I’m stood in my bedroom, eyes focused on the window, watching as cold rain pours on the city below and harsh wind blows umbrellas from the hands of unfortunate citizens trying to get home. I hear a clap of thunder and a spark of lightning. I shiver from both fear and the cold.
London looks chaotic tonight. 
And yet, watching it from up here gives me an odd kind of comfort. From here – my bedroom positioned high above the busy streets – I feel a little bit of power, probably the last bit I’ll ever feel. Up here, I imagine myself to be some sort of god, gazing down at beings who seem so small and insignificant. It’s almost as if they’re toys, little plastic dolls like the ones I used to play with in this very room. I nearly forget they’re real people who are as complex as I am, with lives and families and hobbies of their own, all unique and all flawed. From here, I can mould them in my mind to be whatever I like, as I did with my Barbies and Bratz all those years ago. I can give them stories of my choosing – one of the women is a model, one of the men is a billionaire, one of the children dreams of going to space – and in my mind, these stories are truths, truths I can manipulate or change as I wish.
This game makes me just like Kate, because this is exactly what she did: she changed people’s truths and made them into what she wanted them to be, what was useful to her. I know because that’s what she did to me. She transformed me from a quiet, insecure, closeted loser, into an optimistic girl who felt for the first time like she could be something. And then she switched me back to what I started as: I lost my confidence, and was insignificant once again.
Kate played at being God in more ways than one – she changed lives and she ended them - and for that, she’s now lost everything.
I slide open the clear glass doors that lead from my bedroom to the still-incomplete rooftop lounge, and slip outside. The steps feel cold and hard beneath my bare feet, but I continue moving downwards anyway, trying my best to ignore the unpleasant sensation. The icy wind easily slips beneath my clothing – a white hoodie and thin, worn-out leggings – but again, I block it out. After all, shivering here could mean losing my balance and falling almost certainly to my death. And I don’t want to die. 
I’m too young to die. God, I’m too young for any of this.
Upon reaching the rooftop hangout, I allow my eyes to focus once again on the people going about their evenings, and see a taxi skid to a halt below me. A slim young woman steps out of it, and after bidding the driver farewell, she starts crossing to the opposite side of the street. The dark colour of her hair, her much taller than average height, and the way she carries herself – so confident, so elegant – reminds me of Kate. For a second, I convince myself it is indeed her, but then remember it can’t be, because Kate is dead.
Kate is dead.
Those words go round and round in my head, like a song made to torture. They make me want to scream and break down where all these strangers can see me, where they’ll look up and probably call the police or mental health services, terrified of what I might do to myself or them. And I wouldn’t blame them for that; as I think about the last few moments of Kate’s life, I also fear what I might do.
I reflect on the crimes I know I’ll be convicted of: Gretta Marin’s murder, the attempted murder of Sandra Woodstock, and two counts of perverting the course of justice, crimes committed when I failed to tell the police what I knew about the deaths of Mollianne Richards and Sofia Roman. I don’t know when the police will come for me, so I don’t know how long I’d have to prepare if I wanted to flee. 
I have so little control over the outcome of my life now. There’s no escape route which will give me a happy ending. I don’t want to die like Kate did, and I know I would never thrive in prison: I am pathetic – everyone thinks that – and I’m too small and too weak to fight. And I am not like Kate, or even Nina: I can’t sweettalk or manipulate people. I can’t make them believe things about me that aren’t true. 
In prison, I will be a laughingstock, even more so than I am at Hayford.
I guess I should've thought more about these consequences before blindly following Kate's orders. I should’ve known we’d never get away with this, that the police wouldn’t allow the murders of three pretty rich girls to go unsolved. That was something I was taught before I could even talk; my parents always said that justice prevails every time evil occurs, and if earthly justice – a prison sentence or painful death – is not delivered, then divine justice will be. I should’ve listened to their warnings. I should’ve kept their words constantly ringing around my brain. I shouldn’t have allowed my love – however undying it is – to cloud my judgement so horrifically.
I don't even know why Kate wanted to be popular so badly. I've heard the popular girls talk about her - the ones she ended up being friends with – and they were never nice, not even after she’d joined their group. Whenever Kate was bought up, they’d smirk and giggle, then exchange a flurry of whispered slander.
“She was so lying when she told us she’s straight,” I once heard Claire say, her tone one of clear disgust. “Kate goes both ways.”
“She’s such a slag,” Haley remarked on a separate occasion. “I heard she’s fucked every year eleven boy at St Michael’s. That’s like sixty different guys. How disgusting.”
“She was so desperate to be friends with us,” Sara pointed out, on yet another day. “It was kind of sad, and I felt sorry for her because literally everyone hates her. But now I understand why. She’s really pathetic.”
Kate’s goal was so empty, so plastic. Yes, those girls people call popular became her friends eventually, but they weren’t real friends. If they were, they never would’ve treated her sexuality like it was a disease, or spread cruel lies about her, or made fun of her for wanting to befriend them. Those girls don’t care about anyone; the only member of that group who ever felt compassion was Sofia Roman, and Kate destroyed her. As soon as she did that – as soon as Kate signed an angel’s death warrant to get herself in with devils – I should’ve left. I should’ve run for my life.
God, why didn’t I?
Still looking down at the doll-like people below, I try to think more deeply about why Kate did what she did. Why did she want to be popular so badly? Why did she lust after something so pointless? Kate pushed away everything meaningful in her life – her parents’ love, her current friends, and the several people who wanted her as more than just a friend – in favour of that stupid goal. She destroyed everything she had in a vain attempt to get nothing more than the silly, temporary title of queen bee. And what would’ve happened to her after that? Upon completing sixth form at eighteen, she would’ve left school like the rest of us and gone out into the real, adult world, where high school popularity means nothing. I wonder what she would’ve done when she entered university or got a job and realised that the whole world doesn’t bow down to her, because she was nothing more than a cruel teenage girl with an overinflated ego. I think that would’ve broken Kate had she lived to see it; she would’ve been crushed by the weight of the realisation that she was no better than anyone else, despite everything she’d been told by her high school peers, despite what she was told by me. Realising she was nothing would’ve destroyed Kate in the same way she’s destroyed me.
Then I turn my thoughts to all the good things about Kate. I remember the way she softly kissed my face and neck in her bedroom, only minutes after I murdered Gretta Marin. I remember the way she smelt that afternoon, like expensive taste and gentle darkness. I remember how beautiful she looked the very first time I saw her in the school library, and I remember the way she looked back at me that day, fluttered her long lashes, and smiled upon noticing my stare. Little did either of us know what that one glance would start, and how tragically things would end for us both. I remember the way she gave me butterflies every time she laughed, that soft, rich chuckle. I remember the way her perfect teeth sparkled when she grinned, and the way her voice would echo around a quiet room, a hauntingly beautiful song.
And then I remind myself that it was all lies. That Kate-Camille Granger hated me, that she hated everyone she couldn’t own, and that – despite everything I once believed – she was just a girl. She was a girl who was as flawed as she was beautiful, as cruel as she was charming. She was a mortal being, flesh and blood, who was no better than me, or Nadiya, or Nathan, or any of the people we helped her kill.
I sob, my heart racing, my throat closing up. If only I’d realised what Kate really was a few months earlier. If I had, none of this would’ve happened. I could’ve saved lives, and more than anything, I would’ve saved my own life. If I’d just woken up and not let myself be taken away by a hopeless dream of warm, soft love with a cold, hard girl, I wouldn’t be up here right now, crying as I wait for police to arrest me.
The rain grows stronger, the drops liquid bullets. By pelting me like this – making me a cold, wet, undignified mess – God, if He exists, is punishing me. He’s only punishing me in a small way at the moment, as the police prepare to find me, but it’s enough to make me want to go back inside and hide in bed until the end arrives, sobbing into my pillow where no one can see me.
Slowly, I pull myself to my feet, my mind now focused on the future. I wonder what sort of lawyer my parents will hire; we can afford the very best, of course, but I question whether they’ll be willing to hand over so much money. I suspect the seemingly conditional love they have for me – their only child – will disappear completely when they find out who I really am.
And then suddenly the world goes fuzzy, and for a second, I can’t quite comprehend what’s happening. My right foot, bare and scratched, slips in the rain. Crying out in panic, I flail my arms in an attempt to grab anything: a roof tile, or the wooden safety barrier which hasn’t quite been completed yet. But I miss, and my life begins to flash in front of my eyes. I hear screams from the people below, and I join in, my terrified shrieks adding to the chorus of horror. 
I lose my balance completely and drop to the ground.

