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      Once upon a time, the Lions came to play. But whoever tried to take them down just got blown away. Go Lions!

      “Go Lions!” I shouted from the side of the gym, my voice disappearing into the roar of the crowd. Feet pounded the bleachers, and the booming sound rumbled through my chest. Energy, pure and electric, pulsed through every cell of my body and shook me awake, as if I’d spent my entire life asleep until that moment.

      Captain Kate tipped her head back and laughed at the crowd’s attention. She drank it in, savored it, as it fueled her megawatt smile. She popped up on her toes toward the rapt crowd and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Who’s number one?”

      “We are!” the mob shouted back.

      She glanced back over her shoulder at the three straight lines of cheerleaders behind her. Astrid rolled her eyes at the drama, but Kate simply winked at her and turned back to the bleachers.

      “I said,” Kate yelled, and the rest of the cheer squad joined her. “Who’s number one?”

      The audience responded louder and more desperately than before. “We are!”

      “Woohoo!” Kate whooped as she shook her pom-poms over her head and spun around to face her squad. She stomped one sneakered foot on the glossy gym floor as she thrust her hands to her hips. She nodded. The squad nodded back in unison.

      We are the Lions. The mighty, mighty Lions…

      I mouthed the words as my arms instinctively mimicked the precise choreography. Like a worn-out song on my playlist, every note and inflection was committed to my memory, except I wasn’t the one who got to sing it. They were the exalted ones, and I was just the alternate.

      If high school were a kingdom, Kate and the girls on the squad would be royalty. Twelve perfect princesses who drew the envy of all the other peasants. Even the muscular clones of the football team in their purple-and-gold jackets couldn’t outshine the cheerleaders. They might be the reason for the pep rally after barely squeaking into the playoffs by taking down their longtime rivals, the Bartlett Bears, in a last-minute Hail Mary play that scored us that one extra touchdown, but they still weren’t the stars. They couldn’t be. The Faraway High Cheer Team owned more real estate in the school trophy case than any other sport in the school’s history. A legacy of champions—and one I so desperately wanted to be a part of. One day.

      The cheering subsided, and the real show began. High kicks, roundhouses, back handsprings. Perfectly toned bodies flipped and twisted across the gym floor. The crowd hollered, amplifying the energy of the tumblers on their passes. They leaped higher, flipped faster, and landed every trick tighter than I’d ever seen.

      “Go Lions,” the squad cheered as they broke into their next formation.

      Piper, Melody, and Joy strutted to center stage, tossing their heads to the side so their flawless ponytails swung in time to the clapping of the audience. Sydney joined the trio and hoisted herself onto Piper’s and Melody’s shoulders as they grabbed hold of her right foot. She rose in the air like an impossible gilded flower, beautiful and graceful, blooming as her arms pulled away from her chest, every movement precisely timed for maximum showmanship. Without wavering, she balanced on her right leg as she threw her left behind her and clutched the tip of her sneaker. When her grip locked around her toe, she turned to the crowd and beamed a wide, rehearsed smile, as she flaunted her impeccably executed scorpion position.

      Shouts and whistles echoed off the gym roof.

      The bases pushed on Sydney’s foot, and she popped up higher, dropping her leg and clutching her chest again. She tucked her arms tight to her sides as her body rotated into a full twist. Three hundred and sixty degrees of weightlessness. Of unrestrained falling.

      I bit my lip, waiting for her to steady herself. To regain control.

      Her arms flung out into a T as she fell into the last half twist, dropping into the cradle of her teammates’ arms below.

      Except she didn’t stop.

      Piper’s eyes widened as Sydney slid through their grip. Shoes squeaked across the floor as they tried to recalibrate.

      I gasped and clamped my hand over my mouth.

      Sydney’s body sank closer to the floor. Her head dropped back, and I lunged forward as if I could reach her from my place on the sidelines. The rest of the squad froze and stared. My stomach clenched, but instead of Sydney crash-landing on the ground, her golden hair whisked across the floor as Joy yanked her up at the last second.

      Sydney stumbled forward and regained her balance. Melody placed a hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off and clapped her hands.

      “Go Lions!” she shouted, as her fake smile slid back in place and a telltale red crept up her neck into her cheeks.

      I stepped back against the wall and watched as the last of the routine played out in front of me. Each move seemed tainted now, the earlier energy held back as all eyes stayed glued to Sydney, but she kept going.

      Finally, the cheerleaders all struck their final poses, waving their pom-poms over their heads as Principal Andersen stepped up to the narrow wooden podium near the bleachers.

      “Wow. That was amazing. Let’s give a big hand for Kate Fleming and the fantastic Faraway High Cheer Team.”

