Chapter I

I

Her eyes scanned the room, the unfamiliarity of it enough to drive her insane. Her first party in New York, and the only looks she received were either judgmental glares or alcohol-induced stares. She felt as if, for the first time in her life, she was the outsider, the one who everyone was unfamiliar with. She hadn’t even wanted to go to this party; her cousins Jane and Aaron were the ones who insisted she go. Had it not been for them, she would still be camped out in her new room, surrounded by boxes of books, and writing in the leather bound journal her parents splurged on for her sixteenth birthday four years ago. She was quiet, but she possessed extraordinary beauty and intelligence. Though she appeared modest, she knew she had those qualities, and she knew how to use them to her advantage when needed.  She was filled with secrets and hidden talents—all of which would be revealed in due time. 
II

Despite what Skyler believed, Jane and Aaron did not want to bring her to the party—her parents forced them to. Ever since Skyler arrived, she did nothing but write in that ridiculous journal. She was such a waste. Neither Jane nor Aaron really enjoyed her company. But how could they? All she had done since she got to the party was hide in the corner and avoid eye contact.  At that point, the two decided she was not worth their time, so they left her to fend for herself. They weren’t worried that she’d disappear, she hadn’t moved in an hour. That girl was as predictable and boring as ever… What’s the worst that could happen to her? 
III

The music was too loud, the punch too strong, and every single person was on the dance floor. Everyone but Skyler, that is. She thought of herself as an optimistic, but it seemed as if her new life was revealing a different side of her, one that she had never known before. She wondered if anyone would even care if she went missing. No one seemed to care about her now. Every fiber of her being was clinging to her old life, trying to reel her back in, but it was no use. A new Skyler was emerging and nothing could stop it. She liked where this was going—she couldn’t wait to see their faces. 
III
From across the room, his eyes caught hers, only long enough for her to look back down at her feet just as she had been doing all night. He didn’t recognize her, but then again he had been out of town for quite some time. His name was Zachary Maxwell. Born into a privileged family from the east side of town, he was everything a stereotypical rich boy from New York was expected to be. Handsome, intelligent, and reckless were all common characteristics named off when asked about Zachary. Fresh out of high school, he had shipped off to Europe to get a break from his tedious and tiresome lifestyle back home. He had just returned from his trip earlier that day and figured the best way to celebrate his return was to attend a party. But he wouldn’t find out what he had gotten himself into until that night was over. 
IV
It was around midnight when Andrew Monroe arrived. Not only was he extremely late but extremely drunk as well. The first person he saw was Skyler. Her silhouette was blurry, but he was still able to recognize that she was unfamiliar to him. And he ought to know—he spent most of his free time admiring girls severely out of his league. Her blood red dress flooded his vision as he attempted to stumble closer to her. As he approached her, she looked up, and their gaze held for just long enough to give him the courage to say something. A slurred “hi” was all he could manage, but either way it did the trick. She laughed a quiet bubbly laugh, barely audible over the blaring music, and offered her hand. He shook it and immediately noticed the silky texture and almost translucent paleness of her skin. He had never seen someone so beautiful before in his life. She laughed at the prolonged contact between them (as he was still holding her hand), and carefully guided him to a couch nearby. That was the last time they were seen together until the morning. 
V. 
God, I will never know why I decide to host these parties… What a mess, thought Adeline. She had just gotten off probation from her parents for the last party she threw, how was she going to explain this one? She always loved the attention she got at her parties though. Just like Skyler, she was aware of her looks and she took full advantage of that whenever possible. Dressed in a form fitting, navy ball gown, Adeline knew she looked stunning. Her jet-black hair was curled and pinned to the side leaving her delicate face exposed. She was twenty-four years old, fresh out of college and still living off of mommy and daddy. She had the appearance of someone who had their life together, but her lifestyle often got the best of her. She was a raging alcoholic and couldn’t control her temper. It never took much to set her off; she was a ticking time bomb. 
VI
Zachary made his way over to Skyler shortly after she returned from the back bedroom. She intrigued him unusually more than he was accompanied to, and for unknown reasons, he was extremely jealous of Andrew’s courage to approach her. Her big brown eyes made fleeting contact as he approached her, and she immediately flushed afterwards. He stood in front of her, looking down at her for what seemed like an immeasurably long time until she finally looked up and stared him directly in the eye. He was taken back by how beautiful she was and nearly choked with the sudden inhale he took. Again, her face flushed and he managed a weak laugh at himself. Inside, he was kicking himself for not being able to talk. Say something, stupid, he thought. She coughed and said, “I’m Skyler.” Her voice sounded like a melody. “Hi, I’m Zach,” was all he could manage. Another awkward silence ensued, and he finally mustered up the courage to try and maintain a conversation. “So, are you new to town? I’ve never seen you before.” This attempt was much more successful. The two spent close to an hour talking about nothing in particular, and Skyler was suddenly hit with a feeling of remorse. Was she ready for this? He definitely wasn’t. 
Chapter 2

I.

