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CHAPTER 1
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Nash

THE SMELL OF BLOOD is still lodged in my nose, even three days after the Eastside High tragedy. The image of that young man sprawled on the floor, completely torn apart, haunts my nightmares, and the macabre silence that emanated from his lifeless body still echoes in my darkest thoughts.

I never imagined I’d be investigating a case this violent in Greenwood, and I regret complaining just a few days ago about the monotony of the cases on my desk. Now I’m responsible for investigating the biggest crime this sleepy town has ever seen, and to make matters worse, the victim is none other than the town’s golden boy.

The mayor’s son, Peter Miller, was brutally murdered during a school event on Friday night. His body was found in the boys’ bathroom by a classmate, and thanks to a malfunction in the security system and a lighting failure, very little information has been obtained so far, despite the large number of people on site.

“They’re here,” my partner informs me.

That night, I took statements from over fifty students and fifteen monitors, but very few details stood out. However, the ones that caught my attention have brought me to this critical moment: I’m about to conduct official interviews with my first suspects.

“Send them in.”

Nick Diaz, the student who holds the record for trips to the principal’s office. The kid is a genuine disaster—doesn’t get along with classmates or teachers. Last Friday, he answered all my questions tersely and left as soon as we were done. I found him strange from the beginning; he was calmer than all the other students and even some of the teachers. But the more I pressed him, the more evasive he became. In my experience with similar cases, I know that kind of nervousness can only mean one thing: he’s hiding something serious.

Pollyana Evans, well-liked by most of the teachers, is the star of most of the school’s theater productions. But recently, she was kicked out of the drama club after a fight with her teacher. The blonde was visibly distressed the first time we spoke. She told me she used to be friends with the victim, though they’d lost touch years ago. I think her emotion might be guilt—after all, if Pollyana really is involved in this, she might be regretting it now, faced with the nostalgia of an old friendship.

Percy Baker, his grades are so low that his scholarship has to be constantly defended by his football coach. As for his behavior, no one has any complaints—in fact, he’s highly praised by everyone on that front. During our brief meeting, he kept tripping over his own words. At the time, I assumed his confusion was the result of what he’d witnessed. But now that I know more, I can’t shake the possibility that his awkwardness during the interrogation was the product of a script he just didn’t rehearse well enough.

Vanessa Hayes, a brilliant student with an incredible future ahead of her, transferred to Eastside from Devon a few months ago. Since her arrival, she hasn’t built many connections here, but she’s made a name for herself on the chess team. During our conversation, I noticed she seemed down. She struggled to answer my questions clearly while tears streamed down her face. I don’t know if this sadness comes from witnessing something brutal or if it’s driven by a feeling of remorse.

“Good morning, I’m Detective Nash, and this is my partner, Kenny,” I say, nodding toward the officer, who’s staring at them like he’s about to pull out his baton.

I came to Eastside as early as I could so I could talk to them before anyone found out about my suspicions. In a small town, you can’t trust a secret to even your own shadow.

“We already know who you are,” Nick says impatiently, speaking first. “What are we doing here?”

“The detective wants to go over some details from your statements,” Kenny replies, a little too harsh. I give him a look to rein him in. We don’t want to put the four of them on the defensive.

“I wanted to know if you’ve remembered anything—no matter how small it might seem, something that might have slipped your mind. If so, please tell me.”

The four of them stay silent. They all look anxious, and the idea of talking about what happened again doesn’t seem to appeal to them at all.

Kenny’s getting impatient. He wanted to interrogate them at the station, but I don’t want to confront them like that—not yet, anyway. I figured they’d be more willing to share information if they were in a familiar environment, so the principal kindly let me use his office. I also thought that in a group, they might feel more comfortable.

“Did any of you see or hear anything during the party that might be useful to the investigation? If so, please let me know immediately. Sometimes something silly that we don’t think matters can be the key to solving everything. I want to find out who did this to your classmate, but I need your cooperation.”

Nothing. Just more silence.

Nick, Pollyana, Percy, and Vanessa. Completely different kids, no apparent connection. But when you look closer, the similarities start to emerge. None of them were with anyone else, and none of them had an alibi for the time of the crime. And most importantly, they all have motives.

“I’d like to clarify one more thing with you all... I was intrigued by a common peculiarity in your statements. Which one of you can explain how all of you forgot to mention the fight you had with Peter just hours before he was found dead in the bathroom?”
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CHAPTER 2
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Nick

3 Days Before

“DIAZ, DIAZ... THE DAY’S barely started and you’re already here?” The woman in the purple dress sneers as I walk in.

The five extra minutes I wanted under the covers turned into fifteen, which made me late and landed me right in the principal’s office.

Twenty long, exhausting minutes of a speech about punctuality I’ve heard at least a thousand times. My eyes get heavier with every monotonous, repetitive word. I worked late last night, which gave me fewer hours of sleep than any health professional—or even a life coach—would recommend. But twenty-four hours in a day just haven’t been enough.

How pissed would he be if I actually fell asleep?

“If you don’t start respecting your schedule, you’re going to end up expelled.” The old man strokes what he calls a beard.

The threat doesn’t faze me. We both know it’s empty talk. Kicking me out means killing the basketball team’s chances at the championship and Eastside’s shot at any sports award this year. Plus, right now I’m focused on a giant hair growing out of his nose.

“You’ve been in my office more this month than other students have all semester. Make better choices from now on.” Does he need a deforestation permit or something to pluck that thing out? I get up to finally leave. “Now go to class and think about what we discussed.”

[image: ]

UNLIKE HISTORY CLASS, which gave me another hour of sleep and a warning signed by Howard himself, math class is chaos. Half the people are talking while the teacher still seems to think he’s going to teach something new.

In the middle of the noise, I hear my phone buzz in my backpack. I grab it to check the message—I can tell from the ringtone it’s important. While I’m replying, I notice the teacher standing in front of my desk, hand outstretched.

“Is my class really that boring that you need a phone to distract yourself?”

With all the chaos in this room, it’s my phone that pisses this guy off. He’s got to be kidding me.

“Actually, yeah, it is, Professor Anderson.”

And that’s how you earn your third invitation to the front office. I’m not an asshole, and I didn’t mean to insult the teacher, but what I said would cause less damage than if he or anyone else grabbed my phone. So I made the best choice I could, and I don’t regret it. This time, the secretary tosses one of the lollipops from her giant glass jar, and I catch it midair. Like she always says, third time you don’t get music, but you do get a lollipop.

Physics and lit go off without a hitch, so by now the principal probably thinks I left early. They say one’s not enough, two’s okay, three’s too many—but apparently my lucky number is four.

As usual, I head to the lockers during lunch because it’s the quietest spot in the whole school during break. Especially with all the craziness over the party tonight.