      He applauded along with the students for a few moments then raised his open palm over his head. The room silenced. He was likely relishing the power he wielded as his thin lips contorted into a smirk. If he only knew what people said behind his back.

      “This concludes the first of what I hope to be many playoff pep rallies this year. Our team has been working hard all season, and I expect to see each and every one of you in the crowd tomorrow showing off your Lion pride. You are all officially dismissed. Go team!”

      He ended his speech with an exaggerated fist pump then stepped back from the podium and rushed toward the side door to usher everyone out. The line of teachers along the far wall followed as the thunder of over four hundred sets of feet thumped their way to the exit.

      I backed away from the horde and watched as it passed by. The football princes with their arrogant smiles as the rest of the varsity athletes clipped behind on their heels. Sydney storming through the crowd with a death glare as the rest of the cheerleaders hung back to give her space. Then, as usual, the senior class, along with a few popular juniors who’d somehow made the cut, followed by the juniors, sophomores, and freshmen. All in a hurry to take advantage of being able to leave a whole twenty minutes early from last period.

      “Hey, Melina, want to come with us to Bean There for a mocha on the way home?”

      I peeled my eyes off the escaping parade and turned around. My day-one crew—Jaida, Hailey, Isaac, and Leo—loitered by the back wall, watching me watch everyone else instead of bolting for the exit. I’d honestly expected them to be halfway out of the school by now.

      Jaida crept closer then wrapped her arm around my shoulder and started leading me toward the door. “Sounds like they’ve released the white chocolate peppermint flavor early this year. I know it’s your favorite.”

      I slipped my hand in hers then spun myself around until I was no longer in her grasp. “I’d love to, but I have to clean everything up here and then set up for practice. But thanks for waiting for me.”

      Isaac pushed himself off the wall and slung his backpack over his shoulder before coming to join us. “Ugh. That sounds boring. Are you sure you don’t want to just blow it off? It’s not like⁠—”

      Jaida glared up at him, her dark eyes compressing to sharp, narrow slits. His shoulders tensed, and he eased back a step, probably afraid she’d unleash some crazy sort of torment on him. Jaida might be just over five feet, but her fiery side could topple giants.

      Hailey slipped in between the two of them and leaned back against Isaac’s chest. “It’s okay. Allyssa couldn’t come either. Maybe we can go at lunch tomorrow?”

      I nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Hailey tugged on Isaac’s arm and pulled him out the door with Jaida close behind.

      I sighed as they crossed into the hall, leaving me in the gym. A white chocolate peppermint mocha would be so amazing right now. I closed my eyes and imagined the hot deliciousness sliding down my throat, my chest warming at the memory of my last one. Had it really been a year already?

      “Do you need any help?”

      A weight fell on my shoulder. I jumped and snapped my hand back, grasping someone’s fingers before they slipped out of my reach. As I whirled around, Leo raised his open palms in surrender, an amused grin breaking across his lips.

      My heart pounded out a pop song against my ribs as I swatted his arm. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “Like what?” Leo rubbed his bicep as his smile widened. “I was standing here the whole time. You were the one spaced out in a totally other world. Where were you anyway?”

      “You know me, just hanging out in my own brain. It’s nice there. You should come visit once in a while.”

      He frowned. “No thanks. Who knows what bizarre stuff you have going on in there?”

      I responded with a playful sneer then headed toward the front of the makeshift stage. Pieces of metallic purple and gold foil sprinkled across the performance space while heaps of shiny pom-poms lay scattered in pairs between them. I picked up the first set of pom-poms, tucked them under my left arm, then proceeded down the row, snagging the abandoned balls like a convicted felon collecting trash on the side of a highway for community service.

      Leo started on the back row, picking up the pom-poms and smashing them against his side with a lot less care.

      I winced as more strands fluttered to the floor from his rough handling. “You know, you don’t have to stick around here. If you hurry, I’m sure you can catch up with Isaac and the others.”

      He shrugged. “It’s no big deal. But honestly, why do you keep doing this? I mean, don’t most squads put away their own gear? It kind of feels like they are taking advantage of you.” He swooped his long arm just above the gym floor and snatched another metallic ball in his fist. “You’re an alternate, not the team servant.”

      “It’s not taking advantage if I offer to do it. I’m just trying to make a good impression, you know? Ainsley made her way onto the squad as an alternate when Amelia’s family moved away, and I’m just hoping that maybe I’ll get the chance one day.”

      He clapped his open hand against the pom-pom, and it popped out of his grip back onto the floor. “It doesn’t seem very fair to me.”

      “Then it’s a good thing it isn’t up to you.” I bent down and reached forward, but the metallic strands slipped through my fingertips. Leo crouched in front of me and held the pom-pom in his hand. I grabbed for it, but he tugged it away at the last second, and I tipped forward, nearly falling on my face.