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Four: Fly Away

	STARR

	 

	I ran as soon as the clock struck 1AM, three hours before my flight to Jamaica was set to leave. I had discreetly packed a single suitcase the night before, containing only the items I couldn’t bear to leave behind: the Givenchy dress my parents gave me for my birthday, a few of my favourite perfumes and cosmetics, Polaroid photos featuring Kate, and little trinkets from my extended family, alongside the essentials I know I will need to get through the next couple of days. These include casual clothing, deodorant, and a thousand pounds in cash, which I’ll change to Jamaican dollars once I arrive in Kingston.
It was almost impossible to pull myself out of bed when the alarm on my phone went off, audible only to me as I lie with headphones in. But if I wanted even the slightest chance of living a decent, free life, I knew I had to leave immediately, escaping the only country I’ve ever truly known. I had to get on a flight I hurriedly booked the night before, and go to live with my clueless grandparents, never able to see my immediate family again.
The hardest part by far, though, was continuing with my escape plan after what happened last night. 
A little before five in the afternoon, I received an alarming message from Kate, sent to the burner phones of all of us Granger Girls. I broke down upon reading it, and sent text after text after text back to her in a terrified frenzy, begging Kate not to go ahead with her horrific plan, pleading with her to just talk to me so we could organise something together. I called both her burner and personal phone again and again, I messaged her on Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter and Facebook, I even sent her an email. I imagine some of the other girls tried to stop Kate too, to talk her out of ending her own life, but I know none of them were as desperate as I was. They didn’t love Kate how I did; none of those girls would’ve died in her place like I would have.
My efforts were not enough, though. Nobody could talk Kate out of taking her own life, as I found out late last night, having spent the time between those texts and the confirmation in an unending fit of tears, repeatedly calling every single Granger Girl, both of Kate’s parents – neither of whom picked up – and even Sara, Haley, and Claire, to see if any of them could tell me what was going on with her. The news delivered by my mum so many agonising hours later confirmed it was too late: that Sarah Granger had found her daughter dead in a probable suicide. Hearing those words sent me further on my downwards spiral, fuelled by guilt at the possibility that maybe I could’ve saved Kate; if I had only gotten up and rushed to her house as soon as I received that text, perhaps I could’ve wrestled the gun from her hands and held her in my arms. We could’ve stayed like that all night, tears in our eyes, but together and safe nonetheless. Not doing that – leaving her to die - is something I will regret for the rest of my life.
She was the only real friend I ever had. She made me feel like I was something; she made me realise I’m actually a real, unique, valued person, not just some swimming machine from a slightly weird, hippy family. She was a firework, bright and colourful and impossible to ignore. She lit up my life, and no one will ever be able to take her place.
Kate was my beautiful best friend. My heart – my entire soul – is in a thousand broken pieces, and I’ll never be able to put them back together.
After learning what had happened to her, I wanted nothing but to cry and scream until I made myself sick, which I did eventually, vomiting multiple times. But I knew I couldn’t wallow - I wasn’t allowed to mourn in peace. I had to organise my escape, because the police are closing in on us: Nadiya’s confession means it’s only a matter of time. That was what Kate had wanted, anyway. She wanted me to take care of myself, to keep living without her: she said so in that final message.
I hadn’t initially planned on fleeing the country, as I’d hoped like everyone else that we’d get away with the murders. I had no back-up plan for if we didn’t, but I am fortunate enough to have a pair of loving but slightly senile grandparents living in Jamaica, who agreed to take me in after I spoke to them in a brief, ambiguous phone call, begging them not to inform my parents or brother of my whereabouts. I told them I’d done “something bad”, but didn’t specify what. After that call, I quickly booked myself a flight to Kingston - the capital city just a few miles from where they live – and shoved everything I needed to take with me into a suitcase, which I then hid beneath my bed. 
Next, I went about changing my appearance. Knowing I’m unique looking, I focused on obscuring my most interesting features as best as I could, given the very short amount of time I had. I firstly borrowed my mum’s straightener, and after wrestling with it for almost an hour, managed to destroy every curl of my hair, which I then made brown using a box dye owned by my dad. There wasn’t quite enough of it to cover my whole head and it was done in a hurry, so I have several messy lighter patches, but it did the job of changing my appearance dramatically enough to make me look like a different person. After finishing with my hair, I knew I needed to alter my eyes, and thankfully had an easy solution for that: a few years ago, I went through a phase where I loved wearing coloured contact lenses, partly because of insecurity about my heterochromia, and partly just for fun. I managed to collect almost twenty pairs of contacts, and found them all in a drawer beside my bed. I took a pale brown pair, a blue pair, and a green pair – the most natural colours I own – and shoved the latter two inside my suitcase, leaving the brown ones ready for my departure in the morning. 
I finished my preparation by entering the dark web for the first time ever, to find a man who’d be willing to make me a fake passport at extremely short notice. He warned me that it wouldn’t be as convincing as one made over a longer period, and would cost extra, but I told him that was fine: all that mattered was that I had a false passport ready for the flight tomorrow. I could always get a better one once safe in Jamaica. And so at 10PM, I sent him a photograph of myself – a new one, to show my now dark hair and eyes – then travelled to pick up the document three hours later. 
Needless to say, I’m now exhausted, as I stand in Heathrow Airport at 3AM, clutching a fake passport bearing the name “Abigail Mary Close.” Between working furiously to organise this escape, mourning Kate’s death, and travelling via taxi to meet the man from the internet who made my passport, I got no sleep. I spent a few short hours lying in bed – the time between contacting the passport maker and going to meet him – but I couldn’t properly rest. My mind was far too active, my guilt over Kate’s death intensifying. It was unbearable then, and it’s somehow even worse now.
Like a zombie, I walk towards the conveyor belt which will x-ray my luggage. I had a coffee and a toastie in an overpriced café an hour ago, but it’s made no difference to my lack of energy. It’s strange, because I don’t exactly want to rest – the delirium from my sleepless night has somehow made me feel as though I don’t need to – but I also don’t want to go on with my day. I guess what I really want is for all of this to end: the secrets, the running from the law, the grief, perhaps even my life. Occasionally, I think maybe I should’ve copied Kate and killed myself too, but I’m working hard to fight those feelings each time they occur. My life is still worth living, and it always will be: if I get to Jamaica, I’ll spend hours every day in the sun, with the grandparents I love and trust. And even if I don’t manage to get away, there’ll still be a couple of things to keep me going. In prison, I would still be able to experience fresh air on my face during recreation time outside, enjoy the bitter-tasting happiness that is hot coffee first thing in the morning, and see people I love, even if it’s only occasionally. Life is always worth living, no matter how bad things get. There will always be something to keep going for, even if that something is small and seemingly insignificant. 
I smile, trying to focus on these positive thoughts. It’s so tough, though, because no matter what I think about, Kate is still dead and I am still a wanted murderer.
I take my luggage from the conveyor belt and join the queue for body checks. My phone then buzzes from inside my pocket, letting me know that I have a new text. I jump at the sound, before pulling it out and checking the screen.
