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Riley

Ex Marks the Spot


November 1st, 2014

2:30 AM

If there was one thing Riley Thompson had learned in life, it was that burying a body was way harder than TV made it look. For starters, nobody ever mentioned the dirt. It got everywhere—under her nails, in her shoes, probably even in her lungs. 
Huffing and puffing, she hauled herself out of the freshly dug pit, every muscle screaming in protest. She was coated head to toe in enough mud to make a spa therapist weep. Riley leaned on her shovel, glaring at her best friend Wren, who looked equally worse for wear on the other side of their makeshift grave.
“Okay,” Riley wheezed, “next time, we’re definitely hacking him up first.”
Wren’s head snapped up, her purple bangs plastered to her forehead. “Next time? We are not doing this again, Riley.”
“Right,” Riley replied, rolling her eyes. “Because Josh Bennet over there was our one-time-only, limited-edition murder special.”
The man in question— or rather what was left of him— was lying in an awkward heap at the bottom of the hole. It had taken them a solid thirty minutes to roll him that far, with Riley nearly spraining something in the process and Wren collapsing into a fit of hysterical giggles about how they were the worst murderers in history. Now, his limbs were all tangled up in a way that didn’t look natural, even for a dead guy.
“Why does he have to weigh, like, two hundred pounds?” Wren muttered, kicking at a clump of dirt. “I’m not built for this. I skipped leg day all last month.”
“Yeah, and here we are, getting the best workout of our lives,” Riley shot back, tossing her shovel aside with a clank. “Seriously, if we’d just chopped him up into bite-sized pieces, we wouldn’t even be having this problem.”
Wren winced. “Bite-sized? Could you not?”
Riley shrugged, reaching into her jacket pocket for her vape. She needed a break, a little puff of that artificial blueberry bliss. But her fingers came up empty. She froze, patted the other pocket, then rifled through her bag.
It wasn’t there.
“Uh, Wren?” she said slowly, her tone laced with a growing dread. “You haven’t seen my vape, have you?”
Wren’s brow furrowed as she straightened up, wiping sweat from her forehead. “No… why?”
Riley’s gaze drifted back to the freshly buried body. “Because I swear if I accidentally buried it with him, I’m digging it back up.”
Her friend’s horrified laugh echoed through the dark woods. “Please, tell me you’re kidding.”
Riley wasn’t. But she was also too exhausted to actually start sifting through the dirt again. She sighed, pulling out her iPhone and swiping the screen on. The weak beam of the flashlight didn’t do much to cut through the night, but it was enough to see the outline of her old Jeep Grand Cherokee parked in the distance. “Come on,” she said, clapping her best friend on the shoulder. “Let’s get back to the car before I start thinking of any more brilliant ideas.”
The hike back was, unsurprisingly, just as grueling as the hike in, only now Riley’s arms were aching from all the shoveling, and her mind was replaying the events of the past several hours in an endless loop, like a bad horror movie. She glanced at Wren, who was quietly trudging beside her.
“Remember when we thought college was going to be, like, frat parties and classes we didn’t care about?” Riley mused aloud. “You know, instead of… whatever this is.”
“Yeah,” Wren replied, her tone dry. “I definitely didn’t see ‘Burying Bodies 101’ in the course catalog.”
“Shame,” Riley said, grinning. “I would’ve aced that class. Or at least, I would’ve aced the theory. The practical, maybe not so much.”
As they finally reached the Jeep, they both collapsed into their seats, groaning in unison. Riley tilted her head back and stared at the ceiling. The overwhelming urge to find her vape was still gnawing at her, but there were more pressing matters to think about. At least if they ran into anyone they wouldn’t question the blood on their clothes since it was Halloween. She glanced over at Wren, who was fiddling with the car keys in the driver’s seat, her hands shaking just a little.
“Hey,” Riley said, nudging her with an elbow. “You okay?”
“Fine,” Wren replied, though her voice sounded distant. She turned the key, and the engine sputtered to life. “Just… trying to figure out if this is real life or a really messed-up fever dream.”
“Well,” Riley said, pulling down the visor to check her reflection in the mirror, “if it’s a dream, then I’m definitely suing my subconscious for emotional distress.”
As Wren pulled out onto the deserted road, Riley couldn’t help but glance back toward the woods. Somewhere out there, Josh Bennet’s final resting place was already being covered up by falling leaves. She just hoped that, wherever he was, her vape wasn’t joining him on that eternal journey.
Because, really, she wasn’t above going back and digging it up if it came to that.
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Riley