      “Gotta be faster than that, Lina.” He held the pom-pom out again and flashed a crooked smirk.

      “And to think I was going to thank you for helping me.” I pushed on his shoulder, and he faltered, landing on his butt.

      He tossed his head back and laughed. “You’re welcome.”

      I extended my open hand and turned my face away to hide the grin teasing its way across my lips. His fingers wrapped tightly around mine, and he yanked me closer as he rose to his feet. The pom-poms were crushed between us as the warmth of his chest prickled across my bare arm.

      “Now I have to thank you,” he whispered, his green eyes holding mine for a breath before darting away.

      “No problem.” I flexed my fingers against his palm until he released his grip, then I stepped back and shook my head. “Next time, don’t be so clumsy, and I won’t have to save you.”

      I gathered all the poms together, then piled them in the corner of the gym. I dropped to my knees and unzipped a large purple duffel bag and stuffed each of them inside.

      Leo’s shadow loomed behind me. “The other reason I stayed behind was because I wanted to talk to you about the game on Friday night. Did you maybe want to do something after?”

      I pulled the opening of the bag closed and zipped it shut. “Uh, yeah. We always go out together after every game. It’s a tradition.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think everyone else can come this time. Allyssa said something about a gaming marathon. Hailey and Isaac are working on a project for their Business Innovations class.”

      Tossing the bag over my shoulder, I stood up and straightened my cheer skirt. “What about Jaida?”

      “She said… What was it again?” Leo turned his face toward the ceiling. “I don’t remember, but she said she had something going on.”

      “That’s so odd. I swore everyone said they were coming to the game. Maybe I should just check.” I grabbed my backpack off the floor and fished around the front pocket for my phone. Streams of group chat message bubbles filled the screen as I flicked back through our texts. “See, right here.” I held my phone up to him. “Jaida said⁠—”

      “Oh, for sure everyone is coming to the actual game.” Leo pushed my hand out of his face. “I just meant afterward. They all have other plans later.”

      “That’s strange. No said anything to me.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, super strange, right? Maybe they just didn’t want to bother you with the whole pep rally thing today.”

      “Maybe.”

      “It’s gotta be. Did you want me to carry that?” He reached for the duffel bag, but I tugged the straps closer to my chest.

      “Nope. I’m fine.”

      “Good. As long as you’re good.” He ran his fingers through his hair then shoved his hands in his pockets as he walked beside me toward the door.

      “What is with you today, Leo? You’re so…” I waved my hand in a circle toward him as I scanned him over. “I don’t know… fidgety. Like you drank three energy drinks at lunch or something.”

      “I’m fine.” He stopped walking and rocked back on his heels, his head hanging down as if the toes of his sneakers had suddenly become the most interesting things in the room.

      I flopped my head to the side and leaned over, forcing him to look at me. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.” He scoffed and looked away. “Totally fine. Just trying to make a plan for Friday night. Maybe it’s you who’s off today?”

      “Whatever you say.” I pulled the bag tighter over my shoulder and continued across the gym floor.

      Leo’s steps thumped close behind me. “Seriously, though, after the game it looks like it’s only you and me left. So, are you wanting to bail, or did you still want to do something, just us? I mean, not just us, but like out in public with other people. But only if you wanted⁠—”

      A loud, hollow smack echoed through the gym as Kate charged in, smashing her palm against the door. Astrid and Sunni, her usual lap dogs, followed close on her determined heels.

      “Sydney is driving me completely insane,” she yelled as she whirled around, her arms open wide and borderline flailing.

      Leo glanced at me, his eyes asking questions his lips were smart enough to avoid. I shrugged and leaned back, as if that might somehow hide me.

      Kate continued. “We’ve practiced that routine about a million times, and she’s supposed to do a torch, not a scorpion. It’s always been a torch. I should know. I choreographed it. But no, she had to show off.”

      “Calm down, sweetie. No one knew the difference. It’s fine.” Astrid grabbed Kate’s hand and sandwiched it between her own.

      For a second, Kate’s head drooped, but she quickly ripped her hand away and slapped it on her hip. “It’s not fine. She’s lucky she didn’t get dropped on her head today, and all because she can’t follow simple instructions. She’s been undermining me for weeks. Always telling me how to deal with the squad. Contradicting my decisions. Doesn’t she realize that I’m the captain, not her?”

      “Of course she does,” Sunni said. “Maybe just try talking to her, and you can work all this out. Or you could—” Sunni’s dark eyes widened as she caught sight of Leo and me standing motionless near the corner. “Um, hey, Melina.”

      All three girls turned to stare. I tugged Leo’s sleeve and raced forward, making a wide circle to their left.

      “Just finished cleaning up,” I said, as I patted the duffel bag and beelined for the door. “See you all at practice.”