“Where r u???? Dad saw ur bedroom door open and ur not in bed??? We checked the rest of the house and ur not anywhere here???? Mum and Dad r very worried. Have you gone out???? It’s not even 4AM!!!!!”
The message is from my fourteen-year-old brother Jude, that made evident by his childish texting style and dramatic use of question and exclamation marks. I read it a couple of times casually, not really allowing it to sink in. But then it does, and my stomach lurches, making me fear I’ll throw up yet again. My heart slows so dramatically that for a second, I think it might’ve stopped, before it speeds up to the point of making me dizzy. A cold sweat breaks out on my forehead, back, and hands, and I let out a panicked cry.
Dad saw ur bedroom door open.
How could I have been so stupid? Leaving my door open is one of the worst mistakes I could’ve made, and now my parents and brother know I’m gone, something they shouldn’t have found out for at least another four hours or so. They’ll probably report me as missing, and because I’m a wealthy, (mostly) White girl, the police will immediately spring into action looking for me, before checking their files to find that I am one of several girls suspected of involvement in the Hayford serial killings. They’ll probably come straight to the airport when they realise that, accurately suspecting me of trying to escape the country and justice. I will then be promptly arrested and dragged to a police station, completely ending my hope of remaining free.
“If u ran away over wht happened 2 Kate then plz come back. We r all sad abt it and will help u. Plz Starr, we r very worried.”
Jude’s second text only makes me feel worse. I knew they’d worry about me – we’re a close-knit, loving family, after all – but I couldn’t have prepared myself for the guilt I’m now experiencing. If I do get to Jamaica, there’s a good chance I will never see Mum, Dad, or Jude ever again, a possibility that breaks my heart. Plus, they’ll find out I’m wanted for murder without me there to explain things, to assure them that they didn’t raise a monster, that all I did was support my best and only friend in a plan to get popular that went too far.
“Mum is calling police now 2 report u missing. Call us when u see this.”
His third text confirms what I already suspected would be their next move, and I’m not sure what I should do in response to it. Should I call Jude or one of my parents to tell them I’m fine and that they shouldn’t contact police? Should I change my plan and find a different way to escape? I can’t decide - can’t think at all - and so I just freeze, staring at my phone screen. Then someone nudges me from behind, alerting me to the fact that it’s now my turn to be checked by security. I walk forward, my body tense, and am scanned by a tired-looking lady with cornrows. She quickly deems me safe to pass into the next section of the airport: the section where I will board my flight to freedom.
I continue moving with as much confidence as I can possibly fake, but it doesn’t come naturally to me. I’m not an emotional chameleon like Kate was; unlike her, I cannot switch my mood as I can my clothing or jewellery. I feel things deeply, and right now, I can only feel fear at the thought of being arrested, and upset at the horrible death of my best friend and likely prospect of never seeing my parents and sweet little brother again.
A hand roughly takes my shoulder, and I spin round in shock.
“Excuse me, Miss,” says a tall, bald White man, who I quickly identify as a security guard. He studies my face intensely, a stern expression on his own. “Could you please come with me?”
I know what’s happening now, and I gulp. My body goes stiff for a second, then floppy, then numb. My parents must’ve called the police to report me missing, and the police have then told the airport security to look out for me. It’s all going exactly as I feared it would. By now, Mum, Dad, and Jude probably know about my crimes. I can’t bear to think how they would’ve reacted to them.
It’s all over. I’m going to prison for a very, very long time.
I mentally prepare to plead my innocence anyway, as I’m quickly ushered into a chair and the security man sits opposite me. The room we’re in is completely plain, save for a few posters on various airport security issues: drugs, terrorist threats, and human and animal trafficking. It smells awful, a toxic cocktail of other people’s sweat and my own fear, and I have to make a conscious effort not to gag.
“Please tell me your full name and date of birth,” the security man requests.
“My name is Abigail Mary Close,” I reply, before regurgitating the fictional birthday printed on the false passport, one that makes me nineteen years old. I lie easily enough, but I doubt it’s convincing; I’m shaking and sweating and holding back tears.
The security man writes something down, then looks back at me. He still has that stern, studious look on his face, as if I’m a fascinating book and he is taking pleasure in reading me. If I were a book, I’d be wide open right now, revealing every emotional thought contained within my pages.
“Can I see your passport?”
That question makes my blood run cold, but I know I cannot refuse. The Abigail Close passport looks legitimate enough to my untrained eye, but it took only a couple of hours to produce: it’s bound to have errors which will be spotted by professionals.
Reluctantly, I hand it over, and the security man’s eyes immediately get to work scanning over each page for mistakes. Then, to my complete shock, he nods and puts it down, seemingly having fallen for the fake. I want to breathe a sigh of relief, but just about manage to restrain myself. Besides, I’m not in the clear just yet.
“Where are you flying to today, Abigail?” He continues his questioning.
“Kingston, in Jamaica,” I tell him. At least that's not a lie. “I'm going to visit some family.”
The security man nods again, although more slowly this time, before picking up my passport for a second look. He stares at it for a full minute, causing my breath to catch in my throat and my heart rate to somehow soar even higher. I should’ve known he wouldn’t fall for the fake so easily. I was an idiot for ever believing I could get away with this. I’m not like Kate; I cannot charm my way out of trouble, nor am I smart enough to come up with a clever plan. I’m just pathetic, irrelevant Starr Smith, the daughter of wealthy hippies – that itself a contradictory concept – and a girl good only as an athlete.
Because the truth is, I was nothing before I met Kate-Camille Granger, and now that she’s gone, I am back to being nothing. When Kate died, the best parts of me died with her. My body may still be healthy and moving, but my soul is permanently destroyed.
It's at this point that I let myself cry; I can’t keep it together any longer. I sob loudly into my hands, cold tears running down the sleeves of my jumper. I wail like a baby, begging for some sympathy – any tiny bit of sympathy - but I get none. The security man stares at me, his eyes ice.
“I'm going to call my colleague,” he announces plainly, before pulling out some sort of walkie-talkie device. “Hi Alex. I think I might have one of the girls wanted for the Hayford murders. Can you come and verify that for me, please?”
I cry even harder at his words, as he seals my fate as a soon-to-be-convicted murderer, who will spend the rest of her young years behind bars. I don’t fight, because I have lost all the fight - all the fire - that was ever in me. The room seems to fade, and then the only thing I can see is Kate’s beautiful face, reminding me of everything I’ve lost. I am being eaten alive by guilt, and in this moment, I change my mind about prison: I deserve to go there not for the role I played in the murder of Gretta Marin, but for the role I failed to play in preventing the death of my best friend. For letting Kate die, I deserve to rot. She gave me so much, and yet I couldn’t even do this one thing. I couldn’t help her when she needed me the most, and for that, I should be made to suffer all the pain in the world.
A younger man, also in security uniform, enters the room. He picks up my fake passport from the table and compares it to my distraught, tear-stained face.
“Yes, you're right. This is Starr Smith, one of the girls wanted for the murders near Hayford Independent School,” he confirms to his colleague. 
The first man takes some handcuffs from a drawer behind him, and locks them onto the wrists I willingly offer. 
“Starr Smith, I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Gretta Marin, as well as three counts of perverting the course of justice, one count of…”
His words blur into white noise, as he lists off all the crimes I am guilty of. I hang my head in shame, tears burning my face as I continue crying for Kate. I cry for her, I cry for my family, and I cry for the future I will now never have…

