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			NICK STRINGER CONCENTRATED ON HIS TEST, not because he cared about Shakespeare (he didn’t) and not because he wanted to get all the answers right (that was too easy). But because missing a few—strategically—paid the bills.

			It had all started when Nick learned that Tania Hillington’s parents promised her a reward of sixty dollars for earning the highest grade in any class on any test. (Sixty dollars!) So he offered to botch a few of his test answers to help her out. In exchange for a fifty-fifty split of the reward, of course.

			Tania had declined. At first.

			Things changed after Nick aced five consecutive tests. Tania came crawling back to accept the deal. But by that point the terms had changed. Their little arrangement now operated on a seventy-thirty split in Nick’s favor.

			Then there was Tommy, the dim-witted linebacker. He needed a C-minus just to keep his head above the waterline of Bayside Middle School’s athletic policy. He gave Nick a few bucks to skip all extra-credit questions so as not to blow the grading curve.

			And Nick had other customers today. Three more jocks, plus this guy who was one academic pink slip away from a trip to Saturday school, and, finally, a girl who was convinced that Harvard would scour her middle school transcripts for any signs of a dreaded A-minus. They all had the same class in the afternoon and would buy original outlines for the essay question from Nick at lunch.

			All told, he figured to make a cool hundred on this test. Not bad.

			Nick finished early and checked over his “work,” erasing two more correct answers and finding a new way to misspell embarrass. Burger, meanwhile, was staring holes into his own test. Beads of sweat seeped through that shaggy mop of blond hair to drip down his forehead as he made little grunting noises in concentration. School was not designed for people like Burger.

			Nick nudged his answer sheet to the edge of the desk. Only Burger got a freebie. He looked up at Nick with puppylike gratitude, then rushed to copy as many answers as he could before Mr. Ritzeller called time.

			Bored, Nick let his eyes wander across the test questions again. Just to pass the time, he reread the one about the “stratified society.” Apparently back in Shakespeare’s day only rich people were allowed—by law—to wear clothes of certain colors and materials. Like you could be thrown in jail for wearing purple or silk or something. Mr. Ritzeller said back then you could walk down the street and tell, simply by looking, which social class anyone belonged to.

			As Nick scanned the classroom, he knew that nothing had changed. While his classmates’ fashion choices weren’t mandated by law, you could still tell at a glance where each kid came from. Mall-bought, brand-name clothes on one side, thrift-store denim and flannel on the other.

			Bayside Middle School drew students from two areas: Bayside Gardens, a gated community on the south side with a private golf course and houses right on the water, and Smoke Valley, where people worked either at the mill or at the Hungry Lumberjack, the restaurant across the street from the mill.

			Little Miss Sixty-Per-Test Tania lived in a house that had wraparound decks on all four stories to take advantage of the spectacular view of the San Juan Islands. Nick’s bedroom window had a view of the bushes where his dog went to the bathroom.

			When the bell finally rang, Burger jumped out of his seat as if it were electrified and rumbled down the aisle, his oversize denim-and-flannel-clad frame knocking into chairs and backpacks and anyone who was smaller than he was (which is to say everyone, including Mr. Ritzeller). Close spaces were not designed for people like Burger.

			The two boys were headed to the cafeteria when Hayley Millard herself approached in a tight cashmere sweater and designer jeans. She glanced around warily, as if afraid that everyone always noticed what the richest of the richies was doing at every moment, but people just sort of bustled by. Burger’s mouth hung open as he stared. He was noticing her enough for the entire school.

			“Hey, it’s Nick, right?” Hayley said without exactly making eye contact.

			Yes, Hayley, we’ve been in most of the same classes since kindergarten.

			“Some friends told me I should, you know, get in touch with you or whatever.” She cleared her throat, glanced at the ground. “They said you’re the kind of person who might be able to, like, help me.”

			Nick raised his eyebrows a bit but just stood there, waiting. First rule in business negotiations: He Who Speaks First Loses. You had to let the other person keep talking until they had told you what they wanted, putting you in a position of power.

			“I sort of have a problem.”

			More waiting from Nick. (More staring from Burger.)

			“Mr. Glover is doing one of his extended labs this afternoon. Worth a ton of points.” Hayley twirled a thick lock of auburn hair between her fingers.

			Nick made a keep-going gesture.