      Their heavy stares weighed down on my shoulders, pushing my feet to move faster. I was one hundred percent sure Kate wouldn’t have wanted me hearing everything she’d just said. Everyone loved her too much—or maybe feared her. It’s not like she didn’t have a bit of a reputation for being a tough captain, but she wouldn’t want people gossiping about her either.

      I could almost breathe the hallway air when Kate’s voice rang out behind me.

      “Melina, wait.”

      My sneakers squeaked on the floor as I halted in the doorway. Leo rammed into my side and stopped, but I shook my head and nudged him out in front of me.

      “Thanks for taking care of everything today. You’re always such a massive help to the team,” Kate said.

      I cleared my throat as the compliment stole my voice. “Yeah, of course. It’s no big deal.”

      “Keep it up and we might have to think about giving you a more important role.”

      Astrid and Sunni glared at each other then looked over at Kate. She plastered on her carefully curated smile as her rigid stance softened.

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Just be ready,” Kate called after me as I slipped out into the hall.
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      I turned the knob and fell against the door, pretty much tripping into my house. My exhausted arms didn’t respond to me anymore as they flopped down by my sides. Kate’s anger toward Sydney had fueled her to push us through the hardest, most grueling practice ever. Most of the girls thought she’d gone over the edge because of competition season looming on the horizon, but I knew the truth. She was super pissed.

      The scent of tomato sauce and spices washed over me. Garlic mixed with something. Oregano? Maybe thyme? Either way, my mouth watered like a hungry dog’s. I wiped the back of my hand across my lips as my stomach rumbled loudly to make sure I got the message.

      “What’s for dinner? It smells great.” After stumbling through the front hall, I rushed into the kitchen expecting a table of familiar faces—and maybe a scowl from Mama for being late—but the dishes and the room had already been cleared.

      My shoulders drooped, and I shrugged out of my jacket then flung it over the back of a chair. I’d told everyone I had practice after school. What was the point in telling your whole family if no one remembered to wait for you anyway? I tugged at my skirt, wishing I’d taken the extra ten minutes to change, my bare legs tingling as the warm air sank into my cold skin.

      “Great, you’re home.” Marco slipped in from the living room, his stare glued to his phone as he swiped his thumb across the screen. However, I doubted he could even see anything with his greasy hair dangling in his face and his hood up, his eyes almost completely covered.

      I stepped in front of him, blocking his path as he rushed through the kitchen. “Where is everyone?”

      He sidestepped, but I pivoted with him, back and forth, until he gave up and leaned against the counter. “Papa took Matthew to basketball practice, and Mama is holed up in her office on a client call, something about a missed shipment or something. What’s with the outfit? Did they actually let you on the team?”

      “I’m already on the team and this is my uniform.” I stuck my nose in the air and twirled around. “And I’ve been at practice learning some very demanding routines while you did what? Played on your phone?”

      “Then how come I didn’t see you at the pep rally today?” His lip twitched as he fought a smile, already knowing the answer but waiting for me to say it out loud.

      I crossed my arms and stood up taller. “I was there. Surprised you didn’t notice me.”

      He rolled his eyes then smacked his palm against his forehead. “Of course. I did see you there. Weren’t you the one holding up the wall while everyone else did the cheering? All that practicing sure paid off.”

      “Not funny, Marco. I need to be ready to step in at any time.”

      “I’m not trying to be funny, Melina, but there’s only ever been twelve spots on the team. When are you going to realize that you’re gonna be standing on the sidelines all year unless something happens to one of those perfect little cheerleaders? Plus, those girls are so cliquey, they still might not even pick you next year.”

      I glared at him as I dug my fingernails into my palms, masking the sting of his completely wrong opinion. “You don’t know anything.”

      He shrugged and swiped his hair out of his face, his focused stare fixed on mine. “Maybe, but I don’t want to see you get hurt either.” As quickly as the shot of empathy hit him, it disappeared, and he slid around me and headed toward the door.

      “Melly, Melly,” a tiny voice squeaked.

      I spun around. Big, wide eyes looked up at me as two chubby hands reached for attention.

      Bending down, I rested my palms on my knees. “Hey, Tommy. How are you doing, buddy?”

      Tommy lunged at me. “Melly, up.”

      His arm hooked around my neck, and I swooped him up against my hip as his silky curls tickled against my bare shoulder.

      “And what did you do today, big guy?”

      He giggled as I bounced him up a little higher. The arm around my neck tightened, and his other hand smacked against my chest. A sticky pink glob smeared across the light-gold stripe of my uniform.

      “Ew. Tommy. What is that?”

      Marco laughed behind us. “Probably applesauce.”

      “But it’s red.” I swiped at the substance, and it spread even farther.