Unfortunately for me, someone’s sitting on the bench by the lockers. And it’s not just anyone—it’s probably the most unpleasant person in all of Eastside, and that’s a pretty competitive title. That idiot Miller, as soon as he sees me, smiles in that creepy way of his. Right then, I know whatever he’s about to say, it won’t be good.

“Hey, Nick, perfect timing. I need a favor.”

Clearly I’m going to have to find somewhere else to eat in peace.

“And who said I want to help you with anything?”

Might sound like blind hatred, but I know exactly what this guy is capable of, and I don’t want any part of his schemes. Peter thinks he’s hot shit because he’s on the soccer team and the mayor’s son, but he’s just a cowardly mama’s boy who thinks he can bully people who don’t have the guts to beat the shit out of him.

“I’ve got scores to settle with someone, and I need her number to do it... I could never get close enough to grab Pollyana’s phone, but you can.”

Is this guy deaf or what? I don’t know what he’s after, and I don’t want to know. I’d never get involved with him or that girl. They’re cut from the same cloth—two egomaniacs who think they’re kings of the world. As far as I knew, they were best friends or whatever. I don’t know what happened, but from what I know of both of them, nothing good can come from anything they’re involved in.

“Do your own dirty work.”

“You’d rather I tell the principal what you’ve got hidden on that secret phone of yours?”

I freeze. Impossible. There’s no way he knows. Nobody knows. He must be bluffing. Peter might know I have a second phone, but there’s no way he knows what it’s for.

Like he’s reading my mind, he smiles and keeps going.

“I’m not bluffing. And I know exactly what happens if I decide to tell someone what I know. Staying after school for practice and rehearsals has its perks—you find out a lot of things hidden in these hallways.”

Peter Miller is famous for knowing everything about everyone and using it to get what he wants. A total prick. Blackmail seems pretty common in the halls of Eastside; I just don’t get why nobody’s ever done anything about him.

I really couldn’t let him tell the principal everything. There’s too much at stake. But I also wasn’t going to help him screw someone over. People might think I’m a delinquent, but I’m a decent guy.

And as a decent guy, I do the most logical thing I can think of. I punch Miller right in the face. That lands me my fourth trip to the principal’s office and Peter his first trip to the nurse. In my defense, it wasn’t even a hard punch. Not my fault he’s a weakling even though he’s a soccer player.

“You should get a loyalty card, Mr. Diaz. You’re a VIP customer here.” The woman laughs, and I see my school file sitting on her desk.

The principal’s lecture is way longer and way angrier this time. Probably because the mayor’s spoiled brat is bleeding in the nurse’s office, which has him rattled. Either way, the only thing going through my head is how Peter could ruin everything. Even if it was easy to convince him to keep quiet, he’s still a risk.

If Peter decides to tell someone what he supposedly knows, if anyone even starts to suspect, I wouldn’t be the only one who gets hurt. And the consequences would be irreversible.
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Polly

I WALK DOWN A NARROW, dark corridor, completely alone, with nothing but an old lantern to light my way. Halfway down, I see a figure waiting for me at the other end, and a chill runs up my spine. I ignore the shiver and focus harder on the person ahead, as if she holds all the answers to this whole mystery.

Unfortunately, instead of a resolution, the mysterious person awakens a panic in me I’ve never felt before. I should have listened to everyone who warned me about the high price of the truth, because now, with a knife stained red pointed at me, I’m not sure I’m willing to pay it. I run back toward the entrance as fast as I can, and even with all the adrenaline pumping through my body, I’m not fast enough to escape this time. Just inches from the door, the mysterious figure tackles me to the ground, driving the knife into my chest and then into my stomach.

A pause. An absolute, icy silence. I start to wonder what I did wrong, but then the clapping begins. The lights flood the stage, and my teacher, along with all my classmates in the theater course, cheers for the performance. Tyler Bailey stands up, pulls down his hood, and immediately reaches out a hand to help me up. I take it, and when I’m on my feet, we bow to acknowledge the applause.

“Did you feel the tension? That’s what we need for our play, everyone!” Our teacher beams a radiant smile. “I expect a show like that at the auditions later. See you soon, my actors and actresses!”

“You killed it, girl! Absolutely brilliant.” Aurora hugs me, thrilled, and I thank her as we head to the dressing room. We met in sixth grade on this very stage and have been inseparable ever since. I say without hesitation that Aurora Rossi is more than a friend—she’s family.

The dressing room is as glamorous as the rest of the space, a true paradise for anyone dreaming of a future onstage, and Aurora’s favorite spot. Equipped with everything theater lovers need to pursue their craft, the place offers essential resources that add to the passionate atmosphere.

Unfortunately, the theater’s resources have been cut recently. A few weeks ago, the director shut off our water supply, claiming we’re the club that uses the most water. That might even be true, if you ignore his precious, protected sports teams. Despite Aurora’s long showers, the numbers in Howard’s report are exaggerated and hard to believe.

The dressing room door opens, and Peter walks in with a black, swollen eye. I barely noticed the absence of his annoying presence at today’s rehearsal.

Peter Miller and I had been friends since we were five—best friends, actually—but in eighth grade he decided to make my life hell. We joined the theater program together, and ever since we fell out, he’s tried to sabotage me, each time sinking lower. He once put a nail in my shoe on opening night, and another year he slipped laxative into my juice, making me bolt offstage right after the curtain call. Not to mention the time he ripped my costume during the dress rehearsal—lucky for me, the school’s seamstresses are true artists.

It’s ironic to think that a few years ago, I would have run across the whole school to confront whoever hurt him, but now I can only think that maybe he deserved it and that whoever punched him should get a thank-you card.

[image: ]

I GUESS I TOOK LONGER with Aurora than I planned, because by the time I get to the computer lab, the teacher and all the students have already started their assignments. After countless pleas from desperate students, she set aside one of her classes for the big project, so for those who’ve finished, it’s basically a free period.

I spot an empty computer in the corner and sit down fast, not giving the teacher a chance to scold me for being late.

My project has been done for days, and since the redheaded girl next to me seems too focused to talk, I end up surrendering to a bunch of online games for lack of anything better to do. I’ve been playing for several minutes when I’m interrupted by a cough behind me.

“Bless you.”

“Thank you.”

“Now that I have a second of your attention.” I turn around and see my teacher standing in the row of computers behind mine, annoyed. “Would you mind closing that game and getting back to your work?”

“My work is already done.”

“Impossible. Not only did I assign the project last week, but it’s extremely complex.” I shrug, which ticks her off even more. “I hope you know that copies of previous years’ assignments won’t be accepted in my class, young lady. Your sister may have walked these halls a few years ago, but I still have copies of every project I’ve ever received.”

I can’t afford to get angry; she’s not going to diminish my effort or make me doubt my ability. Maybe I don’t have the academic excellence of my older sister, but I’ve always worked hard to achieve my own goals.