Daphne and Velma's Big Gay Halloween


17 hours earlier…

Riley was not one to make a habit of being late. In fact, she prided herself on being that insufferably punctual friend who showed up early to everything and then texted “here” with annoying enthusiasm. But today was different. Today, she was sprinting across Riverside State University’s quad like she was auditioning for a low-budget college remake of Chariots of Fire, her backpack bouncing against her spine and her Converse slapping against ancient cobblestones that were definitely not designed with running in mind. 
Halloween or not, Professor Godwin’s Linguistics class waited for no one.
She glanced at her iPhone as she jogged, the time mocking her with its digital precision. “Dammit,” she muttered, stuffing it back in her pocket. 
Their tiny rental house – lovingly dubbed “The Shoebox” for its remarkable similarity to actual footwear storage – was a good twenty-minute walk from campus. This was a fact she’d completely disregarded when she’d hit snooze approximately seventeen times that morning, and now her lungs were staging a protest worthy of a union strike.
Her phone buzzed against her hip, and she yanked it out, answering without checking the caller ID because honestly, only one person would be calling to mock her tardiness right now. “Hello?” she wheezed, trying to sound less like she was about to collapse and more like she was casually exercising for fun.
“Where are you?” Wren’s voice came through the line, managing to sound both concerned and deeply amused at the same time – a talent she’d perfected over their friendship.
“Uh, running,” Riley replied, her breathlessness betraying any attempt at nonchalance. “Across campus. Trying to get to class before Professor Godwin decides I need a linguistics intervention. Or worse, makes me diagram sentences in front of everyone.”
Wren snorted. “You’re gonna give yourself a heart attack at this rate. Though I guess that would get you out of the midterm.”
“Tell that to my lungs,” Riley gasped, slowing to a jog as a group of students in matching Ghostbusters costumes ambled past, looking irritatingly relaxed about their academic commitments. “Seriously, I’m—” she paused, trying to catch her breath, “—almost there.”
“Right,” Wren said, her voice dripping with the kind of doubt usually reserved for pyramid schemes and dining hall mystery meat. “You’re probably not even on the quad yet.”
Riley stopped, glaring at a nearby tree as if it was personally responsible for her situation. “Hey, I’m at least halfway there. I can see the clock tower.”
“Which means you’re still five minutes away if you jog like you’re being chased by a serial killer,” Wren replied, her wit sharp enough to perform minor surgery. “Which, given your current breathing pattern, seems optimistic.”
“Then I guess you’d better hope Josh isn’t waiting outside your next class, huh?” Riley shot back before her brain could catch up with her mouth. The words hung in the air like expired Halloween candy – unwanted and slightly toxic.
There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. Riley slowed her pace even more, mentally kicking herself. “Sorry,” she added quickly. “That was… I didn’t mean—”
“It’s fine,” Wren said, her tone lightening with practiced ease. “If Josh were smart enough to figure out my schedule, I’d be genuinely impressed. The man still thinks Mercury being in retrograde is a type of car problem.”
“Guess that’s too much to ask from a guy who thinks ‘I’m sorry you feel that way’ is an apology,” Riley muttered, picking up her pace again. “Seriously, though. Has he been bothering you? Like, more than usual?”
“Only in the sense that he’s still breathing,” Wren replied dryly. “I’ve seen him around campus a couple of times. He doesn’t really do anything, just… lingers. It’s like he’s trying to perfect the art of looking creepy. Should probably add that to his LinkedIn skills.”
“Ugh.” Riley felt a fresh wave of irritation surge through her. “Why does he still think he has a shot? He’s about as charming as a wet sock. Actually, that’s an insult to wet socks.”
“More like a wet sock filled with rocks,” Wren added. “And mold. And maybe some of that weird fungi that turns ants into zombies.”
“Exactly,” Riley said, finally reaching the top of the hill where the quad sloped down towards the Humanities building like a medieval torture device disguised as architecture. “Look, I’m almost there. Promise. Save me a seat in the back?”
“Already have,” Wren replied. “I’ll let Professor Godwin know you’re running a little late. Maybe I’ll tell him you’re helping an old lady cross the street. That might win you some extra points for character development or something.”