      “Yeah, it’s strawberry flavored. Matthew gave him some after dinner.”

      “Strawberry! That’ll stain.” I leaned over to put Tommy down, but his bottom lip stuck out and his eyes welled with tears. Pulling him close again, I thrust him toward Marco. “Here. Take him.”

      Marco threw his open hands in the air and backed up into the front hall. “Nope. Not happening. I’ve had toddler duty for the past hour.”

      I followed after him, Tommy’s wailing ringing in my ear. “Seriously? Can you please just take him so I can go change?”

      “Sorry, I gotta go. Oh, and you’re going to need to babysit tomorrow because Mama and Papa are going up to see Miguel at college.”

      “I can’t tomorrow. It’s Friday. Game night. Why can’t you do it?”

      “I’m working. That trumps maybe being a cheerleader.”

      “Very funny. Take him, please.”

      He shook his head.

      “Marco!”

      “Already late.” He shot back a snarky smirk as he twisted his feet into his sneakers, not bothering to untie them first, then ripped open the door and slipped out. “Bye, sis.”

      The door slammed behind him, and the hollow sound reverberated through my chest, or maybe it was just my cringe at how easily he just abandoned me.

      I stared at the closed door as if Marco would suddenly grow a conscience and come bursting back in to help me. One second, two seconds, three. A car door clunked closed outside, and lights danced in the small window transit as he disappeared down the street. Tommy rested his head on my shoulder as he choked back sobs. The house fell silent around us. Empty and forgotten. The strawberry stain started to bleed through the fabric, just like the dread in my chest about what Kate would say if I didn’t get the mark out.

      With a deep sigh, I tilted my head against Tommy’s and hugged him closer. “I guess it’s just you and me, buddy. Let’s go get cleaned up.”
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        * * *

      

      A quiet calmness fell over my brain as my bedroom door clicked closed behind me, shutting out the rest of the world. Mama had emerged from her office just in time to bathe Tommy and put him to bed, but I’d still wasted most of my night in the kitchen hoping someone would come home to save me. Except, no one came. At least she agreed to call Mrs. Danley from the next street to watch Tommy and Matthew tomorrow night. Fingers crossed she said yes.

      I held out my cheerleading uniform. After scrubbing until my hands were red and raw, the applesauce stain seemed to have disappeared except for a hazy line around the outside, taunting me. I looked closer and blinked. The line vanished. I rubbed my palm over my face. Maybe I was just seeing things? Kate and the squad would not tolerate a dirty jersey.

      My phone vibrated in the pocket of my sweatpants. I flopped onto my stomach across my bed and pulled it out. Our group chat had gone off while I’d been babysitting and scrubbing. Streams and streams of messages flowed across the screen as I scrolled toward the bottom. It didn’t look like I’d missed much. Jaida was bingeing old sitcoms while trying to study for her biology quiz. Isaac hated listening to his sister practice her oboe. Allyssa won some weapon thing online that I didn’t really understand, but I hearted the message anyway. No chaos or crises to worry about.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Anyone have any big plans this weekend?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jaida: Melina! You’re alive! Thought Captain Kate might’ve made you do cartwheels until your arms fell off or something. We haven’t heard from you all night.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Ha! Nope. Just got stuck watching Tommy again. And Kate’s not that bad.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hailey: As long as you stay out of her way…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Harsh.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hailey: You know what I mean. Mrs. Lochlann is the teacher advisor for the squad and even she’s too afraid to confront Kate. She just lets her run everything like a pretty little dictator.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Mrs. Lochlann is also like a hundred years old and barely leaves her classroom.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Allyssa: Or does Kate have something on her? You don’t get that much power without exploiting others’ weaknesses.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jaida: You play too many video games, A. She’s a mean girl, not a final boss.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hovered my thumbs over the keys, except I couldn’t think of the words to respond. She wasn’t wrong. Kate’s bossy reputation wasn’t a secret, and it wouldn’t be the first time someone had called her mean; however helping spread that news somehow felt like a betrayal, and I couldn’t really afford to be on her bad side. Besides, it wasn’t like she went out of her way to be mean to people or anything. She just expected the best from her team. Nothing wrong with being driven, right?

      Rolling onto my back, I started typing as another message popped up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leo: I think what she’s saying is that we don’t want anything bad to happen to you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hailey: Yeah, that’s it. Thanks, Leo.

      

      

      

      

      

      Staring at the screen, I deleted my response and sighed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: It’s fine. Thanks for worrying. Talk to you all tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jaida: WAIT! We still on for mochas at lunch?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Yep. Goodnight.