			“I’m totally unprepared. And I’m going to fail Bio if I bomb that lab. Stupid fruit flies.” She chewed on her lower lip. “And then I’ll be grounded for, like, months. My mom will make me cancel my Halloween party this weekend, for sure.”

			Nick nodded. “And…?”

			Hayley shot a narrow-eyed glance at Burger, who at least had the decency to wipe the drool from his chin.

			“It’s okay,” Nick said. “He can hear anything you have to say.”

			She looked back over at Nick and lowered her voice. “Any chance you could get the lab postponed? Just until Monday?”

			And there it was.

			Nick shrugged. “What’s it worth to you?”

			It was his favorite question. And he couldn’t wait to hear what Hayley came up with. She not only looked rich, she smelled like money.

			Hayley glanced around the hall again, made sure no one was listening. “I could give you…I don’t know, I’ve never done this before…how about fifty bucks?” When he didn’t say anything right away, Hayley rushed to fill the silence with a better offer. “Okay, maybe a hundred? But that’s it. That’s all I have on me.”

			A hundred dollars. Even though he had been taking the Southsiders’ money for years, Nick was still amazed sometimes by how much cash they had to throw around.

			He kept up his poker face, though, as always. Unskilled negotiators hated silence, so Nick used it as a weapon. After a few more uncomfortably quiet moments, Hayley rummaged through her purse. “Okay, there’s the cash, plus…let’s see…plus a gift card that you can use anywhere at the mall…and, oh yeah, here’s a packet of free tickets that are good for any movie playing at that new theater downtown.” She held up a handful of random purse fodder and attempted a half smile. “But I guess the lipstick and contact-lens holder won’t work too well for a bribe.” The smile was kind of nice. A little crooked. Nice to know everything about her wasn’t totally perfect.

			No time to think about that, though. Nick pretended to be deciding, but he would have done it for just the hundred. Heck, he would have done it for the original offer of fifty. The truth was, he actually wanted to help her out. Had wanted to have a good reason to talk to her ever since that kindergarten class. Maybe it would even lead to her talking to him sometime when she didn’t need a favor? A guy could dream.

			But now he had to take care of business. Hayley had broken the second rule of negotiations: Never Talk Past the Close. These rich kids were such amateurs.

			Nick held out his palm to accept the goods when—

			“And invite us to your party,” Burger blurted out.

			Hayley looked up from her purse. “Excuse me?”

			When Burger got embarrassed, the blotches on his cheeks bypassed pink and even red to become almost purple in contrast with his whitish-blond hair. Social interaction—especially with the opposite sex—was not designed for people like Burger.

			“That big Halloween party. This weekend,” Burger said. “We wanna come, too.”

			Hayley crinkled up her nose and shot Nick an annoyed glance. He would never have forced an invitation like that—this was business, not personal—but he had to admit it would be pretty cool to actually attend a party at the Millard estate.

			Nick shrugged again. “You can keep the movie tickets.”

			Hayley checked her surroundings once more. “I don’t even know if my mom will let me invite anyone else over. There probably won’t be enough room.”

			Nick stifled a laugh. Everyone in school knew about Hayley’s house. So did anyone with a subscription to Architectural Digest. The entire student body would probably fit in the east wing alone.

			Time for Hayley’s last lesson in negotiations: The Takeaway. “Good luck with that lab,” he said, dropping his palm and walking away. Burger stayed where he was for a few moments, confused, before he clomped down the hall to join his friend.

			“Why did you—”

			“Don’t look back,” Nick whispered.

			“What are you doing?” Burger said, too loudly. “That’s a lot of cash, dude.”

			“She’s deciding whether she wants to have a party with us there or have no party at all because she’s grounded.”

			“But what if she doesn’t—”

			“Stop talking.”

			When they were about to turn the corner, Hayley called out behind them, “Hey—just a minute.” She waited for a group of guys from the cross-country team to pass and drift out of earshot, and then she approached. “Fine. You can come to the party.”

			Something in Nick’s stomach did a nervous little happy dance at that news, but he kept his face calm and cool.

			She thrust a handful of bills at Nick, then leaned forward to whisper, “Just make sure he wears something with a mask. Hopefully one without a mouth hole so he can’t talk.” She tossed her auburn hair back over one shoulder with a flip of her head. “Or at least something, you know, low profile. That’s all I’m asking.”