Knowing that Professor Chase is famous for her impossible assignments made me want to redefine what was possible. For the first time, instead of procrastinating and settling for a decent grade, I wanted to see how far I could go. Plus, it’s the only class where none of my friends are around to distract me.

“I can send it now, if you want. Since you’re not busy, we can compare my work to Priscila’s together.”

Without waiting for her response, I open my email and submit the assignment. If she’s hoping to find even a comma from one of my older sister’s past projects, she’ll be disappointed.

“I’ll be delighted to analyze your work thoroughly,” she says as she walks away. “And since you have nothing to do, young lady, you can erase the board for me.”

She can’t be serious.

“And after that, fill my water bottle. Oh, and since you’ll be out there anyway, go to the office and ask for the air conditioning control.”

She’s dead serious.

[image: ]

NEXT THING I KNOW, Aurora and I are already late for the auditions; we barely managed to grab a snack because of our nerves. Professor Trouble writes all the scripts—she’s really a genius—but this year she outdid herself. I figure there’s more competition for the lead this year, plus the teacher doesn’t assign genders to any of the characters; she only decides after the auditions, to give everyone a chance.

I worked hard to embody the main character’s personality, but I’m not sure I pulled it off as well as I wanted. Aurora also threw herself into getting the villain role. I imagine acting opposite my best friend like that will be a lot of fun.

Aurora and I run awkwardly toward the theater. It would take a miracle for us to make the audition, but hope springs eternal. Besides, neither Aurora nor I are afraid to beg. We keep running nonstop toward the theater, and when we get there, we have to catch our breath while everyone stares at us strangely.

“So sorry we’re late, Professor,” Aurora says, since she was the first to recover from our sprint to make up lost time. “We got carried away rehearsing during lunch.”

“We’ve already started, but no problem. Go on up, Aurora—impress us.”

We celebrate, and I take a seat while my friend heads to the stage. And sure enough, Aurora impresses everyone, and when she delivers the villain’s final line, everyone is clapping, standing up. Her character is amazing—it’s not just anyone who can pull it off well. My friend will have to pretend to be nice until everything is revealed at the end. I might be biased, and even though I didn’t see the other auditions, I doubt anyone can top her.

The teacher keeps calling names one by one to show what they’ve got, and sure enough, all my classmates put a lot of work into their auditions.

“Congratulations, everyone. The results will be posted on Tuesday, on a sheet pinned to the bulletin board in the dressing room. You’re all dismissed,” she announces as she organizes some papers.

“And me, Professor? I haven’t auditioned yet.”

“Miss Evans.” I’m startled by the formality, which she’s never used with any of us. “Honestly, I don’t know whether to be shocked or impressed by your nerve. I didn’t expect to see you on this stage after the email I received.”

“What are you talking about? What email?”

“The one you sent me.” And with that, she shows me her phone.

Email from: evanspollyana@gmail.com

Subject: Leaving the Theater Course

Professor Trouble,

I would like to inform you that I have made the decision to withdraw from the theater course.

After carefully reflecting on my experience so far, I have reached the conclusion that, unfortunately, the classes are not meeting my expectations for learning and development.

I have a strong interest in exploring my potential in theater; however, I have found it difficult to do so within the current context of the course. I feel I am not being challenged enough, and the Eastside stage is too small for me—and a failed actress whose biggest role is as an extra in a children’s play cannot help me reach my potential. I cannot continue wasting my talent on the cheap, shoddy productions you put us in to “act.”

For these reasons, I have decided it is best for me to seek other learning opportunities that are more aligned with my needs and expectations.

Sincerely,

Pollyana.

< Reply > Forward

What the hell is this?

“I didn’t write that. I would never say any of those things to you.”

“Are you going to tell me this isn’t your email, Pollyana?” Her icy tone could freeze Hell itself.

“Polly would never say something like that, Professor, especially not to you,” Aurora intervenes in my defense.

“I admire your loyalty, Aurora, but please don’t get involved, or you’ll share the same fate as your friend.”

Professor Trouble snaps angrily. Aurora looks like she’s about to fire back, but thinks better of it and mutters an apology as she steps away. I understand; I don’t want her to lose this opportunity.

“Miss Evans, given your disrespectful behavior, there’s nothing I can do but expel you from our theater team.”

“What? But I didn’t do anything—this is completely unfair!”

“That’s my final word. Leave now, or I’m sending you to the principal’s office.”

Defeated and completely confused by what just happened, I leave the theater with my dreams shattered. She’s too angry, and it doesn’t seem like there’s anything I can do to change her mind right now. I end up bumping into someone at the door, thinking my day couldn’t get any worse.

“My dear Pollyana,” says the blond asshole with a smirk, “what’s with the face? Are you pissed because you’re not the teacher’s pet anymore? Or because you know you’re going to have to watch me play the lead?”

“Fuck you, Peter!” I keep walking. “I don’t have the headspace for you today.”

How does he know I got kicked out if he’s just now arriving?

“Such aggressive language, little Polly... I can send you some meditation videos to your email, if you want.” I stop dead.

“So it was you who sent that email to the teacher, wasn’t it? How did you manage that?” I turn toward him as he flashes a cynical smile.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he says, turning toward the theater and waving, but then he looks at me one more time. “But you should know by now: in the right secrets lies the power to shatter the fragile house of cards that is Eastside.”

I’m going to kill that son of a bitch.
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Percy

I FINALLY HEAR THE whistle. The game is over, thank God. I couldn’t have played another second. Unfortunately, I can’t say the worst is behind me, because now I have to listen to the coach bitch about how badly I played—even though I asked him to pull me out of this game more than ten times, precisely because I knew how I was playing. He ignored me.

Our team isn’t even a shadow of what it used to be. We were the best in the national school championship, until the middle of last year, of course. Me, Johnny, and Gabe were unstoppable up front. No defender could mark us, and the goalkeeper never even saw the ball. Our chemistry was unbelievable, and it spread to the rest of the team. Everyone played with more spirit, and we won countless championships. But everything changed, and it will never be the same again.

“What the hell kind of game was that?!” the coach yells when we get to the locker room. “Aren’t you ashamed to get slaughtered on your own home field? Can someone explain to me what the fuck is going on?”

To almost everyone here, the coach’s tone sounds like pure rage. But if they paid attention and knew him better, they’d realize there’s a lot behind his shouting. There’s sadness too, about the direction the team is heading, and that makes the guilt grow even heavier inside me. He helped me get to where I am today. A few years ago, he was teaching me PE at a public school, and even when he got an offer he couldn’t refuse to coach at a private school, he didn’t abandon me.

In the last few months he worked at my old school, Mr. Jones trained me every afternoon, giving up his own free time, telling me I had too much potential to waste at that school. I worked my ass off those months—on the school court, on the street in front of my house, training day and night, trying to improve whenever I could. And the effort paid off.

