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The drums echoed through the halls of Shadyside High. As Eva Whelan hurried toward the stairs, the deep, booming sounds thundered louder and louder.

Eva smiled. All around her, kids rushed toward the sound, eager to get to the gym where the band was tuning up.

Everybody loves a pep rally, Eva thought. Especially this one. Not only do we get out of the last class of the day, but we finally get to find out who will be homecoming queen.

Eva smiled again, feeling a surge of excitement. She turned a corner and began making her way toward the stairs that led down to the gym. As she hitched her book bag higher on her shoulder, a strand of her long, dark hair snagged under the strap. She paused to pull it loose.

“Eva, wait up! Eva!”

Eva turned and spotted her best friend, Tania Darman, waving to her over the heads of the crowd. “Wait up!” Tania shouted again.

Eva waved back, then scooted to the side of the hall. Leaning against a bank of lockers, she dug into her jeans pocket for a rubber band.

She watched her friend weave her way through the crowd. Tania looked great, as usual. Slender, with straight blond hair down to her shoulders and a pretty face with an open, friendly expression.

“Isn’t this great?” Tania exclaimed as she joined Eva. “Everybody’s so psyched!”

Eva pulled her thick, dark hair into a ponytail. “Don’t tell me you’re not.”

“Oh, I am!” Tania replied, her green eyes sparkling. “I mean, I might actually be named homecoming queen. I still can’t believe it!”

“I hope you win, Tania.” Eva held up both hands. “I’ve got all my fingers crossed for you.”

“Your fingers?” Tania tossed her hair back and grinned. “What about one of your famous psychic flashes? Can’t you predict whether I’m going to win or not?”

Eva shook her head. Some of her friends thought she was psychic because she got weird feelings every once in a while. She could sense when something was wrong, even though she couldn’t tell exactly what.

Like last week, when she and Tania went shopping for dresses for the Homecoming Dance. As they checked out one of the most expensive stores in the Shadyside Mall, Eva felt a sudden rush of fear. Everything seemed okay, but she felt jumpy the whole time they were there.

Just before they left the shop, every alarm in the place went off. And three other customers were arrested for shoplifting—by security guards posing as shoppers.

Eva didn’t get these feelings all the time. But when she did get one, she trusted it.

Still, the feelings were just that—feelings. She couldn’t predict what was going to happen. She couldn’t look into the future.

“It doesn’t work like that,” she reminded Tania. “It’s not like I have a crystal ball or anything.”

“I know, I was just kidding,” Tania replied. They began walking toward the stairs. “But you know what? I don’t really care if I’m voted homecoming queen or not.”

Eva stared at her. “Are you serious?”

“Well, I wouldn’t turn it down,” Tania admitted. “But really, I’ve had such an incredible year so far. So much has happened—Mom got remarried in July, we moved into this fabulous new house, I really like my stepfather, and I’ve got a great new stepbrother.”

That’s for sure, Eva thought. She had a major crush on Jeremy, Tania’s stepbrother. Jeremy, with his chestnut-colored hair and shy smile.

She didn’t know him very well yet—but she definitely wanted the chance to get to know him better.

“And there’s Sandy,” Tania went on. “I couldn’t believe it when he asked me out. And now we’re actually dating. I mean, he’s only one of the coolest guys in school.”

Eva nodded. Sandy Bishop, the smooth, good-looking captain of the football team, was definitely cool. Everybody agreed on that.

Including Sandy himself, Eva thought. He knows he’s popular and he loves having girls fall all over him. Still, he seems crazy about Tania. So what if he’s a little conceited?

“Being nominated for homecoming queen is great, but it really doesn’t matter if I win,” Tania declared. “Everything is perfect right now. Hey, I even pulled an A on that French quiz yesterday!”

Eva laughed. “I’m really glad for you, Tania. You deserve to be happy. But let’s get down to the gym. You might not care who wins, but I do.”

The crowd grew thicker at the top of the stairs.

As Eva followed Tania toward the top step, someone jostled her from behind. “Hey, watch out!” she called.

But she felt herself being pushed aside, hard. Her books began to tumble out of her arms, and her backpack slid off her shoulder.

As Eva struggled to catch her balance, she saw something out of the corner of her eye.

A blur of movement. A figure emerging from the crowd.

Two hands, reaching out.

Reaching…

Tania let out a scream. Eva turned—and saw her friend go hurtling down the stairs.
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Tania pitched forward, her arms flailing in the air. Students cried out in alarm and leaped out of the way.

Eva made a desperate grab for Tania’s sweater.

Missed.

Tania skidded down a couple of steps, her arms still swinging wildly for balance. Finally she managed to grab on to the metal railing with one hand.

She swung out into the air, then pulled herself back, crashing hard against the wall.

“Wow. Are you okay?” someone asked. Tania nodded and tried to smile.

Eva rushed down the steps. “What happened?”

“It was my fault,” a voice behind them said.

Eva and Tania spun around.