Jane awoke with a start. It was around ten in the morning, she guessed, and she was sprawled out on the grass in Adeline’s backyard. Her clothes were covered in grass stains and wreaked of alcohol. Where were Aaron and Skyler? She hadn’t seen either of them since they got there last night. Aaron went off with some girl, and Skyler stood in the corner the whole night. She got up slowly and was immediately greeted with a pounding headache. Just what I need, she thought. After collecting her various clothing items sprayed on the lawn, Jane stumbled into the house to sort through the wreckage. The house was a mess and there were people slumped on every available surface. She called Aaron’s cell, but it went straight to voicemail. Finally, after a good fifteen minutes she found him in a pile of girls half dressed and drooling on the floor. Idiot. She kicked his side, and he jumped up in alarm. “What on earth possessed you to  think that kicking me was a good way to wake me up?” he blurted. She laughed and grabbed his hand to help him up. “Good morning to you too. Have you seen Skyler?” she asked. He took a quick, uninterested glance around the room, shrugged his shoulders and replied, “Nope. Haven’t seen her since last night. I thought she was still in that corner. Guess she went to bed somewhere.” Jane looked around the room again and suddenly the looming thought popped into her head: What if something happened to her? There’s no way. She just sat in that corner all night, how could something happen to her if she was sitting in the open and not talking to anyone? She had to be around here somewhere. 

II.

After two stressful hours of searching for Skyler, it was evident that she was nowhere to be found. Not one single trace of her was left that they could find, and Jane began to assume the worst. In a panic, Jane dialed her mother who told her to come home so they could call the police. Jane immediately gathered her things and her brother and took off as quickly as she could. Upon her arrival home, her mother, father, aunt and uncle (Skyler’s parents) began bombarding her with questions about that night. A few moments later, the police arrived at their house, and they asked the two the same questions their parents had just asked. As Jane and Aaron were answering their questions, Jane decided to make a list of each individual that attended the party that night and who had contact with Skyler previous to her disappearance. There were only three people she remembered seeing Skyler with that night: Zachary, Andrew, and Adeline. 
III. 

Adeline, the host of the party whom she had introduced Skyler to upon arriving, Zachary, who talked to Skyler for a few hours early on at the party, and Andrew Monroe, who also had a fairly long conversation with her toward the end. Those were the only people she could think of that had any noticeable interaction with Skyler. She also had written down a few others that introduced themselves to the 20-year-old, but didn’t seem as interested as the other three. All Jane could think of was what could have happened to her cousin. Did she just go home with someone and forget to call? Or was she actually in danger? What if she got too drunk and got lost? All these questions kept flashing in and out of her head, but all Jane could think about was the image of Skyler standing in the corner with her eyes glued to the floor. It was immensely difficult trying to figure her out. Jane remembered how good of a kid Skyler was when her and her family use to go visit them in Illinois. Had moving to New York changed her completely? Jane immediately regretted how her and Aaron had treated Skyler. If something was actually wrong, and Skyler was hurt, Jane didn’t know if she would ever have been able to forgive herself. 
IV.

With the list of suspects in hand, Jane ran down the stairs to find her parents, Skyler’s parents and three police officers gathered around the kitchen table. She handed the list to one of the officers and explained how each one had come in contact with Skyler the night before. One of the officers explained to both families that police would do whatever they could to find Skyler, even if it meant interviewing everyone who stepped foot into Adeline’s house the night of the party. 

Chapter 3

I

Four weeks had passed, and still Skyler remained missing. Flyers with her face littered the entire community, and every couple blocks you would see someone wearing a t-shirt with her face on it that read “HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL?” in big bold letters across the top. Jane called the police station every day like clockwork to see if they had made any advancement, and every day she got the same answer. They still had three suspects, none with alibis, and all with plausible motives, but they also lacked evidentiary support for all three. They were ultimately at a standstill, and without any leads, the police feared her case would go cold. Jane stared at the case file. She knew the whole thing almost by heart, but she still read it daily just to occupy herself. Each section was a transcript of the interviews the police conducted with Zach, Andrew, and Adeline. Adeline got into a fight with her later in the night because Skyler accidently tore Adeline’s dress. Adeline got really upset with her—ticking time bomb—and I guess she shoved her into a wall. After that, Adeline refused to really say anything in the interview without her lawyer. Next in the file was the interview with Zach. His was a little suspicious. He said that the two of them got quite confortable on the couch after everyone had passed out, and things started heating up when he kissed her. He claims in the middle of their hook up she started having second thoughts and tried to back out, but after “persuasion” on his part, she gave in. The police told Jane that they suspected some foul play was involved in that occurrence, but there was no proof, only hearsay. 