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Five: The Bitter Conclusion

	ROMEO

	 

	This Saturday morning is much like yesterday’s afternoon: dark. When I leave my bedroom just after 9AM, the entire house is still shrouded in blackness, the sky grey and cloudy. It is as though the sun hasn’t risen. I wonder if it’ll ever rise again.
I’m like a zombie, as I move downstairs and into the kitchen. My head is still throbbing and my body still numb from the drugs and alcohol binge I went on last night: Mum may have disposed of my old narcotics collection, but she couldn’t stop me from buying more, nor robbing the cupboard containing dozens of bottles of wine and brandy. I would usually hate myself for doing such a self-destructive thing – god, I hate myself for doing anything these days – but all I could feel yesterday was self-pity and fear, and I would’ve done whatever it took to keep those emotions at bay.
I’m more of a mess now than I have ever been before; I coped better than this when my father left, and Mollianne was killed. The fact that Kate Granger is a murderer and my best friend and only ever crush beat me into silence over it hurts so much more – it hurts more than anything. That is what’s pushed me over the edge: keeping such a horrific secret for a boy who will never like me back, going against all my morals in the process. 
I put the kettle on to boil – I badly need a coffee – then turn to look at my sisters, who are both sat eating cereal at the breakfast table. Nine-year-old Maya is fiddling with some sort of bright pink toy, and thirteen-year-old Annelise is staring at her phone, laughing occasionally as she scrolls through TikTok. Both of these girls are so innocent, so carefree, and I hope with everything in me that they stay that way for as long as possible. I don’t want my baby sisters to end up like me: a drugged-up, sexually promiscuous, hopeless keeper of evil secrets, secrets which could send me to prison for a very long time.
The kettle finishes boiling. Turning my attention back to it, I pour the water onto the overpriced, caramel-flavoured coffee granules Mum always insists on buying, then join my sisters at the table. They both smile, acknowledging my presence, but neither of them speak.
“You look rough, Romeo,” Mum remarks, causing me to look round in surprise. I hadn’t even realised she’d entered the kitchen.
“I feel rough,” I reply, before taking a small sip of my coffee.
“Well, you’ll feel better if you have a glass of water and something to eat,” Mum assures me, but I know she doesn’t really believe that. After all, she knows me better than anyone else in the world. She knows almost everything about me, and that includes what I look like after a night of self-destruction. I’m sure she can tell that I raided her drinks cupboard yesterday, then smoked enough weed to put myself to sleep for months.
I begin to hear a noise coming from upstairs, which I quickly identify as my phone ringtone.
“Someone’s calling me. I’m gonna go get that,” I tell my family, sliding off my chair and rushing out the room. I bound up the stairs as quickly as my weak body will allow, then unplug my phone from where it was charging. It’s stopped ringing by time I reach it, and I now have a missed call from Nathan.
Figuring he’ll call me back if it was important and apologise if it was a butt-dial, I decide to check my texts while I wait. I noticed a few pop up yesterday, but was incapacitated by that point, and therefore unable to read them. Now I see that there’s a total of sixteen messages waiting for me, all from the same person.
“I love you. I want you. I love you. Please say it back, just this once.”
“Pleasepleaseplease.”
“Just love me.”
“Just pretend to love me.”
“If you can’t even pretend, then at least fuck me.”
“Come over right now and fuck me.”
“Are you on your way?”
“Fuck you.”
“You coward.”
“Fuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyoufuckyou.”
“I hate you.”
“I hope you know that I hate you.”
“I hope you die a slow, painful death.”
“I hope you burn in Hell.”
“I hope no one goes to your funeral.”
“I might just come over and kill you myself.”
The author of these texts is Kate Granger: ruthless murderer, the subject of Nathan’s affection, and a girl with an unhealthy crush on me. Although as I read through these texts, I become less sure that it’s crush, and wonder if it might instead be a darker obsession. Does she love me? Does she hate me? Or does she feel nothing at all? Does she just want to use me and throw me away like I did all those girls, many of whom are her classmates? Maybe she wants to avenge them; she might want to avenge Chloé Brown in particular, and that’s why she killed Mollianne Richards. Perhaps she planned to kill me next, but a whole night has now passed since she sent these messages. She must have changed her mind and backed out of it. Or maybe she was intoxicated yesterday in the same way I was, off her head as she tried to forget.
Before I can reply to her, Nathan calls back, and this time I make sure to answer it. I normally smile whenever Nathan calls me, my heart pounding and my body heating up with love for him, but as I hit the answer button now, I feel nothing but numbness.
“Romeo, are you home?” Nathan asks, his voice rough and weak. It almost sounds like he’s been smoking - smoking away his troubles, perhaps - but Nathan hates cigarettes. And despite being a drug dealer, he only ever has the occasional puff of weed or drink of alcohol himself. Most likely, Nathan’s just been crying, wishing his tears could wash away his troubles.
If tears had the power to do such a thing, I think all our lives would be perfect by now.
I look at my left arm, bruises from our last meeting still visible. It's going to take a while for me to fully trust him again, for our friendship to return to its full strength, but I'm willing to wait. Whilst I hate the fact that he is protecting Kate from facing the consequences of her terrible actions, I also understand it, because Nathan Willis is in love with Kate Granger. I believe that’s true as much as I believe grass is green. It fucking hurts, given how I feel about him, but I have to accept it. If Nathan was into boys, he wouldn’t want a mess like me anyway.
“Yes, I’m at home. Why, what's the matter?” I reply to his question with one of my own.