When Coach Jones started working at this school, he recommended me for a full scholarship they give to student athletes. Thanks to him, I got it. Years later, here I am: starting striker for the school team for the fourth year in a row, letting down the man who believed in me.

“Lack of communication has been our main problem, sir,” Mike answers in his calm tone, showing exactly why he’s the team captain.

“You’re right about that, but what I want to know is why,” he replies, looking at each of us and stopping on me.

I stop paying attention to what’s said after that. My head hurts from a hit I took from some defender who doesn’t give a shit about the rules. After ten or fifteen minutes, we’re finally dismissed.

“Go take a shower, you stink. But Monday’s practice is going to be a lot harder.” The coach leaves, looking tired.

Everyone splits up, and Johnny comes over to me, excited, like he wasn’t even there for the ass-chewing we just got.

“You remembered to hand in the permission slip for the party, right?”

Oh, shit. The permission slip.

“Judging by your face, I’m guessing no.” His lack of concern confuses me. “Don’t worry. I handed yours in with mine.”

“But don’t the slips need a parent’s signature?”

“Relax, Percy. It’s not like they’re going to check every single signature.”

While the seniors celebrate their big prom, us juniors get to experience the chaotic slumber party. Basically, the students spend a night at the school, sleeping on air mattresses or in sleeping bags, and the huge gymnasium gets filled with tents, fun games, and all kinds of food.

Every year, the school hires a DJ, sets up a stage full of lights, and brings in a fog machine. All that, and less than twenty staff members to control everyone. So, as soon as the teachers fall asleep—which usually happens right after the hired entertainment leaves—the real party begins.

“And don’t worry, I’ve got a brilliant idea to improve your mood before the party.”

“What’s your brilliant idea?” The last time he had an idea, I broke my foot. But then I remember something about tonight. “Who was supposed to buy the drinks for tonight’s party?”

“Funny you should ask, because I told everyone we’d go get them right now, while the rest of the team is messing around in the locker room.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Not at all. I already got the money from the other guys.” He pats his pocket, where I assume his wallet is. “You know the rules. The cheerleaders handle the music, and we buy the booze.”

“I just don’t get why ‘we’ has to be specifically us two.”

“The guys were too lazy to go, so they gave me the cash. But I need help carrying it.”

“The big, strong Johnny Johnson can’t handle a few bottles?”

“If you knew how many there were, you wouldn’t be wearing that smug little grin.” My friend ties his long hair back and tosses me his car keys. “You’re driving.”

I don’t know how, but the athletes always manage to sneak in a ton of booze without anyone noticing. Once the teachers are asleep, the students pull the drinks out of their hiding spots, the cheerleaders crank the music, and everyone grabs the leftover food from the stalls and takes it to the inner courtyard, where the real party starts.

The stories about what happens at the famous slumber party always become legendary around school, passed from mouth to mouth for at least the next month. So it’s easy to understand why everyone is so hyped now that it’s finally our turn. Somehow, this party has never caused any real trouble with the administration, and that makes people push the limits more and more every year.

“We have to go and come back before it starts getting crowded, so we can find a good spot to hide the drinks,” Johnny warns when we get to the car.

I get into my friend’s car without arguing, because it’d be pointless. JJ starts talking about all his plans for the night and everything we’re going to do. He’s really excited. Johnny Johnson, number nine on our team, is nineteen years old, but when he gets excited about something, he acts like a kid. Yeah, a six-foot-three, 170-pound guy acts like a kid who just discovered chocolate. We met when I joined the team four years ago. He was a year ahead, but we got close because we played together. It didn’t work for him and Gabe, but it worked for us.

[image: ]

WE GET TO THE LIQUOR store. I don’t like to judge things by appearances—not even places—but it looks like the health inspector forgot to visit this place for the last few years. The origin of everything in here seems pretty questionable. He was right. There are a lot of bottles. The trunk is completely full, and that makes me even more worried about what could happen tonight. Finally, we’re done, and the number nine gets into the car with a bottle in his hand.

“That one didn’t fit in the back?”

“No, no. This little beauty is for now.” He opens the bottle and takes a long swig. “We deserve it after such a stressful practice. Here.”

“Dude, I’m driving. If you want to get to school alive so you can finish that bottle, it needs to stay far away from the driver.” My tone comes out harsher than I intended, but JJ doesn’t seem to care.

“Sorry, Mr. Perfect. But you know, sometimes I think the only way you’d ever tell me what’s going on in that head of yours,” he says, tapping his index finger on the top of my head, “is if you got drunk.”

“There’s nothing in my head. Nothing that should interest you, anyway.”

“You’re really not going to tell me what happened between you and Gabe, are you? You know I was never a big fan of the guy, but I never let my relationship with him get in the way of the team.”

“Nothing happened. We’re just playing badly.”

“You, my friend, absolutely cannot lie.” He points his bottle at me, then shakes his head and laughs. “But I’ll drop it. For now.”

“Thanks. You know as well as I do that the offense isn’t the only weak part of our team.”

“Of course I know. But the offense is the only part I still have hope for.” He puts his bottle back in his backpack. Thank God. “Mike’s a fucking beast, but I don’t know what happened. He turned into a chicken. And don’t even get me started on Peter. That guy is the worst defender in the world. I honestly don’t know how he got on the team. I wouldn’t be surprised if his mommy bought his spot.”

“You think the coach would allow something like that?”

“I think he wouldn’t have a choice. The guy’s mom is one of the school’s main donors. Not to mention she’s the mayor...”

“Yeah, maybe...”

“But we’re not going to let that fifth-rate asshole ruin our night.” His mood shifts magically. “We need to think about where we’re going to hide these beauties.”

“Do you really think this is a good idea?” JJ gives me a questioning look. “Because it could go to shit with the teachers. What if they find out?”

“Relax. They won’t be a problem.”

“How can you be so relaxed?” Johnson waves his hand dismissively, like my worrying is nonsense.

Within a few minutes, we’re back at Eastside. Johnny had already finished that first bottle all by himself, and another one after that—which I didn’t think was biologically possible. My friend is a chill, fun guy. He never takes anything too seriously and likes to go with the flow. But right now, he seems like a different person.

“Dude, you should take it easy. You’re going to end up sick,” I say, trying to grab the bottle from his hand.

“Don’t be a buzzkill, Percy,” he says in a slurred, drunken voice. I know it’s pointless to argue with him like this, so I just stick to the plan.

“How are we going to get into the school with all these bottles without anyone seeing us?”

“Everyone’s in the gym setting things up.” He laughs for no reason. “We’ll put them in the ‘biology labberitory.’”

I hate seeing my friend like this. I don’t like drunk people in general. But I don’t know what else to do besides stay with him and hope he’s okay.

“The biology lab? Why?”

“There’s a fridge there that no one will think to check, Percy-boy.” I start taking some of the bottles out of the trunk when JJ gives me an unexpected hug that almost makes me drop two of them. “I love you, man.”