Riley laughed, finally reaching the building and slowing to a walk as she approached the steps. “Appreciate it. See you in a few.”
She hung up and shoved her phone back into her pocket, her thoughts drifting to Josh as she took the stairs two at a time. It wasn’t like he was dangerous—well, at least not in the obviously unhinged way. More like… persistent. The kind of guy who couldn’t take a hint, even if you hired a plane to skywrite it across campus with a marching band accompaniment.
And Wren had tried everything short of that. She’d ended things weeks ago, and Josh’s response had been a master class in textbook harassment, beginning by alternating between love-bombing texts and passive-aggressive comments about her social media posts. Then he started showing up at their house, Wren’s work, and her classes.
 It was like he thought if he just stood close enough to her orbit, she’d eventually pull him back in. Which was, honestly, about as likely as Professor Godwin showing up to class in a Halloween costume. Actually, now that she thought of it, that was far more likely to happen than Wren ever giving Josh the time of day again.
She burst through the door to the Linguistics lecture hall and spotted Wren sitting in their usual spot near the back, her purple hair like a beacon of salvation. Riley took a moment to catch her breath, giving Professor Godwin an apologetic nod as she slipped into the row next to her best friend.
“You made it,” Wren whispered, sliding a large coffee towards her. “Just barely. Though I have to say, the whole ‘just ran across campus’ look really adds some casual messiness to your hair that you just couldn’t accomplish organically.”
“Never doubted me for a second,” Riley whispered back, taking the cup and grinning. “And hey, at least I’m getting my cardio in before tonight’s party.”
The class passed in a blur of slides and notes, with Riley doing her best to jot down everything Professor Godwin said while simultaneously planning their Halloween costumes in the margins of her notebook. As the lecture drew to a close, he cleared his throat and turned his gaze toward the students, his gray beard practically bristling with the weight of impending wisdom.
“Before we call it a day,” he announced, his voice echoing off the walls, “I have one last piece of advice. As many of you may know, there’s a big party tonight over at the Omega Pi house, and I’d like to take this opportunity to remind you all that the legal drinking age is not an obstacle, it’s a speed bump.”
A wave of surprised laughter rippled through the room, and Professor Godwin continued, “So, be smart, and don’t forget to use a designated driver if you’re headed to the party. Otherwise, enjoy your Halloween, and try not to have too much fun. You’re dismissed. And remember – the Great Vowel Shift was not, in fact, about someone stealing all the Es from English.”
“Well,” Wren said as they filed out of the room. “You’re not going to the party, are you?”
“Of course I am, and so are you,” Riley replied, glancing over her shoulder. “We need a night to just chill, right? Especially after all this Josh drama. I’ve already got our costumes planned.”
“Oh, no,” Wren groaned. “Last time you planned the costumes, we were the weirdest Powerpuff Girls the world has ever seen. Not to mention we didn’t have a Blossom. We looked like we’d lost our leader in a tragic chemical X accident.”
“That was a statement,” Riley said, grinning. “About the inherent flaws in trio-based power structures.”
“It was a mistake,” Wren corrected. “Please, not two-thirds of the Powerpuff Girls again. My pride can’t take another hit like that.”
“Don’t worry,” Riley replied, nudging her shoulder. “These costumes are actually cool. We’re going as Daphne and Velma.”
“As in only two-fifths of the Scooby Gang? Do you see the running problem here?” Wren asked, her eyes narrowing. “We’re developing a concerning pattern of incomplete group costumes.”
“Come on,” Riley whined, flashing her best pleading look – the one she’d perfected after years of convincing Wren to watch just one more episode of whatever show they were binging. “We don’t need those guys, everyone knows Daphne and Velma were one of the original lesbian power couples.”
“Okay, true,” Wren admitted. “But, you’re not trying to convince me, you’re trying to convince yourself.”
Riley opened her mouth to argue, then closed it, recognizing defeat when it wore purple hair and a knowing smirk. She shrugged. “Fine. You’re right, and I’m a huge lesbian who wants to dress as Daphne. Happy?”
“Ecstatic,” Wren said, grinning. “Now, let’s go home and put these costumes together before I change my mind.”
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Wren