      

      

      

      

      

      After flipping my phone to silent, I slid it back into my pocket. Grabbing onto my left calf, I rolled forward and up onto my feet. Why did I let things like that bother me? I shouldn’t really. They just didn’t understand. I wanted to be part of the team more than anything, and if kissing up to Kate and the rest of the squad was the way to do it, I would. Cheerleading wasn’t just a sport to me. It was a way out. A new life. Colleges handed out scholarships to the cheerleaders in this town like candy at the Main Street Christmas Parade. They were the golden ones. They were winners.

      I carefully folded my uniform then placed it in the gym bag sitting on my desk. Bright purple letters spelled out “Success” on my wall in all capitals, and I traced my fingers over the paper cutouts as if doing so would give them power. Amplify their intention or something new-agey like that. I’d created my vision collage at the start of freshman year and it had grown a lot over the past two years, every time I found something new to inspire me. Brochures from colleges I’d love to attend. Photos of places I wanted to visit. Paris. London. Rome. Places far away from Faraway. And of course, quotes and phrases that made my heart long in hopeful and painful ways every time I read them. I closed my eyes and read them over in my mind, no longer needing to see the words anymore to know what they said.

      Downstairs, the front door slammed, and I flicked my eyes open, forcing myself out of my own thoughts. I tapped my open palm on the inspiration board and nodded as an invisible weight pressed down on the top of my head. One day.

      But nothing came without hard work.

      Stretching my arm behind me, I bent my left leg up and grabbed the top of my toe until a pleasant tingle rippled through my quadriceps. After a few seconds, I released my hold and switched to my right leg. I wavered a bit but regained my balance and tugged my toe closer to deepen the stretch. My legs were stiffer than they should be. Hopefully, I wouldn’t feel it in the morning. With a deep breath, I tipped my head back and closed my eyes, letting the release flow through my body. Except something felt off, almost sticky on my flesh. I let go of my foot and scanned the room, but nothing seemed out of place.

      I marched over to the closet and ripped open the doors. “I swear, Matthew, if you are spying on me again, you are in so much trouble.”

      But Matthew wasn’t there, just rows of my shirts and skirts hanging in perfectly straight lines. I sighed and closed the doors again, returning to my empty spot on the floor.

      Okay, Melina, get it together.

      As I raised my arms in a wide V over my head, I straightened my spine and planted my feet on the floor.

      “We are the Lions. The mighty, mighty Lions,” I whispered as I moved through the choreographed motions. Right K, left K, bow and arrow, touchdown pose. I pushed harder and harder, making each movement sharper than the last, but the eerie sensation of being watched never faded; instead it slithered across my skin, leaving a trail of goose bumps behind.

      “C’mon, Lions. Fight. Fight. Fight.” I finished the routine and dropped my arms to my sides, listening closely, but only the sound of my own pulse echoed in my head.

      A bead of sweat broke across my brow, and I swiped it away with my sweater sleeve. I opened the window, letting the late-fall chill blast against my burning cheeks. Dead leaves skittered down the quiet street, and a thickness hung in the air that threatened this year’s first snowfall. In the distance, the glorious round moon lit a path from its perch in the sky down my street and across the lawn until it rested in a faint glow on my windowsill. Leaning farther out, I drew my upper body deeper into the night and let the light wash over my face as I wondered what might be at the end of the beams if I followed them. If I let myself run away.

      A howl split through the darkness. My grip on the windowsill slipped, and I lurched forward, my head tipping down. The naked bushes in the garden bed below threatened with their pointed, empty branches, but I slid back into the warmth of my room. The howl rang out again. Probably just a neighbor’s dog, except it sounded like something larger than the golden retrievers I’d seen parading down the sidewalk. Much less tame. I shuddered and pulled my arms close to my chest. The cold seeped into my bones and slowly, silently, the unnerving sensation of the unknown stare returned. Slamming the window shut, I backed away and drew the curtains tighter until the last slice of moonlight disappeared.

      I shook my head and stumbled across the room, rubbing my arms until the chill started to subside, letting exhaustion creep in instead. After turning off the lights, I rushed toward my bed and jumped onto the firm mattress. I curled the soft comforter underneath my chin and slid my phone out of my pocket, placing it on the nightstand. The screen lit up as my fingers brushed the top. A single message notification appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leo: Are you sure you’re okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      I flipped the phone face down and ignored it. Of course, he’d be the one to notice something was off with me. I’d never successfully managed to keep a secret from him since the day we became friends on the monkey bars in second grade. But I couldn’t talk to him about cheerleading. He wouldn’t get it. And even if he did, I honestly didn’t know the answer to his question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The stadium lights burned bright in the inky night sky, like lucky stars that would hopefully guide our team to a win and the next round of the playoffs. Or maybe the entire crowd would have to wish on them really hard for that to happen. Most of Faraway and at least half of all the towns in a twenty-mile radius had braved the late autumn cold to pile into the stands for tonight’s game. The biggest crowd I’d ever seen, or at least the largest I could remember.