			Nick tried to muster up some righteous indignation on his friend’s behalf, but there was really no place for that in a business interaction. “Sure,” he whispered back. “Maybe I can find him an Invisible Man costume.”

			There was that lopsided little half smile again. “If I could buy a costume like that, I wouldn’t need your help with the biology lab. I could just sneak out, totally unseen.” Then she winked at him. Nick’s face got a little warm. He was glad that Hayley didn’t seem to know her own power. A wink like that could seriously derail a negotiation. She gave him a little wave and then turned and walked away. “Just make sure I’m not covered in fruit flies sixth period,” she said over her shoulder.

			Burger watched those jeans until they disappeared around the next corner.

			“Dude. You actually talked to Hayley Millard.”

			“And she talked back. I think that’s called a conversation, Burger.”

			“Did she say something about me when she whispered?”

			Nick nodded. “She’s excited about you coming to her party.”

			“Nice!” Burger pumped his fist in triumph.

			“She wants you to wear something flashy. Noticeable. Maybe a skintight superhero costume?”

			“I still got that Wolverine outfit from fourth grade.”

			“The bright yellow one?”

			“Yep.”

			“Perfect.”
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			NICK COUNTED THE WAD OF BILLS as he led Burger toward the science wing.

			“So…” Burger nudged him, eyebrows waggling. “What are you gonna do with all that cash?”

			“Same thing I always do with it.” Nick didn’t tell anyone the truth about his money. Not even Burger.

			“The bank? Again?” Burger shook his head, that flyaway mess of blond hair flopping in all directions. “But we could buy so much cool stuff. How much is in that savings account, anyway? Gotta be thousands by now.”

			Nick tapped his chin and looked up at the ceiling as they walked down the hall, making a show out of thinking it over. “With today’s haul, I think there’s finally going to be enough for the surgery.”

			Burger looked at him with an expression of such intense, genuine concern that Nick almost felt guilty. Burger lowered his voice to a husky whisper. “Dude. What do you need surgery for?”

			“Not for me. For you.” He patted Burger’s meaty shoulder. “That brain transplant is going to be a real life-changer.”

			Burger casually shifted his considerable weight and bodychecked Nick into a row of lockers. “Whoops.”

			A couple of Bayside Garden girls walked by and didn’t even glance at Nick as he went sprawling to the floor. Sometimes Nick thought that getting picked on at school would be better than the Southsiders’ total indifference. But unless the rich kids needed something, he and Burger were pretty much invisible.

			Still, Nick tried to muster up a little dignity as he collected the scattered books and rubbed at his sore elbow. “See what I mean? That new brain is really going to help your balance problems.”

			Burger lunged sideways to sideswipe him again, but Nick stopped suddenly and Burger lurched off balance and crashed into the lockers himself. One of the girls glanced over her shoulder and shook her head in disgust before turning back away.

			Nick smiled. At least he and Burger had officially existed for a few seconds.

			The boys approached the double doors of the science wing. Lindsay McDonald, a long-legged eighth grader, sat in front of the doors on a stool, lunch tray balanced on her lap. She was a Smoke Valley girl, and Nick knew that she guarded the science wing each day as hall monitor in exchange for free school lunch.

			“Hey, guys.”

			“Hi, Lindsay!” Burger said.

			Nick just raised his eyebrows and inclined his head toward the closed doors.

			“Sorry. Nobody goes in here during lunch.” She wiped the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “You know that, Nick.”

			“But I brought an official hall pass.” Nick took a ten-dollar bill from his jeans pocket. “I only need to be in there for a few minutes, so you should just keep the pass.”

			Lindsay looked at the money, then cracked open the science-wing doors and scanned the hallway before returning her attention to the lunch tray. “This is a high-security area. It’s going to take two more hall passes if you want in.”

			Smoke Valley kids were always better negotiators than the Southsiders. He pulled out another ten along with a five. “That makes two and a half hall passes. We just need five minutes.”

			“Fine.” Lindsay swiped the money from Nick’s hand. “But anything past five minutes and I call the vice principal.”

			“No need for that.”

			“I could get in trouble, Nick.”

			He sighed. Man, she was good. Setting up a new deal right after closing the last one. “Look, how about another hall pass for every minute longer than five?”

			“Done.”