Leslie Gates stood at the top of the stairs, gazing down at them with an anxious expression on her face. “It was my fault,” she repeated. “I slipped. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to push you, Tania.”

Maybe not, Eva thought, staring up at Leslie. But if Tania had fallen and cracked her skull or something, you wouldn’t be totally sorry, would you, Leslie? After all, then you’d have a better chance of being homecoming queen.

“I’m so sorry, Tania,” Leslie repeated, pushing up the sleeve of her red sweater. “Really. Are you okay?”

Tania swept her hair out of her eyes. “Yeah. I guess.”

“Oh, good.” Leslie let out a sigh of relief. “Well, see you in the gym.” She turned and trotted down the steps.

Eva watched her as she hurried past them. Tall and athletic, with silky brown hair and a great figure, Leslie was Tania’s biggest rival.

In more ways than one, Eva thought.

According to Leslie, Tania always got everything she wanted. Tania had more friends than Leslie. She was going on the senior trip to London in the spring. Leslie wasn’t. Tania had her own car. Leslie drove her family’s station wagon—when she got the chance.

And Tania had Sandy, the guy Leslie had drooled over for months.

Tania and Leslie used to be good friends, Eva knew. But Leslie became too jealous and broke off the friendship. Now she barely spoke to Tania.

Eva looked at Tania. “Are you sure you’re okay? You crashed into that wall really hard.”

“Did I? I didn’t notice. I guess I’m too excited to notice anything.” Tania straightened her sweater and patted her hair. “How do I look?”

“Great,” Eva assured her.

“Okay. I’d better hurry and get into the gym. See you later.” Forcing a smile to her face, Tania turned and hurried down the steps.

“Hey! Good luck!” Eva called after her.

She didn’t really hear me, Eva realized. She’s too crazed. Too happy.

How long can so much happiness possibly last?

As another bunch of students clattered past her down the stairway, Eva shivered. The laughter and shouts seemed far away, and the sounds of the band faded.

She felt as if a dark, chilly cloud had suddenly settled over her.

The sensation lasted for only a second. Then everything became bright and noisy again.

It wasn’t one of my “feelings,” Eva told herself. I skipped lunch. I’m hungry, that’s all. And excited for Tania.

Nothing’s wrong.

Nothing bad is going to happen.

Taking a deep breath, Eva walked down the stairs and joined the crowd streaming into the gym.

The band sat in one section of the bleachers, still tuning up. In front of them, Shadyside’s cheerleading squad practiced one of their routines, leaping and whirling and urging everyone to chant along. The wooden bleachers shook as the crowd stomped its feet in rhythm.

There was a low platform in the center of the shiny wooden floor. Jason Thompson, who had been named homecoming king the day before, stood on the platform next to the football coach.

Behind them, Tania and three other girls sat in a semicircle of chairs. All four of them were smiling nervously and waving to their friends in the stands.

But there should have been five girls.

Eva studied the faces on the platform. Tania. Julia Moran. Mei Kamata. Dierdre Bradley.

But not Leslie.

Where is Leslie? Eva wondered. She went down ahead of us, and now she isn’t here.

She quickly scanned the crowd. Don’t be stupid, she thought. Leslie wouldn’t be in the stands. She’s dying to be named queen. She should be up on the platform, acting as if the crown is already on her head.

So why isn’t she?

The strange, foreboding feeling began to creep over her again. Eva bit her lip tensely, then forced herself to smile as Tania waved to her from the platform.

Waving back, she edged her way through the crowd and began climbing the steps into the bleachers.

As she climbed past the band section, the trumpets blared in her ears. The music grew louder, then ended abruptly.

In the sudden quiet, another sound rang out.

A single, sharp, metallic sound.

A piercing blast that echoed off the walls of the gym.

A shot! Eva thought with a cry.

A gunshot!
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Eva’s mouth went dry. The blood pounded in her ears.

A gun! she thought in panic. Someone fired a gun in the gym!

Terrified, Eva opened her mouth to scream.

And stared as a boy sitting near her pulled something shiny and metallic off the floor of the bleacher.

A crushed soda can.

Eva snapped her mouth shut, feeling embarrassed.

The guy just smashed a can under his foot. I’ve heard that sound a million times. Why did I think it was a gun?

Because I’m jumpy, she realized. Because I’ve got a bad feeling about things.

Well, get over it, Eva ordered herself. So what if those feelings always came true before? They won’t this time. Everything’s fine—just look around.

A flash of red caught her eye. She turned and saw Leslie running across the gym floor, smiling and waving. The crowd clapped, and Leslie’s face flushed with pleasure. She climbed onto the platform and joined the other candidates.

Eva rolled her eyes. So that’s what Leslie was up to. Waiting to make a grand solo entrance.

Shaking her head in disgust, Eva turned and began climbing the steps again. As she did, she caught sight of Keith Hicks. Keith—a thin guy with dark, wavy hair—wore his usual color, black. Black jeans, black shirt, black cap. The only colorful things about him were the shiny gold hoop in his left ear and the piercing blue of his eyes.