      I lugged the crates of water bottles out into the stadium and lined them up along the edge of the field near the bleachers in a straight line, each one carefully positioned so the Lions sticker faced out and each cheerleader’s name was visible at a glance.

      “You are always so particular, Melina. I’m impressed.” Ainsley appeared on the field beside me, hefting the bag of pom-poms onto a bench and pulling open the zipper.

      “Thanks. If I were in charge, I’d just want everything to be exact, you know?” I reached into the bag and helped her pull out the gold-and-purple poms. “Besides, maybe I’ll get a shot like you and finally get to be on the actual squad instead of being a glorified equipment manager.”

      Ainsley snorted, and her high ponytail bobbed as she laughed. Then she stopped and covered her mouth with her hand, like anyone around could hear her with all the noise. “It’s not all that great. Trust me.”

      “Thanks, but you don’t have to try to make me feel better. You complained every day when you were an alternate like me. Now look at you.” I waved my hand and stood back to do just that. She was everything we’d both hoped for back in August. The flawless cheer bow. The front row spot right next to Kate. Every set of eyes on her. Wishing they could be her. Just like I did. “You’re practically a goddess around here. And you totally deserve it. I don’t know anyone else who has as much school spirit as you.”

      Her cheeks flushed, and she looked down at her white sneakers. “Thanks, but seriously, Melina. If I knew…” She crossed her arms over her chest and turned around, heading back toward the dressing room.

      “If you knew what?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. Just enjoy where you are now. You might wish for it one day.”

      A chill rippled along my skin as I watched Ainsley walk away. I clenched my jacket sleeves tight in my fists and pulled my arms closer to my rib cage. Must be getting colder than I’d thought.

      As Ainsley reached the edge of the bleachers, Sydney barreled around the corner, nearly knocking her to the ground. She grabbed onto her forearms and shouted in her face, but Ainsley only looked away.

      I chucked the pom-pom bag to the ground and sped toward them. As I came closer, Sydney’s face sharpened. Tears glazed her eyes, and running black mascara drew crooked lines down her cheeks.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked as I sidled close to Ainsley. Even though we were on different levels now, I still wasn’t going to let some diva yell at her.

      Her hands left Ainsley’s arms, red marks replacing Sydney’s fingers across Ainsley’s skin.

      “Melina. Thank goodness it’s you. Please tell me you’ve seen my bracelet. I can’t find it anywhere.” Sydney pulled my hand into hers and clenched it.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen any bracelets around, but maybe I can help you find it. What does it look like?”

      Sydney’s expression darkened, her forehead dropping as a storm whipped up in her hazel eyes. “My cheer bracelet. The only one that matters.” She grabbed Ainsley’s elbow and pulled her arm up in the air between us. The gold-stranded friendship bracelet laced around Ainsley’s wrist slid down an inch as the tiny purple beads in the weave shone under the lights. The same one Kate had. The same one every girl on the squad had. Every girl except me. “I need to find it. Fast.”

      I put my hand on her shoulder, and her body trembled beneath my grip. “Don’t worry. We’ll find it, and if we can’t, we’ll get you a new one.”

      She ripped away from me. “You can’t just get me a new one. I need my bracelet. Please help me find it.”

      “Okay.” I nodded at Ainsley, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes, her face suddenly pale. “Where did you last see it?”

      “I don’t know. Last night, I think.” Sydney placed her palm across her forehead and swayed back and forth as if trying to conjure the memory or maybe just trying to stand up straight. “Just after practice, maybe?”

      “All right, let me check through the rest of the gear. It could have fallen off when you were putting your poms away. Did you try the gym locker room?” I raced back to the pom-pom bag and dropped to the grass as I dug through all the side pockets. Nothing there.

      Sydney paced behind me, and the small hairs on the back of my neck prickled as she scrutinized my every move. “Of course I checked the locker room. I’ve looked everywhere. The gym. My car. I flipped my entire house upside down. It’s like it just disappeared. Give me that.” She reached around me and tore the bag from my hands then flipped it upside down, shaking it hard enough for everything inside to tumble out onto the grass.

      Athletic tape. Pens. Packages of bobby pins. But definitely no bracelet.

      “Um, Sydney…” Ainsley pointed at Sydney’s face as she backed away from us.

      I glanced up from the mess on the ground. Red dripped from Sydney’s left nostril. She stroked her hand across her skin and held it out, gazing at the crimson smear of blood on her fingertips.

      Pushing myself up, I grabbed the bag from Sydney’s grip and guided her to a nearby bench. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m going to get help,” Ainsley called as she ran off the field and disappeared beneath the bleachers.