			Nick and Burger slipped through the doors into the empty hall. “Have a seat,” Nick said, pointing to the bench. “If any teachers show up, you need to create some sort of distraction. Can you still do that thing where you fake an asthma attack?”

			Burger wheezed and gripped his chest. Purple blotches spread out across his broad cheeks. He slumped in his chair, eyes bulging and breath rattling in his throat.

			“Easy on the death rattle, big fella. We want an extra minute for me to get away, not to have you airlifted to the hospital in an emergency helicopter.”

			“That’d be so fun, though,” Burger said. But he did take his performance down a notch, his breathing now just a little ragged as he groped in his pockets with growing desperation in search for an inhaler that wasn’t there.

			Nick nodded. “That’s perfect. It’ll freak out any adult, but not too much. They’ll just take you to the nurse’s office.” He turned toward the door to Mr. Glover’s biology lab. There was a number pad next to the handle; the science wing needed high-tech locks to protect all of that expensive equipment.

			Nick punched in a five-number code and the handle turned smoothly under his hand. Over half of the teachers used their home addresses for entry codes or passwords. At least Glover had gotten a little creative and used his daughter’s birthday. Nick had figured it out on the first day of school, after spending a little time on Facebook. Just in case.

			As he stepped into the darkened room, Burger called his name. Nick snapped his head around, scanning the hallway, but it was still empty.

			“What is it?” he whispered.

			“You need a face transplant.” Burger grinned.

			Nick rolled his eyes. “Might want to work on your timing, Burger.”

			Easing the door shut behind him, Nick weighed his options. The easiest solution would be to pop the aquarium’s lid and offer the fruit flies a taste of glorious freedom. That would certainly postpone the lab.

			But it was no good. The entire class would have to be moved to a holding area, like the library, while the custodian cleaned out the swarm of flies. Glover would be furious. He’d get the vice principal to check the security tapes from the hallway, for sure.

			Besides, this was a business transaction with Hayley, not a revenge mission against Glover. The situation was a little more delicate, called for something discreet. Nick approached Glover’s desk to log on to the computer.

			Enter password

			Nick typed in paramecium9. That one was a little trickier; it had taken him almost a week to figure it out.

			It shouldn’t have been that difficult, though. Glover had taken photos of the single-celled critters through a microscope, enlarged the images, and taped them all over his classroom walls the way some guys hang up posters of hot girls. Teachers were so weird.

			Nick searched the hard drive and found Glover’s file on fruit flies, with documents for the lab setup, assignment work sheets, and the quiz. First he printed the pages out and shoved them in the pocket of his jeans. Some grade-grubbing rich kid would pay a nice ransom for those.

			Then he renamed the file Microsoft Document Help Guide. He selected all of the text and changed it to a dingbat font so it would be impossible to do a simple keyword search for its contents, then stuck the whole thing in the Applications folder. Perfect.

			Teachers were such dorks about computers. Glover would pop in an old MythBusters DVD for the class to watch while he looked for the file, which would take him most of the period. More likely, he’d have to call in the district tech guy, but no way would he bring in administrators or any security. Too embarrassing. Eventually he’d get it figured out and do the lab next week. He’d assume it was some virus. No harm, no foul.

			Nick was about to log off when he spotted Glover’s grade-book program. He clicked on fifth period and changed Burger’s midterm grade from a D to a C-minus. A small enough change for Glover not to notice, hopefully, but Nick knew it would mean a lot to Burger’s mom.

			Nick logged off and peeked into the hallway. Burger was lying flat on his back, half of his bulk hanging off the bench. His eyes were closed and his legs twitched like a big yellow Labrador dreaming about running.

			“You know, narcolepsy is not really a desirable trait in a lookout,” Nick said.

			Burger, eyes still closed, let out a huge yawn. “What’s narco-leprosy?”

			“Falling asleep in the middle of the day. Could be a sign you’ve finally lost it. Seriously, Burger, someone could have come down the hall at any time.”

			Burger reached up and flicked at an earlobe. “No worries, dude. I got ears like a hawk.”

			Nick shook his head. “Come on. I’ll buy you some pizza for being such a loyal watchdog.”

			“Nice!” Burger was up and through the doors like a shot. Nick was always surprised at how quickly Burger could move when he was motivated.