At least he’s a loving, happy drunk. I don’t know what I’d do if he were the belligerent, annoying type.

“I love you too. Now help me, or you can say goodbye to your precious bottles.”

In a clumsy kind of way, we manage to fill the lab fridge—which, thank God, didn’t have any of our biology teacher’s weird specimens inside—without any major problems.

Johnny locks the door and puts the key in his coat pocket. I don’t know where he got that key, and I prefer not to know. It’s bad enough I’m an accomplice in this booze smuggling; I don’t want to be an accessory to key theft too. Still, I have to admit how impressive JJ is—even drunk, he manages to think of everything.
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JUST AS JJ IS ABOUT to walk straight into a hall monitor, I grab him and pull him away. Any monitor who saw Johnny right now would know he’s drunk, and we can’t deal with that. I leave JJ sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall, distracted on his phone. I go to the water fountain to get him a cup of water, hoping it’ll help my friend get back to full capacity. But when I come back, Johnny isn’t sitting where I left him.

That’s just what I needed. JJ disappearing through the school hallways. That idiot is going to fuck up his school life if someone finds out what’s going on, and even the coach won’t be able to save him this time. I can’t find JJ anywhere, so I decide to go out and check the courtyard one more time. I can’t imagine what he’d be doing there, but I’m running out of options.

I’m about to give up when I hear the voice of my teammate—but not the teammate I was hoping to find.

“Percy, my man,” he calls out with a weird smile on his face.

“Oh, hey... Do you need something, Peter?”

“Nah. Just came to say hi to a friend.”

That doesn’t sound like the truth at all.

“Well... now that you mention it...”

Took him long enough...

“I found out something really interesting.”

“I’d love to stay and chat, but I really need to find JJ,” I say, turning back to my search.

“I didn’t know you went on that trip Gabe took last year.”

“What?”

“I always thought it was something that happened in the last few days of school. But it looks like your fight started over break, huh?” I don’t answer. “I wonder if the coach would like to know.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Peter.” I use a tone that’s new to me. “But you should be careful what you go around saying. You might regret it.”

“We’ll see about that, big guy.”

I watch Peter leave, and suddenly, finding Johnny isn’t my only concern. How did he find out about the trip? No one knows besides Gabe, and I doubt he would tell anyone—least of all Peter. What does he know? Whatever it is, something has to be done before the worst happens.
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CHAPTER 5
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Vanessa

THE DOORBELL RINGS, and the fact that the doorman didn’t buzz up first means it can only be one person. My suspicions are confirmed when I open the door and find Paty standing there—she lives two floors above me—but she’s not alone.

“Look, Vanessa, we’re not going without you,” Paty snaps. “So put on some clothes right now and let’s go to the party, or you’re going to have to live with the guilt for the rest of your life that we missed this thing because of you.”

“Girls, you know I don’t like this kind of event,” I sigh.

“You don’t like any kind of event,” Bianca argues.

Paty holds up a sheet of notebook paper I hadn’t noticed in her hand. She starts reciting what sounds like a list of “50 Reasons for Van to Go to the Party.” I love my friends, I’d do almost anything for them, but I don’t like parties full of people, and they make me really uncomfortable. I open my messages and other notifications to see what I still haven’t replied to, but there are only two new texts.

I get distracted by the argument that breaks out between them about item number ten—which Paty thinks is a strong point and Bi says is just emotional blackmail—and I lose track. I didn’t actually hear what it was about, but Bi’s probably right. The girls’ voices get louder, and I interrupt the fight over item thirty-six, which I also didn’t catch.

My gaze wanders between my friends, my phone, and the show I was watching on TV. I take a deep breath and know what I have to do. I get up from the couch, letting the air out in a heavy sigh, which draws their attention and curiosity, stopping the argument.

“Okay, I’ll go,” I say, raising my hands in surrender. “But stop fighting.”

“Really?” Paty can’t contain her excitement and does a little hop.

“What’s the catch?” Bi stares at me, completely skeptical, hand on her hip.

“None. But you’d better get ready before I change my mind,” I say, heading for my room. “Desmond scheduled a last-minute practice at the club, and I have to get to school soon. I’m going to pack my stuff and put on some clothes.”

“We’ll get ready and leave earlier with you, that way we make sure you don’t escape after chess,” Bianca replies with a mischievous smile.

Paty pulls Bi toward the door, and I hear it close. I grab a backpack and toss in a few pieces of clothing and everything else I’ll need. I can’t believe I’m actually going. Do people still wear pajamas? Usually I sleep in a jersey shirt and that’s fine. I grab my best pair of pajamas—the ones I haven’t worn in years—and shove them in the bag. I’ll have to change as soon as the party starts. The little I know about this party is that the tradition is to stay in your pajamas the whole time.

I turn off the lights and lock the door, shoving my keys in my pocket and stepping into the excitement of these crazy girls I love so much. And just like that, we headed to the school, where the most anticipated party of the year would take place—and sometimes, the reason for all that excitement isn’t what you’d expect.
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“YOU’RE FOUR MINUTES late, Hayes. Don’t make me regret my decision to let you into the club,” the Myopic Demon—the chess members’ affectionate nickname for Desmond, thanks to his bottle-thick glasses and charming personality—complains, tapping his foot and checking the watch on his wrist.

“Of course, my deepest apologies. It won’t happen again.”

“Good. Now sit at the table with Dubois. He’s the only one still without a partner because he showed up late, just like you.”

I just nod, ignoring the superiority and contempt in his voice, and walk over to the table where the Frenchman René Dubois is sitting. I’ve had at least one chance to talk to everyone in chess except him, which is a real shame, since he’s the smartest and most handsome guy I’ve ever seen in my life. My patron saint of hopelessly nerdy girls in love, grant me focus so I don’t drool all over the board.

“Excuse me, René,” I say, pulling out a chair and catching the redhead’s attention. “Desmond told me to play with you today.”

“Got chewed out by the Myopic Devil too?” I laugh, and he gets it. “I was two minutes late. You?”

“Four.”

“He’s a nightmare,” he replies, making a face. “So you’re my opponent today. I hope you don’t mind losing a few games in a row.”

My competitive nature flares up at his taunt, and I push my shyness aside for a moment. To be honest, I was completely caught off guard. Every other time I’ve said a word to him, I got silence as a response, but today he seems different.

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” I smile.

I’m maybe a little too excited to play against him. René is one of the guys who gets along worst with Desmond and butts heads with him whenever he can. So the fact that he’s still in the club, even after all his defiance against the one who runs everything here, suggests he must be really, really good.

Still, I have to admit his intelligence isn’t the only thing that piques my curiosity. When the game starts, I stay completely focused on winning, forgetting who my opponent is, no matter how good-looking. As time passes and our match progresses, one captures the other’s pieces, but for every piece he takes from me, I take three from him—plus, he hasn’t taken a single piece I didn’t want him to take.