10:30 PM

The bass from the Halloween party thumped through the floorboards of the Omega Pi house, vibrating up through Wren’s combat boots as she leaned against the wall, nursing a red Solo cup filled with what the frat boys optimistically called “punch” but was basically lighter fluid with food coloring. Through the crowd of costumed college students – most of whom had clearly raided the “Sexy [Insert Random Profession Here]” section at Party City – she could see Riley dancing, her Daphne costume’s purple dress swishing as she moved to the music. The orange wig she’d insisted on wearing was slightly askew, making her look less like a cartoon detective and more like someone who’d lost a fight with a traffic cone. 
Wren smiled behind her own cup, adjusting the thick-rimmed glasses that completed her Velma costume. She’d tried to convince Riley that they could’ve gone as something else – anything else – but once Riley got an idea in her head, there was no talking her out of it. It was like arguing with a golden retriever who’d decided your shoe was its new best friend.
“Go dance!” Riley had insisted earlier, practically shoving Wren away from their spot by the wall. “Stop being my shadow and have some fun!”
“I am having fun,” Wren had protested. “I’m judging everyone’s life choices. It’s very fulfilling.”
But truthfully, she was perfectly content where she was, watching her best friend light up the makeshift dance floor like she’d been born for it. That was the thing about Riley – she filled every space she entered, not in an overwhelming way, but like sunshine streaming through a window. Warm, bright, and impossible to ignore, even when she was doing what she called dancing but looked more like someone trying to swat invisible bees.
The sight triggered a memory: their first meeting in that tiny classroom back in freshman year, both of them the only ones who’d signed up for “Pop Culture in Media: The Buffy Effect.” Wren had practically sprinted to class that day, arriving fifteen minutes early because who wouldn’t be excited about analyzing Buffy for actual college credit? She’d been setting up her color-coded notes (organized by season, episode, and supernatural creature type, naturally) when in walked one other student – a tall blonde with space buns and a denim jacket that looked like it had gotten into a fight with a patch factory and lost.
“Guess we’re the only ones with taste,” Riley had said, grinning as she dropped into the seat next to Wren. “I mean, who doesn’t want to watch Buffy and get college credit? Everyone else is probably off taking something useful, like Advanced Basket Weaving or The Philosophy of Reality TV.”
“Their loss,” Wren had replied, already sliding over her meticulously organized episode guide. “They’ll never know the deep sociopolitical implications of why vampires can’t wear leather pants.”
The class had been canceled after that first session – apparently, two students weren’t enough to justify keeping it on the schedule, which was clearly the university’s loss because they had some brilliant insights about the feminist implications of vampire slaying. 
But by then, it didn’t matter. They’d spent those three hours analyzing “Welcome to the Hellmouth” and discovering they shared the same dry sense of humor, the same taste in music, and the same theory that Principal Snyder was actually a demon (which was later proven untrue, but at least his demise was satisfying.) 
Sometimes Wren wondered if there was such a thing as platonic soulmates. Because that’s what they were – two halves of the same whole, complementing each other’s strengths and weaknesses like they’d been designed that way. Where Riley was bold and impulsive, Wren was cautious and calculating. When Wren retreated into herself, Riley knew exactly how to draw her back out. They were basically a buddy cop movie waiting to happen, minus the cops plus a lot more takeout and true crime documentaries.
A pair of hands suddenly gripped her hips from behind, yanking her from her thoughts. Wren spun around, some of her drink sloshing over the rim of her cup, ready to tell off whoever thought they had the right to—
Josh.
Her stomach dropped at the sight of him, his familiar smirk making her skin crawl. He was dressed as some kind of demon, red face paint smeared across his features in what she assumed was supposed to be scary but mainly looked like he’d face-planted into a cherry pie. (Notice how the red flags match his devil costume? That’s called literary symbolism, kids.) His eyes were clear and focused. Too focused.
“Get your hands off me,” Wren snapped, stepping back until she hit the wall. “I know personal space is a foreign concept to you, but maybe try Google Translate.”
“Come on, baby,” Josh said, his words slightly slurred. “Don’t be like that. I’ve missed you.”
“I’m not your baby,” Wren’s voice was ice. “And I told you to leave me alone. What part of that was unclear? Should I have used smaller words?”
He stepped closer, effectively boxing her in. “You can’t keep ignoring me forever. We were good together. You know we were.”
“Good together?” Wren let out a harsh laugh. “Is that what you call monitoring my texts? Or showing up at my work unannounced? Or telling me what to wear? Because I’ve got to tell you, Josh, that’s not exactly what I’d call relationship goals. More like the plot of a Lifetime movie, and not one of the good ones.”
“I was looking out for you,” Josh insisted, his expression darkening. “But you always have to make everything so dramatic.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Wren’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “I didn’t realize having basic boundaries was considered dramatic these days. My bad. Should I have just let you continue your audition for ‘How to Lose a Girlfriend in Ten Days: Stalker Edition’?”
Her hand tightened around her cup, knuckles going white. She glanced toward the dance floor, but Riley was lost in the crowd now, probably unable to hear anything over the music anyway. The wall of bodies around them seemed to close in, making the air feel thick and heavy with the smell of cheap beer and even cheaper cologne.
“I’m leaving,” Wren announced, ducking under Josh’s arm. She needed air, needed space, needed to be anywhere but here, preferably somewhere with better ventilation and fewer ex-boyfriends with boundary issues.
“Wren, wait—” Josh reached for her arm, but she jerked away.
“Don’t touch me,” she hissed, pushing through the crowd toward the door. She tried to spot Riley one last time, but the sea of costumes had become an indistinguishable blur of polyester and poor decisions. Pulling out her phone, she typed out a quick text.