Nathan sniffs loudly, confirming he’s been crying. To hear this sad little noise come from him causes me physical pain; all I want is to reach through the phone and hug him, letting him cry into my shoulder as I assure him that whatever he’s upset about isn’t actually as bad as he thinks. No matter what he might have done to hurt me, and no matter what he might do in the future, I don’t want Nathan to suffer. I want to protect him just as much as I want to protect Mum, Maya, and Annelise, and that’s how I know that what I feel for him is true love.
“I need to talk to you,” Nathan continues.
“Well, go on then,” I urge him.
“No, in person,” he clarifies, after a brief hesitation. “This…this can’t be talked about…I can’t talk about this over the phone. I need to see you.”
I sigh.
“Now? My mum and sisters are still having breakfast, it’s not the best time, but-”
“Yes now, Romeo!” Nathan cries. “Please. I really need you right now.” 
And then he screams. He wails and fights for breath, his sorrow choking him, clawing at his throat. Listening to him suffer makes me want to cry too.
“Okay, okay, come here now,” I quickly tell him. “Or should I go to you?”
“I’ll come to yours.” Nathan takes a shallow, shaky breath. “I’m leaving now. I’ll…I’ll see you in a minute. Bye.”
With that, he hangs up, and I start to consider all the possible reasons for his upset. I soon conclude that it probably has something to do with Kate – that girl practically controls his emotions, being the only one able to make him truly happy or heartbroken – but before I can think about it any more deeply, the doorbell rings. 
I have no time to speak after opening the door, because as soon as he sees me, Nathan falls into my arms, wailing like a baby and looking just as vulnerable as one. His body goes so floppy that I have to hold him up, a difficult task when he’s so much bigger than I am. His snot covers me and his tears dye my Balmain sweater a darker shade of grey, but I say nothing. Both our hearts are thumping; whatever happened was something very, very bad.
After almost five minutes in that position – Nathan crying in my arms, and me struggling to support him – my best friend finally gains the strength to lift his head. My heart breaks at the sight of his green eyes full of tears, his lips quivering, and his brows crinkled in pain.
“Did Sarah Granger call you?” he asks, sorrow making his voice high-pitched. 
“No, why?” I say back, fearing his answer. “Nathan, what’s happened?”
Nathan can no longer speak; he can hardly even breathe. He shakes his head and falls out of my grip, crashing to his knees and letting out a piercing, hopeless cry.
“Take…take…take me…take me inside,” he begs, a fresh flood pouring down his cheeks. “Please… please, Romeo.”
I do as he tells me. I manage to get him back to his feet, and he then follows me to the living room with only the support of my right arm around his waist. To my great relief, the only person in here is Mum, and when she sees Nathan’s pitiful state, she jumps up and rushes straight to his side.
“Nathan?” she gasps. “What happened? Are you all right?”
Nathan shakes his head. He looks down at his feet, eyes focused on the floor as he speaks.
“It’s Kate, my…my Kate, she’s-” 
He screams again, and I hold him tight. His entire body shakes in my arms. 
“She’s dead, she’s fucking dead! I just…it was her mum…her mum found…she…she…”
“You don’t have to say anything else, Nath,” I assure him, but he shakes his head and continues on anyway.
“No,” he insists. “You…you need to know too, Ro. Kate was your friend, too.”
I resist the urge to tell him that she wasn’t, that I hated that girl almost as much as I hate myself.
“Kate’s mum found her body. It…it happened yesterday afternoon. And actually…actually, I was getting a little worried, because I hadn’t heard from her since that morning, and because you know…you know, oh, we always talked to each other…but…oh god, god, Romeo, I didn’t…I never…I never thought it would be something like this. I never could’ve…oh god…”
He trails off, and the tears return. He was brave in explaining all that, but his emotions are too overwhelming for him to go on any further.
I look to my mum, and see that she’s in a state of complete shock. She only met Kate once – that time I invited her over with the intention of hooking up – but something like this is bound to destroy everyone Kate ever interacted with.
“Nathan,” I whisper, not sure whether I should ask this next question. “How did she die?”
Nathan lifts his face from his hands. He looks at me with those beautiful emerald eyes, eyes that look like they hold all the pain in the world.
“It was…it was…she took…she…”
“You don’t have to answer that,” I tell him. “You don’t have to say it, it’s okay.”
“No, I do. She…Kate…she took her own life. It was a suicide.” 
Nathan’s crying intensifies. Mum and I watch with tears brewing in our own eyes, feeling awful about the fact that we can’t do more to help him. But what could we possibly say? What on earth do you tell someone whose childhood best friend and first love has just died by suicide? 
I decide to say nothing, instead simply holding Nathan in a hug which I hope will provide some tiny piece of comfort. Mum does the same, so that the two of us have him between us.
“This is so terrible, isn’t it?” she remarks, biting her lip to stop herself from crying.
“Yes,” I agree. “It’s so, so horrible. Nathan, I’m so sorry.”
I swallow a lump that’s forming in my throat, as tears now pour from my eyes. Whatever Kate may have done – despite all her evil and the lives she took – this is a tragedy. Suicide is one of the worst ways for a person to die because it is always preventable. And I know there must’ve been more to Kate’s death than an egotistical want to evade the police, because suicide isn’t an act of narcissism: it is an act of desperation, carried out because someone feels there’s no longer another option. It’s so complex, involving feelings that have built up not just over a few months, but over a whole lifetime. 
I imagine Kate suffered more than any of us will ever know. 
No doubt some people will celebrate her death, deeming it what she deserved for her cruelty. But I can’t see it like that, because this entire thing should have been prevented: her death, as well as the deaths of Gretta Marin, Mollianne Richards, and Sofia Roman. Because despite everything - despite how grown up and manipulative and nasty they might’ve seemed – they were just children, every single one of them. They should’ve been protected, someone should’ve stepped in and stopped this. Everyone involved – including Kate - was failed because nobody did.