Most of the time, in chess, sacrifices are necessary to reach a goal, but I don’t see it that way. I play my pieces already analyzing what the other player’s response will be. My game isn’t just about predicting the opponent’s moves; actually, what I love most is manipulating the other person’s plays so they do exactly what I want without even realizing it.

I learned the best ways to draw his attention where I want it, leaving a piece vulnerable only to the one I need my opponent to move. What he thinks is a mistake is a very well-calculated move. It’s about winning a match by leading the opponent into errors.

So what I do now is draw my opponent’s attention to my poor, vulnerable bishop, because capturing it will trigger a series of moves that will let me capture his queen in ten moves and win the match in five more. Chess is a game of logic that we work through constantly, analyzing risks—that’s why I love it.

I can almost hear the gears turning in the guy’s head across from me when his queen falls. As soon as he realizes what I did, he lets out an amused laugh and tips his king over, surrendering the match and giving me a little bow. Several more games followed, and René’s skill really impressed me. By the end of practice, I had won only one more game than he did.
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I ARRANGED TO MEET the girls in front of the Chess Club, but the footsteps behind me are way too heavy to be any of them.

“Hey, Matchstick, you’re exactly who I was looking for.”

I turn around and find Peter with his best dumb-ass look on his face. Shouldn’t there be a daily quota for bullying? Haven’t I already filled my time slot for today? Maybe I should start carrying a little card that Peter can stamp to prove I’ve already gotten my daily dose of harassment...

“I was just training with the team. I’m leaving now.”

“No need to rush off like that. I came here to help you. I know how stressful it is to come to a new school—it must be really hard for you,” he says, his voice cold and calm. “Especially hiding a secret from so many people...”

“What are you talking about?”

“I thought you were smarter than that. I’m telling you to quit the team. Don’t make me spell it out.”

“Sorry to disappoint...”

“Fuck, and here I thought blondes were the dumb ones...” I’d never seen him so aggressive. “Carrot Top, mediocre people like you are a dime a dozen, and the chess club isn’t a place for someone like you. You’d better give your spot to someone who can actually take the team to the championship finals.”

Okay, I wasn’t expecting that.

“You want my spot on the chess team? Why?”

“I’ve been trying to get on that team for ages. I’ve got the best extracurricular record in the school, after all. So tell me how some weird, new, wannabe-smart girl gets in right away?”

“If Desmond didn’t pick you, there must be a reason. Everyone in the club plays really well, and I contribute a lot to the team too. We won’t need you for the championship,” I venture.

“I don’t care if you think you’re special, girl. You’re not. You’d better know your place, because you’ve got a lot to lose, Hayes.” The way he says my last name makes me tense. “You have one week to tell Desmond you’re out.” His smile doesn’t show an ounce of guilt. “Otherwise, it won’t just be your friends—everyone’s going to find out about your connection with a certain athlete at this school.”

He doesn’t wait for my answer. He doesn’t need to. He just walks off humming, without another word. Miller thinks he’s the one calling the shots—at least, that’s what he believes. One thing you learn from any game is that you never show all your cards at once. And you, Peter, just said everything you’ve got without even knowing what I have up my sleeve. The worst mistake a person can make is underestimating me. And you need to choose your victims more carefully.
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CHAPTER 6
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Polly

THE PARTY IS ACTUALLY incredible, and everyone seems to be having a blast. Some people are dancing on the floor, others are trying their luck at the carnival games, and on both sides, everyone is wearing pajamas—except for the guys on the football team. Apparently, they don’t have enough IQ points between them to grasp the party’s theme. It wouldn’t kill them to ditch that stinky team jersey for one day and actually go along with the concept.

After a thousand photos and several people complaining for us to get the hell out of the photo booth, we finally stopped to eat. In about an hour, when everyone gets hungry and remembers they actually need food, it’ll be impossible to grab anything.

“I just spotted my target for the night.”

“Who?” I ask, and Aurora tilts her head toward the other side of the gym, where a group of athletes is standing, to answer me.

“Which one?” Maya leans in, trying to see who our friend is talking about.

“The famous one. He’s the only guy over there I haven’t kissed yet.”

“You’re impossible, girl,” I say, laughing.

Aurora blows us a kiss and heads toward the volleyball boys. Some of them were already watching her before she even made it halfway across the floor. Unfortunately, her so-called target was one of the few who wasn’t paying attention to her little catwalk. If things don’t work out with him, I know my friend will probably find some other hot guy—I know her well enough to be sure she’s not coming back here without kissing someone.

“I know it’s not just Adam that’s bothering you, and I know you’re up to something. When are you going to tell us your evil plan?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about...” Maya gives me a humorless look, and I cave. “As soon as Aurora gets back.”

A few minutes later, I see my friend returning. Aurora didn’t kiss the guy she picked for tonight—she kissed some dude I think is on the basketball team instead. Now my friend is heading back this way, and I’m about to put my plan into motion.

“Now that the kissing queen is back, explain your plan, Polly.”

“What plan?” Maya already knew I got kicked out of theater club. Aurora and her called me right after I left, but I hadn’t told either of them about my conversation with Peter yet. After I fill them in on that part, they curse him out a little, and then I move on to the plan.

I tell them the whole plan—or mostly the whole plan. The parts they can know about and help me with. I explain everything down to the smallest detail, and they listen with rapt attention. I’m shocked when I finish talking without Aurora interrupting me even once, which I don’t think has ever happened in our many years of friendship.

“I can’t believe Adam is going to miss this,” Maya comments.

“We’ve been dreaming about this party forever, and he just ditched us for some stupid crap. But whatever, we don’t need him to help Polly.” Aurora sounds just as hurt as I am by Adam’s dismissal. I want to talk to her about it, but now isn’t the time—I need to focus on what needs to be done.

“So, you’re going to help me?”

“Obviously!” Aurora answers.

“And you even have to ask?” Maya gets excited about the idea.

I smile at my friends. I know I can count on them, but they accepted way too fast. There’s a huge chance this could go horribly wrong, and they don’t even care. I feel bad for not telling them everything I’ve done and everything I’m about to do, but it’s better for all of us this way.

Just you wait, Peter Miller. You’re going to regret messing with Pollyana Evans.
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CHAPTER 7
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Nick

I KILL THE ENGINE AND pull off my helmet, already hearing the loud music and muffled voices. Immediate regret. I notice some girls up ahead walking into the school, taking pictures and screaming. I don’t get why people get so hyped about this stuff. What’s so fun about sleeping on a thin mattress on the floor and waking up with your back killing you? It’d be easier if some athlete just threw a party like they always do instead of everyone coming here. Especially considering student-organized parties have way fewer restrictions.