			Nick said, “Let’s see if we can make any more cash in this place before it’s time to go home.”
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			AFTER SCHOOL, NICK AND BURGER were making their way to the bike racks when they were knocked to the ground by a rampaging wheelchair.

			“Hey, watch it!” Burger ended up on his hands and knees in a pile of scattered books and papers.

			Chet Millard, a high schooler, worked the controls on both armrests. His sleek wheelchair spun around, then zipped right back to where Nick and Burger were picking themselves up off the ground.

			Custom-made in Italy by a famous racing firm, that chair could go zero-to-cheetah-sprint in 4.3 seconds. Nick had seen Chet pass the school bus on a dead straightaway on that thing before. It probably cost more than Nick’s mom made in a year working at both the mill and the Hungry Lumberjack.

			Chet twisted a dial and his seat cushion shot up on hydraulics until he was looking down at the boys. “Oh, so sorry, fellas. Just put in a new V-4 in this beauty, and I guess she got away from me.” He proudly patted the side of his superchair with a thickly muscled arm.

			Chet’s legs may have been withered and lifeless, but he made up for it in upper-body strength. His parents had donated a pile of money so that the school could build a weight room to rival the Seattle Seahawks’ training facility. Nick knew that Chet had his own key and basically lived in there. That tight black T-shirt clung to his bulging biceps like someone dangling off the edge of a cliff.

			Chet looked down at Burger’s scattered papers. “I’d help you clean up, my man, but I’m pretty busy.” He inclined his head in the direction of a shiny silver Cadillac Escalade in the parking lot. “I need to go sit over there and wait for my friends.”

			“Watch where you’re going next time.” Burger scowled and dropped to one knee to pick up his stuff. “That chair should come with external airbags if you don’t know how to steer it,” he added, half under his breath.

			Nick shook his head at his friend. Couldn’t Burger just leave it alone?

			Chet stopped backing up. His eyes narrowed. He eased his chair forward, the tires rolling to a rest on top of Burger’s notes. “Nobody talks about my chair. Besides, I’ve got better things to do than watch out for a couple of Smoke Valley lifers.”

			Burger’s cheeks went all purple. He stood up and balled his hands into fists, but Nick grabbed his arm to restrain him. Getting into a public fight with Chet would be very bad. Not because he was in a wheelchair. Because they would lose.

			“Come on, Chet, leave them alone.” Hayley Millard approached from the back doors, throwing Nick a glance. “Sorry about my big brother.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a little overly proud of Hell on Wheels there.”

			“No problem,” Nick mumbled.

			The doors to the gym burst open and a half-dozen guys sauntered out, headed straight for them. Big and burly, they wore letterman’s jackets, branding them as football players for Bayside High. Chet looked from the jocks to the middle schoolers in front of him and back again. He spoke up when the group got within earshot.

			“Actually, I think your friend here wants a problem.” Chet yanked up the hand brake, then slammed the joystick on the armrest forward. The oversize tires with thick treads—more monster truck than conventional wheelchair—spun in place, ripping up some of Burger’s papers and smoking against the asphalt. Chet slowly put his hand back on the brake’s handle, grinning at the boys. If he let go, that souped-up machine would blast off, running right through them.

			Nick sidestepped out of the way, but Burger stayed where he was, stubbornly playing chicken.

			The football players formed a semicircle off to the side, watching the show.

			Chet grinned at them. Then, in a flash, he released the brake, practically leaving a patch of melted rubber on the cement. Burger dove out of the way, sprawling across the wet grass, but Chet had already jerked the handle back up. The chair only nudged forward a foot or two.

			Chet raised his palms and shook his head in mock sadness. “Sorry, my man. I’m telling you, this new V-4 is really acting up. I need to get a handle on all of this power.”

			The football players laughed and bumped fists with Chet. They were good at that. Chet was their ticket to get into the weight room after school hours, and the parties he threw were the stuff of Bayside legend.

			Nick helped Burger get up and collect his schoolwork for the second time and pulled him over to the bike racks. He had always been good at reading the odds, and he decided that any further interaction with these guys was guaranteed to end in a loss.

			Chet spun his chair around and headed toward his Escalade, the jocks following close behind. “Let’s go, Sis,” he called over his shoulder to Hayley. “Mom says I gotta take you home.”

			“Hey, wait.” Hayley looked back and forth between the SUV and Nick. “I really am sorry about my brother. He’s—you know—just showing off for those guys.”