	 

	 

	After sitting with our sadness for a little while longer, Nathan decides to tell my mum what Kate did in the months before her death. He explains how and why she killed her three classmates, how she recruited a group of her other classmates – the identities of which he still doesn’t know - to do most of the dirty work for her, and how she confessed to everything in her bedroom one afternoon, begging Nathan not to tell anyone else.
“It must all be going down now,” he sniffs, wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his jumper. “They’ve probably…after Kate died, I think her mum must’ve called an ambulance or the police. And…and there were all those reports about a girl from the group going to the police and confessing…she told them everything.” He turns to me, blinking more tears down his reddened cheeks. “Romeo, did you hear about that?”
I nod.
“I heard a bit about it. So…so do you think the police will be arresting those girls now?” I wonder, unable to make eye contact with Nathan or my mum.
“They probably have already,” my best friend figures. “They were probably looking for them when Kate…when Kate died, and a whole night has passed since then. Unless any of them managed to escape, I think the police would have got them all by now.”
Mum sighs, teary eyes focused down on her hands.
“Do you want to know for sure, Nathan?” she asks. “Because we can put on a news channel if you want, see if there’s anything on there about it. But only if you feel you can handle that right now.”
Nathan nods.
“Yes, please. I want answers. Kate didn’t…she didn’t tell me everything. I need to know more.” He repeatedly laces then separates his fingers, eyes darting between my mum and the door leading to the hall. “If anything about Kate…about her…you know…if anything about Kate comes on, I’m leaving, but…but I need to know the truth.”
Mum looks to me, and I give a small nod of permission for her to turn on the television. She soon finds a twenty-four-hour news channel with a focus on London news, and as expected, the first story on there is about the arrests of three girls linked to Kate Granger’s murder plot. In most crimes involving defendants under eighteen, the suspects’ identities wouldn’t be publicly revealed at this point, if they ever are at all. But this isn’t like most crimes: this is a unique case that has gripped all of London, and the people want to know who was responsible. And so the police have decided to reveal that, in the most public - most humiliating - of manners.
The first of the suspects has dyed brown hair, and is dressed in an expensive jumper and jeans. Her eyes full of tears, she looks away from the cameras which film her being escorted out of an airport in handcuffs. This girl’s appearance is so incredibly different to what it was the last time I saw her, at Sofia Roman's party, but still I instantly recognise her: her name is Starr Smith and she’s Kate's best friend, a girl whose loyalty to Kate rivalled even Nathan’s.
The second suspect is of South Asian descent, with long black hair and a petite build. Nathan, Mum, and I watch the footage of her being dragged from her house with shocked expressions on our faces. As she fights against the police officers’ hold on her, her family can just about be seen, witnessing the arrest from a few feet away, their faces all censored with a blur. At first this girl shows no emotion - her expression is icy and remorseless - but she perks up when she realises she’s being filmed. Looking directly into the cameras, she smirks, sticks out her tongue, and laughs. 
The identity of the third and final suspect makes me heart leap into my throat. My shaky body becomes flooded with nervous, guilty sweat. Fresh tears fall from my eyes, and I cry out in pain.
Chloé Brown - my ex-girlfriend who I dated for almost nine months - is pulled into a police car, her hands cuffed together. She was apparently the last girl to be arrested – the police came for her in the early hours of this morning – and the video shows her still dressed in her pyjamas, a pink set by Victoria's Secret that I've seen her wear so many times. Her dip-dyed hair is tangled, and her large glasses have been shoved lazily onto her face. As I look into her dark blue eyes, I think I see some remorse, but it’s hard to tell: is regret for her terrible actions really there, or is that just what I want to see?
I shove both hands over my mouth, bile rising up my throat.
“That's Chloé, isn't it?” Mum asks. She’s as shocked as I am.
I nod, but can't speak. 
It was me, not Kate, who did this to her. I am the reason why Chloé Brown will now spend the rest of her youth behind bars.
We then learn that there’s a sixth member of this group. Her name is Gracie Notting, and she is the girl I once met alongside Nathan and Kate at Fashionably Latte: a little blonde we tormented for her obsessive crush on Kate, a girl we made cry. She’s alive and known to the police, but yet to be arrested, because last night – just a few hours after Kate died – she suffered a horrific accident. The many eyewitnesses claim Gracie was sat on a part of her roof that’s being developed by builders as a hang-out spot of sorts, but was still lacking essential safety features. Her parents say that despite their warnings, sitting there was something she often did when she was stressed or upset, and we all know she would’ve been feeling both those emotions when she learnt what had happened to Kate, the girl she loved more than anything. Apparently Gracie was sat on the roof for around twenty minutes, before she attempted to return to her bedroom. It was at this point – when she stood up to leave – that she slipped and fell off, crashing all the way down to the street below. She survived only because of a car conveniently parked beneath her, and for the fact that an ambulance was quickly called by several of the passersby who saw her tiny body fall.
The accident is suspected by both police and witnesses to be just that: an accident resulting from Gracie’s carelessness in her fragile emotional state, and not a suicide attempt. But since Gracie is bed-bound and expected to stay that way for months, we won’t know her side of the story for a long time yet. When she is fit enough to leave the hospital and speak in court, she’ll be arrested and will face the same treatment as Starr, Nina, and Chloé.
“Isn’t it…isn’t it crazy,” Nathan begins, “how we know so many of these people? This is all just so close…too close.”
I nod. None of this feels like it’s actually happening; it feels like something affecting strangers hundreds of miles away, or the characters in a fictional TV show. 
“Everything is going to be so different now,” Nathan continues. “This is…this is going to change every aspect of our lives. And it’s going to ruin us both…”

	 

	


Epilogue

	APRIL. TWO MONTHS AFTER THE DEATH OF KATE-CAMILLE GRANGER.