I walk along the outer area of Eastside that leads to the side entrance of the gym and spot the line before the door. The principal’s secretary is checking permissions and putting wristbands on everyone with a slowness I didn’t even know was possible. When it’s finally my turn, she looks at me without even trying to hide her surprise.

“Nick, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Have you ever seen me miss a school event?”

“Do I really need to answer that?” She glances at the papers in front of her and pulls a form from the stack of permissions. “Funny, I checked all the permissions before the party and didn’t see your name, but here it is.”

“Funny indeed.” I smile and hold out my arm.

She gives me a suspicious look but doesn’t say anything else and slips an orange wristband onto my hand. I head for the door, but before I push it open, the woman’s voice stops me.

“Not so fast, Nick.” She points to a wooden box beside her. “All students have to leave their phones here.”

“I’m not leaving my phone here.” She shrugs.

“You don’t have to, but then you don’t get in.”

Just what I needed... I reach into my back pocket, show it to her, then drop it in the box and walk into the party. I don’t know how, but whoever set this up managed to remove all the bleachers, which opened up a ton of space. I’ll admit they outdid themselves—I was expecting to spend the whole night crammed in with a huge crowd and tents everywhere, not to mention the massive stage where the DJ is playing right now.
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I SHOULD HAVE FOUND another way to pull off my plan, left the secrets buried, and dealt with Miller without having to come to this wannabe party. I’m standing in some random corner, working my way through a bag of popcorn while watching people. Through the crowd, I see Luke wave and head my way. Shit. I stood in one spot too long. I realize there’s nowhere to run—he’s already too close—so I give up.

“Nick, I didn’t know you were coming,” he says, surprised, but unlike the woman earlier, he actually seems excited.

“Apparently that’s shocking news for a lot of people.”

“Well... if you’d said you were coming, you could’ve gone with me and the other guys to Gray’s house after class. We hung out there before the party.”

“Wow, I can’t believe I missed that.”

Luke ignores my sarcasm and keeps going.

“You’ve been on the team forever and you’ve never hung out with us. You don’t have to keep yourself isolated. You don’t have to stay away from everyone. You’ve got teammates who are just waiting for a chance.”

Before I can think of how to answer that, Mason shows up, interrupting the conversation and saving me. Mason, like Luke and Gray, is on the basketball team. He’s the one who tries hardest to get close to me, after Luke, of course.

“Can you believe those guys?” he huffs, clearly pissed.

“Who are you talking about?” Luke asks, genuinely interested.

Luke’s the type who cares about everyone, who actually can’t relax if someone he likes is upset about something. He always tries to fix everyone’s problems, but at least he’s not nosy.

“The football guys. They’re acting like they own the party just because they smuggled in some bottles,” he complains. “It’s not that hard to hide a few bottles—we could’ve done it no problem.”

The rivalry between the basketball and football teams has always been there, but it’s been getting worse. The principal has always poured way more money into football, with the excuse that they bring in more trophies and attention for the school. But after they started losing everything and we started winning a bunch of championships, he still didn’t give us any real recognition, which pissed the team off.

I take advantage of Sinclair being distracted, trying to calm Mason down, and slip away. I like Luke. He’s genuinely a good person. When the principal was threatening to expel me for my behavior, he said the only way to avoid it was to join the basketball team. I thought I couldn’t stand having to deal with new people, but Luke made it all easier.

Everyone on the team was friendly and tried to get close, but thankfully they gave up over time—except Luke, who even two years later still tried to include me in everything. Always inviting me out, always asking about my life, never fazed by my short answers or lack of interest. At least until today.

My jacket buzzes, and I move to a corner to make sure no one sees me. In my defense, Miss Stevens never said I had to leave all my phones in the box. I check the message I just got and I already know my night just got a hell of a lot more complicated.

Peter already knows about this phone. It won’t be long before more people find out too. I really don’t know how I got so tangled up in this mess. There are too many people around, and if Principal Howard finds out about this, getting expelled would be the least of my problems. I need to move fast.

My current situation is a living example of Murphy’s Law. Everything that can go wrong is going wrong, and at the worst possible moment.

There are plenty of other students hurrying through the same hallway I’m in. I didn’t think people would come here—it’s far from the party, the courtyard, everything. Not to mention this hallway leads to the areas that are off-limits to students tonight, locked up by the janitor this morning.

“What’s going on?” I ask a guy I don’t know.

“The drinks disappeared, so now it’s a race to see who finds them first,” he says, excited.

Just what I needed. This disappearing-drinks thing is going to make my job even harder. With so many people wandering around, it’s only a matter of time before someone finds what they shouldn’t.

Considering Johnson is the one who brought the drinks, I wouldn’t be surprised if they found out he hid them just for himself, especially given how drunk he already is. The guy is one step away from alcohol poisoning and still won’t put the bottle down.

Every locked door I run into makes my stress level spike. Some passages I know were locked by the janitor earlier have been forced open. These alcohol-crazed idiots really will do anything. Every hallway I turn down, I run into another group laughing and tearing the school apart, even forcing doors that are locked for a reason. Whoever the bastard was who made those damn drinks disappear, they managed to scatter people all over the school in some stupid treasure hunt.

Don’t they see the camera pointed right at them, or do they just not care? But then I notice the red light isn’t on like usual. I walk to the end of the hallway and check the other camera. Not working either.

Well then. Time to start my own game.
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CHAPTER 8
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Vanessa

IN A FEW MINUTES AT this party, I’ve met more people from my year than I have in my entire time at Greenwood—even if it’s only because the little devils I call friends are pressuring me into it.

Still, there aren’t that many people left in the gym besides the teachers and the practically untouched school-made punch. Only the teachers are brave enough to try that stuff, which looks more like a failed chemistry experiment.

Everyone freaked out after the drinks ran out and started slipping away one by one to hunt for more booze, trying to be “discreet” about it. Paty is one of the explorers on the hunt for the alcoholic treasure, but Bi is hanging out with me, enjoying the music on the abandoned dance floor.

“It’s amazing how old people go to bed early,” my friend says, pointing at the teachers.

All the adults who should be watching us are getting drowsy and heading toward the makeshift mattresses. The few who are still holding on are wandering around, but they’re not paying much attention to what’s happening—otherwise they would’ve gone to investigate, because you can count on one hand how many students are still here.

“The coffee in the teachers’ lounge must have run out.”

I finally spot the person I’ve been looking for. For a second I thought he wasn’t coming; I hadn’t seen him anywhere all night.

“Take a picture,” Bi teases me. “It’ll last longer. But seriously, stop staring. Even I’m getting creeped out.”

“You’re crazy, I’m not staring at anyone.”

“Just admit you have a little crush on that guy and go talk to him already.”

“I don’t have a crush on him.”

Bianca gives me an amused look.

“If you don’t feel anything for him, how do you know who I was talking about?”