			“Whatever.” Nick shrugged. There had been run-ins with Chet before, and the best thing was to just keep away from him. He definitely wanted his interaction with the Millard family to be with Hayley instead of her brother, so he tried to keep the conversation going. “Did everything work out in Science today?”

			Hayley gave him that crooked smile again and nodded. “We watched TV while Glover spent all period hunched over his computer, muttering to himself. I’ve never heard a teacher swear like that before.” She gave Nick an appraising look. “I don’t know what you did, but you must be a talented guy.”

			Nick hoped his face wasn’t getting red. Nobody had ever really called him a “guy” before. He’d always been a “boy.” Maybe he looked different because he was getting older. And how cool was it that Hayley Millard of all people was the first one to notice his guyness?

			He realized he should probably say something back. Man, why did normal conversation have to be so much more complicated than negotiations? Maybe he should try—

			“Come on, Nick.” Burger was by the racks, but Nick was suddenly very embarrassed to retrieve his bike. It was a hand-me-down from a cousin. A girl cousin. It had taken him two hours with a metal file to scratch off the “Racing Princess” logos all over the frame.

			Burger had found his bike at the dump last summer. After three months of constant repairs, the thing was more baling wire and duct tape than actual metal and chrome.

			Nick was about to walk away, pretend that that wasn’t his bike at all, when—

			“Sweet rides, gentlemen. You really got those all tricked out,” Chet called from the center of his friends. He whistled in mock appreciation. “Wanna trade for this piece of crap?”

			He pointed a little remote at the back of the Escalade. The back door swung open. He punched another button and loud music blared from the car speakers while a loading ramp unfolded itself and descended smoothly until it touched the ground.

			Chet zipped his wheelchair onto the ramp, which lifted him into the car. He grabbed a series of custom-made handles in the ceiling to hoist himself out of the chair and he swung smoothly between the backseats and into the driver’s seat. Nick knew they made specially equipped steering wheels so that people could operate the gas and brakes by hand.

			His buddies piled into the vehicle. The tinted driver’s window slid down. “Get in, Hayley.”

			Hayley gave Nick a little wave and walked over to the SUV. She was about to get in when Burger called out to her.

			“See you at the party this weekend!”

			Hayley turned and gave Nick a stricken look. Chet stuck his head out the window. “What? You can’t invite those two. You know what Mom says about having animals in the house.”

			The football players laughed and jeered as a couple of half-full Coke cans shot out the open windows. They hit the bikes and exploded in a warm shower of sticky soda.

			“Jeez!” Burger said, wiping the syrupy liquid off his pants. “Gross!”

			“Get in, Hayley.”

			She mouthed Sorry again at Nick and climbed into the SUV. The Escalade’s tires chirped against the pavement as it sped away from the school. Nick didn’t wipe his face right away. He didn’t want to give Chet and his friends the satisfaction of watching that in their rearview mirror.

			But he was going to make sure that he and Burger found Chet’s bedroom sometime during the big party. If Chet liked to soak things in warm soda, then Nick figured he’d find a few prized possessions in there and return the favor.

			“Let’s get away from here.” Nick pedaled away from the school, Burger right behind. The clouds started to spit out a misty drizzle.

			Burger shrugged. “At least the rain’ll wash off the soda, huh?”

			Nick didn’t say anything.

			Burger sped up until they were riding side by side. “So…you sure you don’t feel like spending any of that money? They probably have a used copy of Zombie Golf at Reset Games by now. It’ll be half price.”

			Nick shook his head. Sometimes he envied Burger’s ability to immediately shake off crappy things that happened.

			“I’ve heard that game’s so awesome, though. If you take too long setting up your putt, the zombies converge and you have to fight your way to the next tee. You can use the putter to smash them in the brains!”

			Nick remained silent, watching the suburban houses drift by as they pedaled. It was at times like these that he missed having his dad around the most. Someone to ask for advice on girls, or money, or whatever. Of course, if his dad had stuck around, Nick wouldn’t have to be worrying about the money in the first place.

			“Come on, dude. The golf carts have rear-mounted rocket launchers and spring-loaded chain saws. Maximum zombie carnage!” Burger made rocket-launching noises and chain saw–buzzing noises, followed by squelchy bodies-being-torn-apart noises. Then he laughed maniacally.