	 

	Vivian Jacques was fourteen and thought she knew everything. Cold, cruel, and clever, she looked up to Kate-Camille Granger and admired her for the horrific crimes she'd committed. To Vivian, Kate was a god-like figure, and the revenge she'd taken on those who wronged her was admirable, inspiring even. What wasn’t inspiring, though, was the fact that Kate ultimately failed in her mission.
“I just think it's crazy,” Annelise begins. She leans across the lunch table, the ends of her blonde hair almost touching the gravy on her plate. “How such a serious set of crimes happened so close to us. We were all so happy, so peaceful, and then this destroyed everything. I mean, my brother was friends with Kate and dated Chloé! I guess it goes to show that you never actually know people, and you can never really be sure that the place you live in is safe.”
Vivian rolls her eyes. Annelise Collins is the girl she calls her best friend, but Vivian finds her naïveté hilarious. Somehow, she doesn't see the striking similarities between Kate and Vivian; if she did, she would’ve run far, far away. But Annelise hasn’t left yet. She’s still as close to Vivian as she always has been, smiling and trailing behind, ready to accompany her in whatever she does. 
“I can understand why Kate did it, though,” Vivian says, a smirk playing on her thin lips. “She was so clever, getting all those girls to blindly follow her. If it hadn’t been for the one mistake of involving Nadiya, she would’ve gotten away with everything, and then she would've become the most popular girl at her school. That was all she wanted: to be popular. And we all want to be popular, don't we?”
Annelise’s light blue eyes almost pop out of her head in horrified shock. Her hands curl into fists, and she spears her best friend with a look of hatred.
“Are you joking?! That group killed three people, they tried to kill four! It wasn’t clever or justifiable in any way. Kate was pure evil, and I don't even think she cared about the popularity that much. She just liked violence.” She shakes her head, tears brewing in her eyes. “She might’ve been planning to kill Romeo. Apparently, she asked him out and he said no. That probably made her really angry.”
So what? Vivian thinks to herself. Annelise's older brother is a good-for-nothing, a total douchebag who spends most of his time doing drugs, watching porn, or hooking up with female classmates. He treats those girls terribly, like they’re toys to play with and then throw away when he gets bored. 
In short, Romeo Collins’ death would’ve been no loss to the world. Vivian would even go as far as to say it would've been a good thing if Kate had killed him.
But right now, Vivian doesn’t say anything. She just looks at Annelise, her face blank. The latter then gets up from the table, and shoves her lunch tray to one side.
“I'm sorry,” Annelise mumbles. “I don't want to talk about this anymore. I was just starting to get over it, and this is pushing me back again.”
She flashes Vivian one last look of resentment, then walks away. Vivian watches her leave, cold eyes still transfixed on the little blonde girl. She knows Annelise makes a conscious effort to act like she's in control, but the crimes committed by The Granger Girls have broken her so-called friend. 
Everyone at and around Hayford seems to have been affected by them in some way, but those closest to the girls involved have obviously suffered the most. They have suffered beyond what they even thought possible, beyond what they thought to be the maximum level of pain. 
The Granger family – Kate’s parents and extended relatives – are in turmoil. They’re desperately trying to understand why Kate committed her terrible crimes, but they will never get true answers: she died without telling them a thing. They grieve their loss only in the privacy of their own homes, putting on brave faces in public because no one else cares for Kate’s death: she was Sarah and Ricky’s precious only child, but to the rest of the world, she was nothing but a spoilt serial killer. Her family acknowledge this – it’s an undeniable fact, with all kinds of evidence to back it up – but that doesn’t mean they will ever stop loving their daughter. They’re experiencing the same emotions as the families of Gretta Marin, Mollianne Richards, and Sofia Roman, but with the added complexity of the fact that Kate was responsible for those deaths, and that – unlike the families of the victims - the public are offering them no support in dealing with their loss.
The family of Gracie Notting are also in an unusual position. They’ve learnt so many of their daughter’s secrets, but are unable to speak to her about any of them; Gracie can now hardly talk, as she’s made only a little progress in recovering from the injuries she sustained when she fell from the roof. She can’t yet tell anyone about her role in the murders, but her parents have already made up their minds about what they think happened: after learning that their daughter is a lesbian who hung around with girls like Kate Granger – troublesome, faithless, manipulative girls – they concluded that Gracie had been pressured into committing the crimes, her mind corrupted. It wasn’t her fault, they say. It was all Kate’s fault. Everything was Kate’s fault according to them: the murders, their daughter’s sexual preference, and the accident which has destroyed her body. And perhaps in some of those assertions, they’re right. Maybe Gracie was as much of a victim of Kate as Gretta, Mollianne, and Sofia were.
At least things were going better for one person. Nadiya Akinyi had made peace with herself and her fate, and was glowing when she attended her first court hearing. Dressed in a navy suit and wearing her hair in its natural Afro curls, Nadiya spoke calmly and elegantly, her face stern but not cold. She understood the severity of what The Granger Girls had done, and that was what made her a better person than them: unlike Kate, she valued human life, seeing people as more than just pieces on a social chessboard. The public knew this, and many on social media were making clear their support for Nadiya, praising her for single-handedly taking down Kate’s murderous scheme while still acknowledging her own wrongdoings. Of course, there were a few newspapers and websites which viewed her as no different to the other girls, picking apart things like her physical appearance and family background in an attempt to paint her as a villain. But most people would not fall for that, because Nadiya had freed an innocent man, turned in four murderers, gotten justice for three dead girls, and potentially prevented future deaths. And yet, she knew she wasn’t really a hero – after all, she’d still shot Sofia Roman, and hadn’t come forward as early as she could have. She would feel guilt over that for the rest of her life, and is therefore willing to take any punishment the courts bestow on her. Due to her compliance, admission of guilt, age, and the fact that Nadiya was threatened into killing Sofia, this punishment will not be an overly severe one, with Sofia’s own family even coming forward to say that they’d support allowing Nadiya to go completely free. That, of course, wouldn’t be possible, but the likely outcome is that she’ll be given a sentence of less than ten years, and be allowed to take her GCSE and A Level exams: the only privilege Nadiya has requested.
The other girls – Starr Smith, Chloé Brown, and Nina Parwaz – are all in custody, waiting until the police finish reviewing the final pieces of Nadiya’s evidence before they submit their pleas. Starr has already professed her decision to plead guilty and avoid trial – she is too overwhelmed by her grief for Kate to undergo court scrutiny – but the other two are keeping quiet for now. 
Nina and Starr’s families are continuing to support them in private, but Chloé hasn’t been so lucky; almost immediately after her daughter was arrested, Colette Brown came forward to declare that she, her husband, and her elder daughter Marie were all disgusted by Chloé’s involvement in the murders, and would not be speaking to her for “a very long time.”
Vivian finds it all amusing. She thinks it’s almost funny how Nadiya sent all the girls to prison - she could've done a better job at running the operation than Kate did. She's far more intelligent, and would know not to involve anyone she couldn’t fully control. In fact, Vivian wouldn’t involve anyone else, because aside from Annelise, she is a lone wolf, something that’s served her well in life so far. She was sure it could serve her well when it came to death, too…