The last thing included in the file was the transcript for the interview conducted with Andrew. He claims that the two also shared a steamy hookup but that it was short-lived, and she didn’t come back until nearly three in the morning. At that point, Andrew claims they just sat and talked. He was the last person to see her, however, and according to Andrew, he was a little upset that she had kissed Zachary after kissing him. The rest of the night was a blur, he claims, which is believable considering the amount of alcohol he drank. Jane closed the file and sighed. She had read the interviews too many times than she cared to remember; yet she still could not figure out what was missing. It didn’t make any sense… She was missing a major clue. 
II

“Okay, thanks Donna.” Jane hung up the phone. As usual, the police station had no updates to report on Skyler’s disappearance. She called so frequently that Jane and the front desk secretary at the police station were on a first name basis. Jane hopped in her truck and drove over to Skyler’s house to check on her aunt and uncle. They both had quit their jobs since Skyler’s disappearance and dedicated everything into looking for Skyler. Their house was a mess; it looked like they hadn’t cleaned it in years even though Jane was over there last weekend to clean it. When she walked in, they were both huddled around the kitchen island intensely listening to whoever was talking to them on the other end. Her aunt was hysterical. This is it, she thought. This is when I finally get the news that they found her body. Tears welled up in her eyes as she approached the counter. When her uncle saw her he touched his aunts arm and they both gave her a hug. “They found her journal. It was buried in the woods five miles from our house. They didn’t find a body, but they think that it would be close to the journal if she’s dead,” her aunt explained. A wave of relief rushed over Jane. This was excruciating. She just wanted to know what happened…
III

This was excruciating. Andrew paced back and forth in his room. It had been months since her disappearance, and he was still thinking about Skyler. All he could think about was how he had gotten so upset at her for kissing Zach when she had only known both of them for a few hours. His temper did tend to get out of hand at times, and leave it to him to lose his temper on a girl who goes missing hours later. He knew he looked guilty. Luckily for him, there were two other suspects with as much probability of being guilty as he had. Sure, he had smacked her around a little bit, but he was drunk and didn’t know what he was doing. She woke up after falling; there’s no way he killed her. He couldn’t have…
IV

That dumb girl is causing me so much anxiety, thought Adeline. One little fit and suddenly she is one of the star suspects in a disappearance. Sure, she had a temper. But there was no way she would kill someone. She was a little drunk, but everyone was. Her dress cost almost a grand, and that careless girl tore a gaping hole into the side of it. Was she supposed to not have a problem with that at all? Honestly, people’s expectations were way too high for her. She couldn’t always be perfect. She knew she made it look easy, but it was a struggle to look as good as she did. The more she thought about her fight with Skyler, though, the more she got worried. She hadn’t really remembered most of that night, but when the cops interviewed her she made up that story about just shoving Skyler. She was pretty positive Skyler pushed her back, and they actually got into a fight. Luckily, most people had already passed out or left, so no one could validate or discredit what she said. She could basically tell them whatever she wanted, and they would believe her… 

V

I screwed up big time. That was all Zachary could think about when Skyler popped up in his mind. She was so beautiful, and now she was gone. Just disappeared into thin air. He couldn’t wrap his head around the idea. First, they were kissing, and then she was gone. He didn’t remember most of what happened in between, but he did remember the embarrassment he felt when she started to change her mind. Luckily for him, she was too drunk to really say no. If they aren’t saying no, they’re saying yes. That was his motto. Sure, she bled a little, but that was normal for a girl’s first time. She was lucky enough to have Zach as her first. He was one of the most desirable men in the city. Everyone thought he was attractive, and everyone knew he was rich. What more could anyone want? Besides, no one says no to Zachary Maxwell. No one… 
Chapter 3

I

“This journal could be the key to finding Skyler,” said Officer Paige.
“That’s all we can hope for,” replied Mrs. Milton. Skyler’s mom took the leather bound journal from the officer’s hands. She recalled how her husband had insisted they buy for Skyler on her sixteenth birthday. Just holding the journal in her hands was almost too much to handle. She missed Skyler so much, but she knew the fight was almost over. The police were going to find her soon; she had faith. 
Mr. Milton put his arm around his wife and stared at the journal. He remembered picking that out at the store. The clerk had insisted it was what all the real writers were writing in. Skyler had always wanted to be a writer. Her imagination was otherworldly. He held back tears at the thought of Skyler the day they gave her that journal. Hopefully what she had written in it would help them find his baby girl. That was all he wanted, these trials to be over and his baby to come home. 
II