      I fished through my backpack until I found a package of tissues and handed it to Sydney. Her hands shook as she slipped out a few sheets and held them to her nose. Her tears flowed again, widening the black makeup rivers on her face.

      “Everything hurts,” she said, her voice low and muffled. “My whole body feels like it’s broken, and I can’t make it stop.”

      “Here.” I wrapped my arm around her back and gently tried to help her back to her feet without pushing on her too hard. “You should probably go home.”

      “I can’t. The game.”

      “They will be fine without you for one night. You need to get better.”

      She lunged forward and bolted toward the exit. I chased after her, but her long legs kept her just a few steps ahead.

      “Sydney,” I yelled as I turned around the corner of the bleachers and stopped short, nearly toppling over my own feet.

      Sydney crouched with her head hanging over a metal trash can, the sound of her retching loud enough to hear over the stands full of fans above me. She finally gave up and slowly slid down to the grass, her right fist still gripping the top edge of the can. Her body wavered and shook as she swiped the back of her free hand across her mouth, a red line tracing across her ashen skin.

      I rushed to her side and swung her arm over my shoulder, helping her to her feet again. “Let me drive you home.”

      She nodded, her hazel eyes rolling unfocused in their sockets.

      “There you are.” Kate stood poised with her hands on her hips, Astrid at her side and Ainsley hiding behind them. “We were so worried.”

      Kate reached out to Sydney, but she flinched in my grip, pulling away.

      “You’re a mess, Syd.” Kate’s pretty pink smile deflated to a pout, but she stopped pushing. “I think you should skip this game.”

      “Don’t worry, I was just taking her home.” I eased in closer and adjusted my hold around Sydney’s waist. We turned toward the school parking lot and hobbled a few steps forward.

      “But you can’t go, Melina,” Kate called from behind us.

      I turned my head but kept walking. “I’ll just be a few minutes. Everything is already set up.”

      Kate circled around and stopped in front of us. “That’s not what I meant. We need you to cheer tonight.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      “You are the alternate, aren’t you? If Syd can’t cheer, we need you to do it.” She took Sydney’s arm and peeled it off me. “Astrid, go tell Sunni she’s flying tonight and that Melina is taking her place on the floor.”

      “Got it.” Astrid nodded and rushed back toward the school.

      Kate turned to me again. “You do know the cheers, right?”

      “Of course. But…” I glanced over at poor Sydney but couldn’t find the words to say more.

      “Ainsley,” Kate called. “Go find Mrs. Lochlann or some other teacher to take Sydney home. We need to get Melina ready for her debut.”

      “Kate, don’t—” Sydney’s body tensed as if she were going to argue, but instead she buckled over and coughed. Tiny dots of red splattered the toe of Kate’s sneaker.

      “Ew.” She wrinkled her nose and patted Sydney on the shoulder. “Maybe it’s best if you take a break from cheering for a while.”
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      We don’t care where you’ve been. Now you’re in the Lions’ den.

      I shouted the words loud enough that they echoed in my head, even though they disappeared into the noise of the crowd. The buzz of the stadium’s energy set me on fire, blazing through my veins, pushing every jump higher, every arm movement longer and more precise.

      On the field, the Friday night lights failed to work the same magic with our team, who were down by three with only a minute and twenty left on the clock. This was the moment we needed to cheer harder than ever to get the fans to push our players to their brink, but I wanted to watch just as much as everyone else.

      I kicked my leg high and clapped along to the last few lines of the cheer then hung back with my hands on my hips, looking out onto the field. A circle of broad purple-jerseyed shoulders clustered near our forty-yard line. My heart pounded like a marching band drum as the importance of this next play vibrated in the air.

      I leaned close to Ainsley. “Is it just me or does cheering make football seem absolutely thrilling?”

      “It’s just the adrenaline,” she shouted back, her glittery lipstick sparkling. “Trust me, you’ll get over it as soon as that buzzer sounds. Especially if they lose, which they probably will.”

      “I don’t know. For some reason, it feels like a lucky night.”

      Ainsley rolled her eyes and raised her left arm in the air, the gold foil catching the stadium lights. “Whatever, Melina. One person’s luck is another person’s misery.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Except my words fell flat as Ainsley ran toward the bleachers and scooped up her water bottle. She tipped her head back and squeezed a huge gush into her mouth then stared past me out to the field.

      As I glanced over my shoulder, the Lions’ huddle broke, and the teams lined up, waiting for the snap. Our quarterback, Alex Chase, shuffled back, looking for an opening, then pulled his arm back and let the ball fly. The wide receiver snagged the pass and ran. He burned past the forty-yard line… the thirty… twenty… ten … touchdown! Screams erupted around me. The volume in the stadium cranked higher as the vibe of excitement hummed in my chest.
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