			“Sounds fun. But you know I have to save the money.”

			Burger scoffed. “You don’t need to buy the whole college, you know. You just need enough for tuition.”

			Nick remained quiet, wishing that he really were saving for college. That would sure make everything in his life a lot easier. Maybe someday.

			The houses thinned out and were replaced by fir trees. The sidewalks ended as well, and he and Burger rode their bikes on the gravelly shoulder.

			“You know what’s going to happen if you go to a big, fancy college someday, right?”

			“Shut it. We’re not buying Zombie Golf.”

			“I’m being serious.” Burger wiped the sweat from his eyes. “Someplace like that is just going to be filled with the same kind of rich kids who annoy you so much now. Like Chet and his lame friends. Why bother?”

			Burger tore away, rode up a piece of plywood leaning against a rock, and jumped his bike off the end. He lifted one arm skyward while he was in the air and nearly botched the landing, but he managed to stay upright.

			Nick sighed. He knew Burger was probably right, as weird as it felt to take advice from him. The truth was, Nick didn’t exactly know what he wanted, other than not wanting to be the third Stringer generation of millworkers. He just knew he had to find something that he was good at, and that he actually liked to do. He didn’t enjoy all of the hustling at school—his teachers were actually pretty nice to him—but he didn’t feel like he had much of a choice. He hoped that someday—

			“Race you home!” Burger yelled. The boys had left the city line behind them. There were no houses in sight, and they were approaching Chuckanut Drive, the long, swervy road cut into the side of Lookout Mountain, which towered over the bay.

			Burger stood on his pedals and pumped furiously, the bike lunging from side to side. Nick followed with a burst of speed of his own. They were headed up an incline and he knew it was his only time to pull away. Once they crested the rise and headed downhill, Burger’s extra poundage would transform from liability to asset. He coasted way faster than Nick.

			Nick shot into the lead. Burger grabbed for Nick’s sweatshirt—a move that would probably have resulted in both bikes crashing—but Nick lunged out of the way and Burger grasped at air.

			Using a steady, measured pace, Nick increased his lead over Burger, who had temporarily exhausted himself with his crazed takeoff. The boys rounded a corner and got their first glimpse of the water over two hundred feet below.

			The view was stunning, even on a day like this, when the sky was covered with dark clouds. The choppy expanse of the bay stretched as far as Nick could see, broken up only by the San Juan Islands, forested domes shrouded in fog.

			Every summer some luxury car company hired a Hollywood film crew to fly up and shoot a commercial around here. Those new BMWs looked even better racing against the side of the cliff, hugging the outside white line, only a few feet of open air separating the new car from a fatal fall to the rocks jutting up below. Apparently these commercials appealed to middle-aged men who wanted to pretend they were the star of an action movie.

			The road was freshly wet from the drizzle, the worst conditions for a race. It messed with the way the bike handled and limited the visibility of the people driving in cars.

			But when Burger bellowed out a war whoop and drew closer, Nick raced on anyway. As usual. Sometimes it was fun to just turn off his brain and do stupid stuff with his best friend.

			The road sloped downward. Nick glanced over his shoulder and saw Burger barreling toward him, working his pedals into a blur. His bulky frame made the bike look like one of those tiny novelties that clowns rode in parades. The wind and rain had turned Burger’s blond hair into a flyaway mess, perfectly matching the demon grin plastered across his face. He looked like a crazy person.

			“I will destroy you!” Burger yelled. Or something like that; it was hard for Nick to hear with his tires sluicing through the rainwater and the wind whistling by his ears.

			In another minute Burger was almost right on top of Nick. Even though it was reckless, Nick let his bike drift toward the center line, cutting off Burger’s passing lane. He kept an eye on the corner up ahead, making sure no cars were coming.

			Burger lunged in the other direction, shoulders hunched over his front tire. Nick veered back into position, forcing Burger to clutch his brakes to avoid a collision.

			Back and forth they went, Nick zigging and zagging to maintain his lead. He bore down on the pedals and edged in front of Burger, angling back toward the center stripe. A long, straight stretch of empty road opened up before the next corner and he needed to create some distance from both Burger and the suicidal fall off the cliff.

			Then a flash of purple light sparked in front of him. He only had a second to register that the light formed a huge circle—like the entrance to a tunnel, almost—before he saw three things all at once:
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