Jane took the journal in her hands. This was it. This was the key to finding Skyler. Her aunt and uncle had given her the responsibility of reading through it to find any clues. She was the one who knew her best after all. She undid the dirt-encrusted leather strap and gently flipped open the first page. Written on the title page was “Skyler Milton: Disappearance Experiment.” She didn’t understand. Was all this some twisted experiment Skyler had played on the entire town? If that was true, where was she now? It was nearly four months since her disappearance. Quickly, Jane flipped to the next page. She began reading furiously, struggling to absorb what she was reading. According to the journal, Skyler had written out an elaborate social experiment that tested what the reaction would be from her family, friends, school, and other affiliates if she went missing. The results were logged dated up until two weeks ago. That meant that Skyler still had the journal with her up until two weeks ago. Where was she now? Skyler knew that we had done fundraisers; she knew that her parents had quit their jobs; she knew that there were three suspects. She knew everything. The question was how? It was like Skyler had been there the whole time. Jane sat there fighting back tears. One slipped down her nose and onto the page where Skyler had taken notes on her. 

“Jane seems to have actually developed a sense of remorse for her behavior towards me prior to my disappearance. At the party, she abandoned me and left me to fend for myself against several drunken suitors, two of which are now suspects of my disappearance. It is quite refreshing that Jane seems to care about me now. She didn’t even want to take me to that party in the first place. It was made obvious by her angry invitation the day before the party, and the abandonment at the party. She has never liked me, for reasons that still remain unclear. I just hope that now that she has realized that she actually does care about me, she will continue to think of me as a friend upon my return.” 
It was dated within the first three weeks of her disappearance. Jane couldn’t believe it. She felt deplorable. There was no way she could ever make amends to Skyler for her behavior. What she did was nearly unforgivable. But what Skyler did was almost as bad. She left all of them under the impression that someone kidnapped or killed her. How can someone willingly her family through that kind of emotional roller coaster? It seemed like her experiment had reached its expiration date, but Skyler was still no where to be found… 

III

At the conclusion of Skyler’s log, there was an address written with the words “To whomever finds this, when you’re ready to find me,” inscribed beneath it. Jane knew what that meant. That address was where Skyler had been staying, and now she was just waiting for someone to figure out her scheme. 

It took Jane all of three seconds for her to realize that this was out of her hands. She had to tell Skyler’s parents. But something was holding her back. Maybe Skyler ought to explain that she was just performing a social experiment and no one had kidnapped her to her parents herself rather than have Jane do it. She would go to this address by herself and get Skyler to come home and explain herself to her family and friends. Now it was just a matter of finding this place. 
IV

It turned out that there was a secluded cabin in the woods, miles from the city. It took Jane all of fifteen minutes to find it on her phone. Funny to think Skyler has been there all along while her family sat at home crying and searching for her. Jane drove her truck out to the woods and hiked what felt like four hours deep into the woods. The deeper she hiked, the creepier and eerier it got. If this was really where Skyler was, Jane gave her credit. This place was creepy. Finally, she arrived in a small clearing that housed an even smaller cabin. It looked like no one had been in it for years. Jane knocked on the door. No one answered. That’s strange, she thought. She knocked again, and still there was no response. Finally, Jane mustered up the courage to try the doorknob. It was unlocked, so Jane opened it and peered inside. 

The scream that came from Jane was probably heard from miles away, but that was nothing compared to the scene displayed in front of her. On the floor of the single room cabin, Skyler lay in a puddle of her own blood with a bullet hole through her left temple. Her body was bloated and she was in a very unnatural position. Her body was a sickly green color, and her hair was ratted and soaked in her own blood.  She looked like she had been dead for about two weeks. The same time her journal entries stopped. Someone had gotten to Skyler before Jane had. Someone had figured this all out much sooner than Jane did. Someone was a murderer… 

V

The police said that Skyler had died of a bullet wound to the head that caused an extreme loss of blood. The weapon was never found, and there were no hints of suicide. The police ruled the case a homicide, but this time they had no witnesses or suspects. Skyler Milton’s case went cold faster than her body did in the morgue. To this day, no one knows who killed Skyler, why she felt the need to conduct her social experiment, or how he or she found her before the police did. Either way, her study was given to the police as evidence and she remains one of the most famous murder mysteries in the state of New York. 