Touché. René Dubois, the charming French guy—my friend Bi calls him a narcissist. She always says he loves being the center of attention or something like that. I’ll admit I would’ve been pretty disappointed if, at the one party I was forced to come to, he didn’t show up.

“So... what are you waiting for?”

“That stuff just isn’t for me, that’s all.”

My friend hugs me, like she’s comforting me. I really don’t deserve it. Before I can say anything, she shoves me toward the middle of the gym. When I look back, I just see her hissing the word “Go” and disappearing somewhere. Damn it.

René seems to be having an interesting conversation with Addison, Gabe, and Leon. I really don’t want to go over there, but if I turn back, I’m sure Bi would kill me. Besides, René looks really good in his black long-sleeved sweatshirt and light gray pants—it would be a shame to miss this chance to talk to him.

The atmosphere feels a little tense. Addison says something to René that I can’t hear and leaves with Leon right behind her, while Gabe heads the opposite way. The four of them make an odd group—they all seem so different...

I get distracted and end up bumping into someone.

“Well, well... The twig knows how to have fun. I didn’t think you’d actually come.”

I’m not sure what’s worse—facing René or facing Peter. I just keep walking in the direction I came from, but then he grabs my arm.

“You know who’s here?” he doesn’t wait for me to answer. “Desmond! So go ahead, use the chance to talk to him and get it over with. I’m losing my patience with you, and I’ve been pretty nice so far.”

“Leave the girl alone, Peter.” The blond lets go of me, and the girl steps between us. “Go pick on someone your own size, you little piece of shit.”

“I thought we already talked about your language, Pollyana.” He smiles at her. I don’t get why she’s helping me, but I’m not complaining. “You want me to have a word with your mommy so she can teach you some manners?”

“Say one more word, and I’ll tell you exactly where you can shove your manners.” She grabs my hand and starts walking away while Peter fumes. After we turn down a few hallways in complete silence, she stops and looks me over. I can tell that Peter really gets under her skin. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m used to dealing with him, but thanks.”

“Don’t worry, he’s like that with almost everyone.” She extends her hand to me. “Nice to meet you. My name’s Pollyana, but you can call me Polly.”

“I’m Vanessa, but my friends call me Van—I mean, you can call me Van. Not that I think we’re friends or anything...” She cuts me off with a friendly laugh.

“Hey, don’t sweat it. Anyone who’s an enemy of Peter is a friend of mine.” That calms me down a little.

But then I remember something.

“Thanks... actually, I think there’s something you should know.” She frowns and pays attention. “I don’t know if you remember, but I sat next to you in history class today.”

Pollyana looks confused for a moment, but then she either remembers or is too polite to say she doesn’t. Either way, I keep going.

“In that class, we went to the computer lab to finish our assignments. When class ended, everyone left in a hurry, but I had to go back because I forgot my pencil case.” She seems to want to know where I’m going with this but doesn’t interrupt me. “When I got there, I found Peter alone, sitting in your seat. Since you left in a hurry when the teacher sent you to do those tasks, you left your computer unlocked, so he had access to everything you logged into on that computer.”

Something seems to click for her, because her expression shifts from confused to furious in seconds.

“That...” She lets out an irritated huff. “Thank you so much, really, but I have to go...”

I watch her storm off down the hallways like a golden hurricane. I will never forget the look on Peter’s face when she showed up. It’s amazing how a five-foot-five human doll can make someone twice her size tremble with fear just by showing up.

Polly defending me even though she didn’t know me—that surprised me in a good way. And of course I couldn’t let her go after that without at least telling her what I saw in the computer lab. I didn’t know if he actually did anything to her account, but judging by her reaction, I’m sure he did. I might not know her well, but Pollyana doesn’t seem like the type to let things slide.
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CHAPTER 9
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Percy

INSTEAD OF ENJOYING the party with my friends, I’ve spent at least three hours worrying about a grown-ass man.

I stop to grab some punch before continuing my search. I feel like I’m trapped inside a Where’s Waldo? book, and it’s not a pleasant feeling. Before I can even get a sip down, I see JJ climbing onto the empty stage. The theories that he repeated the year just to come to this party one more time suddenly seem to make a little sense.

I run over to pull him off before he falls or someone notices what shape he’s in. After all the shit Johnny stirred up today, I decide to take him to the study room to sober up a little.

The coach is one of the supervisors in charge of us, and I have no idea how he’d react to the state of our number nine, since he doesn’t tolerate this kind of behavior, especially not during the season. Coach Jones has always been understanding, but I can’t risk my friend’s spot on the team.

We pass by the janitor’s supply closet and I try the door—miraculously, it’s unlocked. Guess someone up there likes me. I grab a bucket and keep walking toward the study room.

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“You need a lot of things.”

“I’m serious, Percy. Go have fun. I’ll be fine. Just let me sleep it off for a bit, give me an hour at least.”

“You promise you won’t leave this room?” He raises his hand like he’s swearing an oath. I take a deep breath and size up the situation quickly. “Fine. If you’re gonna puke, use the bucket. You know the janitor would kill you if you got anything dirty.”

Johnny nails me in the face with a pillow—for a drunk guy, his aim is way too good.

“Get lost.”

Temporarily relieved of my best-friend duties, I actually manage to enjoy myself. I find Mike and Andrew after scarfing down some junk from the booths and join them for a game of darts. After a few heated rounds and more slices of pizza than I can count, Nate shows up.

“Come on, we’re getting the guys together for soccer on the field.”

“Guys? How sexist,” huffs the girl at the next booth as she storms off.

“Who was that?” Andrew asks, eyeing her suspiciously.

“Does it matter? Let’s go already?” Nate, the most impatient of all of us, takes off in a hurry.

“I think she wanted to play,” I whisper to Mike.

“I’d be fine asking her, but you know how some of the guys are.”

On the field, most of the people there are my teammates and the substitutes, as expected, but a few guys from other sports and clubs are also hyped for our impromptu game.

“Now that the princesses have arrived, can we start?” Aaron tosses the ball to me.

“After today’s shit show of a game, you guys actually want to play soccer?”

“Hell yeah,” Mike answers, already heading for the goal.

“Then let’s go.”

We split into teams and played—but not like in practice, not like in championship matches. We just played. I felt like I was back at my old school, back when I played for fun. I’d forgotten what that felt like.

After a good while, I head to the bench and let someone take my spot, but I keep watching everyone play. I’m so distracted I don’t even notice when I stop being alone on the bench.

“I’d like to see you guys play like this in the championships.”

“Coach? What are you doing here?”

“Came to see what you’re all up to,” he says without taking his eyes off the field.

“I know we’re not supposed to be out here, but we’re just having fun.”

“It’s fine.” Then he looks at me. “What do I have to do to get you guys to play like this all the time?”

The truth is, some of the team’s deadweight being absent is what makes this harmony possible, but I can’t say that to him, so I keep it short.
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