	 

	 

	When she reaches the corridor between the dining area and the science block, Annelise turns, and can still just about see Vivian. Her body is burning with rage as she looks at her; she just doesn't understand how Vivian can admire someone like Kate, someone who caused suffering to so many.
Annelise knows this is what Kate wanted: a legacy of terror to permanently shatter the previously calm environment among the young London socialites, and for people with similarly twisted minds to admire her. She wanted her bloodstained memory to live forever, and she would’ve loved for a new girl to emerge and continue the murders after her death.
But Vivian isn't one of those types. She would never kill anyone - Annelise has known her almost all their lives, they've been best friends for nearly ten years. Her interest in Kate and the murders is just a phase, Vivian’s little way of feeling different and edgy. It doesn’t actually mean anything…does it?
Letting out a tired sigh, Annelise sits down in an empty classroom - one of the many science labs at St Michael's - and thinks back to the terrible day she found out the truth about the crimes committed by Kate and her group.
She’d been in her mum’s bedroom, cosied up in the double bed, watching Netflix on the huge TV. She had a mug of hot chocolate in her hand, having just finished breakfast downstairs, and was enjoying a cheesy teen drama she’d been wanting to start for months now. She heard the front door open, and her older brother rush out to answer it, but hadn’t paid much attention; she figured it was just one of Romeo’s friends or his latest hook-up. But then she heard crying coming from downstairs, and she realised that maybe that wasn’t the case. After listening for a minute or two longer, she decided to check what was going on, so placed her mug on her mum’s bedside table, paused the TV, and climbed out of bed. She moved cautiously down the stairs, then entered the living room to see her mum, Romeo, and Nathan sat on the sofa. Their faces were red, and their eyes full of tears.
Annelise and Romeo weren't on talking terms at the time, as Romeo was still angry about the loss of his drugs, but Annelise asked what was wrong anyway; she couldn’t stay silent when her relatives were in a state like this. Nobody replied, but then Annelise caught sight of the TV screen and all her questions were answered. 
A news channel showed three girls being put into police cars, alongside the headline “Teenage girls arrested for Hayford murders.” In smaller writing beneath that, it was stated that one other person – the apparent ringleader – had died by suicide before she could be arrested, and another was in hospital after a suspected accident. 
Romeo had cried when a brunette with big glasses, still in her pyjamas, was shown as the final girl to be arrested. Annelise recognised her as Chloé Brown, her brother’s ex of nine months, and at that point, she joined in on the tears.
These crimes were not wrongdoings in some faraway land, involving people she didn't know. They'd happened right on her doorstep, and some had been committed by a girl she’d met, a girl she’d had multiple conversations with. That seemed like a lifetime ago now, but in reality, only months had passed since Annelise had last spoken to Chloé. She wondered if she’d changed much in that time, or if the Chloé she’d chatted to – the girl she’d teased Romeo with over breakfast, gone to for fashion advice, and spent late nights watching movies alongside – was the same Chloé as the one who’d been involved in three murders. 
It was all so difficult for Annelise to comprehend. She wasn’t even fourteen at the time; she was just a naïve, innocent kid, who thought nothing like this could ever happen to people like her.
The crimes of the so-called Granger Girls changed the way a lot of people thought about a lot of different things, although it wasn’t all negative. A week after watching that news segment, over a homemade dinner of macaroni cheese and freshly-baked bread, Romeo came out to his mother and sisters as bisexual, admitting that he'd had a crush on Nathan Willis for around a year now. The murders had made him realise that life was too short – it could end at any time - and that he wanted to live as his true, full self at last. Being decent people, his family accepted him unconditionally, as did most of Romeo’s friends. But nobody supported him more than Nathan; although they’d recently had some clashes, and Nathan didn't feel the same way back about Romeo, he did everything he could to help his friend through the process of coming out, working hard and doing his research so he could be the best ally possible. In return, Romeo is helping Nathan heal from the tragedy of Kate's death - a difficult task for sure, but one Romeo knows Nathan will eventually get through. Among the mess that’s been the last two months, that's one thing Annelise is grateful for: the unconditional support her brother has in the form of Nathan. She only wishes she received the same kind of love from the girl she calls her best friend.

	 

	 

	There’s a storm that night, and Vivian – sleepless as usual – scribbles furiously in her blood-red notebook. She's making a list of people who have wronged her over the three years she's spent at St Michael's so far, their alleged offences added in brackets. There's a lot of names on this list, many more than the three Kate Granger killed, but Vivian knows she can pull this off. She's smart enough – much smarter than Kate was - and she has enough rage to fuel her for a long, long time. 
In the unlikely event that she was to get caught, her family are also rich, far richer than Kate’s self-made lawyer parents. They are so rich that they could - and would - pay off the police to free their daughter. Vivian would ask them to do that as soon as she was arrested, and their compliance would make her invincible. 
That attitude – that her parent’s money could save Vivian from anything – is an attitude shared by so many of London’s rich kids: the girls of Hayford, the boys of Bartholomew, and the students of St Michael’s, many of whom are just as villainous – if not more so – than Vivian and Kate. England’s capital is their playground, and everyone else is a toy unwillingly thrust into it. They are game pieces to be moved about, messed with as the children please, then thrown off the board when they are no longer of use. 
The police may have defeated this set of Granger Girls, but make no mistake: there would be more to take their place. They didn’t know it yet – nobody did – but by Vivian’s hand, the worst is soon to come…
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	Kate Granger may be gone, but the story isn't over just yet: a second and final tale in the Hayford Murders duology is in the works. This time the focus is on Nathan Willis and Romeo Collins, as they struggle to rebuild their lives in the aftermath of the killings, and find themselves caught up in yet another crime.

	 

	Blood may be thicker than water, but no secret stays hidden forever.

	 

	Final title and release date to be confirmed…
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