Wren: Heading home. Josh being Josh. Don’t worry, I’m fine. Though if you happen to know any good hitmen, I’m not opposed to exploring options.




The cool October air hit her face as she stepped outside, and Wren took a deep breath, letting it clear her head. Their rental house wasn’t far – maybe ten minutes on foot. She’d walked it plenty of times before, usually with significantly less stalker-y accompaniment.
She’d barely made it down the front steps when she heard the door open behind her.
“So that’s it?” Josh’s voice carried across the front lawn. “You’re just going to run away?”
Wren kept walking, faster now. The streets were relatively quiet for Halloween, most people were either at parties or done with trick-or-treating for the night. Leaves crunched under her boots as she moved, trying to focus on the sound instead of the footsteps she could hear behind her. It was like having the world’s most persistent, annoying shadow.
“You know what your problem is?” Josh continued, his voice getting closer. “You think you’re better than everyone else. Better than me.”
“My problem,” Wren shot back without turning around, “is that you can’t take a hint. I mean, what part of ‘leave me alone’ sounds like ‘please follow me home while monologuing like a B-movie villain’?”
“Oh, I got the hint,” he sneered. “Little Miss Perfect decided I wasn’t good enough for her anymore. Started telling people I was controlling, that I was toxic—”
“You ARE toxic!” The words burst out of her before she could stop them. “You’re manipulative and possessive and honestly? The red flags you’re waving could supply a small communist parade.”
“I LOVED YOU!” The raw anger in his voice made her flinch. “Everything I did was because I loved you, but you’re too stuck up to see that. Too busy playing the victim—”
“Following me home right now isn’t exactly helping your case,” Wren pointed out, relief flooding through her as she spotted their house at the end of the street. Just a little further. “In fact, I’d say it’s pretty much the textbook definition of proving my point.”
“Following you?” Josh let out a bitter laugh. “Maybe I just happen to be going this way. Maybe you’re not as important as you think you are.”
“Right,” Wren muttered under her breath. “Because nothing says ‘you’re not important’ like stalking someone home while providing running commentary.”
She reached their front walkway, fishing her keys out of her pocket with trembling fingers. The porch light was on – they always left it on when they were out – casting long shadows across the lawn.
“You need to get over yourself,” Josh was saying, his voice carrying from the end of the path where he’d stopped. “You’re not special, Wren. You’re just a stuck-up bitch who—”
Wren spun around, fury finally overwhelming her fear. “You want to know what I am, Josh? I’m done. Done with your games, done with your manipulation, done with—”
The rest of her words were cut off by the sudden screech of tires. Wren turned just in time to see Riley’s Jeep come flying around the corner, headlights cutting through the darkness like laser beams. Everything seemed to slow down, like a movie going frame by frame:
The look of confusion on Josh’s face as he turned toward the sound.
The determined set of Riley’s jaw, visible through the windshield.
The sickening thud as two tons of metal collided with flesh and bone.
Then, silence…
And that’s why you don’t monologue on someone’s front lawn.
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murder. Premeditated, sometimes poorly executed
(pun intended), entirely justified murder.

If you're looking for a cozy mystery where everyone
lives and learns valuable lessons, this ain't it. This is
I about bad men who make worse decisions, and the

girlies who decide that murder is cheaper than therapy.

IMPORTANT STATISTIC THAT SHOULDN'T EXIST:
On average, nearly 20 people per minute are physically
abused by an intimate partner in the United States.
1in 4 women experience severe intimate partner
physical violence.

More than 1 in 3 women experience sexual violence in
their lifetime.

This book is for them.

(And also for anyone who's ever wanted to commit
murder but settled for writing angry Yelp reviews
instead. We see you. We appreciate your restraint. But
also... have you considered investing in a Jeep?)

Note: No actual men;were harmed in the writing of this book.
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