Eva grinned, feeling better all of a sudden. Not because of Keith, even though she liked him okay. But because of the guy sitting next to him.

Jeremy, Tania’s new stepbrother.

Tall and lanky, Jeremy leaned his elbows on his knees and stared down at the platform. His curly chestnut hair gleamed under the lights as he listened to whatever Keith was saying to him.

The space on Jeremy’s other side was empty. Go for it, Eva told herself. Get up there before somebody else does.

As the band started playing again, she trotted up the steps, then edged her way across to Keith and Jeremy. “Hey, guys,” she said, interrupting Keith midsentence.

“Hey, Eva.” Keith gave her a distracted smile.

Jeremy smiled too, and a cute dimple flashed on the right side of his mouth. But then he turned and stared straight ahead again.

Sit down, Eva told herself. Get his attention. Flirt with him a little.

Then ask him to the Homecoming Dance.

Crossing her fingers that Jeremy didn’t already have a date, she slid next to him and propped her feet on her book bag. “Let me guess,” she declared. “Keith has been talking to you about movies. Right?”

It was an easy guess. Keith wanted to be a film director. He always talked about movies.

“Yeah.” Jeremy nodded. “But I haven’t been listening much.”

“Thanks a lot,” Keith muttered.

“Give him a break, Keith,” Eva said. She leaned closer to Jeremy.

“I’m too tense to listen to anyone,” Jeremy confessed. He pointed to the platform. “I really hope Tania wins. Do you think she will?”

Eva’s shoulders sagged a little. He’s too busy worrying about whether Tania wins to pay any attention to me, she thought.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I hope she does too. But she won’t be upset if she doesn’t. Didn’t she tell you that?”

Jeremy nodded. “Yeah, she did. But I still want her to win. She’s my sister, you know? Well… my stepsister, but that doesn’t matter. We’ve gotten close since my dad and her mom got married this past summer.”

“That’s great,” Eva told him.

“It is,” he agreed. “I guess it sounds weird. But having a real family is so awesome. I never really had one before. My mother died when I was a baby. And I hardly ever saw my father because he worked all the time. He stays home more now.”

Why is he telling me all this? Eva wondered.

“Tania’s happy about it too,” she said. “That’s one of the reasons why she doesn’t care about being queen. She said so many good things have happened, it just doesn’t matter.”

Keith sighed loudly. “If this were a movie, the sappy music would start playing right now.”

Eva reached behind Jeremy and jabbed Keith in the arm. “What’s the matter? Don’t you like happy stories?”

“They’re okay,” Keith replied with a shrug. “But movies need more drama.”

“This isn’t a movie,” Jeremy reminded him.

“No kidding. Anyway,” Keith went on, “let me tell you more about my video.”

“What video?” Eva asked.

“The one I’m going to make,” Keith declared. “The one that’s going to get me a scholarship to film school. That’s what I was talking about before.”

He gazed at Jeremy, his blue eyes bright and intense. “Hey. You know what would make it a great video?”

Jeremy shook his head.

“If Tania would act in it,” Keith exclaimed. “She’d be perfect, right? Do you think she’d do it?”

“Man!” Jeremy laughed. “You’ll do anything to get close to Tania—won’t you?”

Keith’s face grew dark. He raked his fingers through his black hair and licked his lips. “Yes,” he replied softly. “Anything.”

Whoa! Eva thought. What a weird thing to say. And what a weird look in his eyes. So what if he has a crush on Tania? How come he’s suddenly acting so strange?

“Hey, maybe I’ll write in the video script that Tania dumps Sandy for me,” Keith announced.

Jeremy snickered. “Why don’t you just murder Sandy? That’s the only way you’ll get Tania to notice you!”

Keith’s grin grew wider, but Eva thought it looked fake. And his eyes! Why did they glitter like that?

Another chill raced up Eva’s spine.

Ignore it, she told herself. It doesn’t mean anything.

But the feeling didn’t go away. She glanced sideways at Keith.

What is he thinking?

“Come on, everybody!” one of the cheerleaders shouted from below. “Let’s hear some real noise!”

Eva dragged her eyes away from Keith and watched as the cheerleading squad began another routine. Everyone else clapped and cheered along, but Keith kept talking about the video he wanted to make.

“Leslie already volunteered to be in it,” he shouted above the loud chanting. “She said she’d do the lead role, like it would be a big favor.”

“Wouldn’t it?” Jeremy asked.

Keith shook his head. “Leslie is desperate to be an actress. She’s applying to every acting school in the country. If she’s in the video, then she’ll have something to show. I’d be doing her the favor.”

“Sounds like a good deal for both of you,” Jeremy commented. “Is Leslie any good?”

“Sure,” Keith replied with a shrug. “But I’d much rather have Tania—especially if she’s homecoming queen.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Eva asked. “I mean, what’s your video about?”

Keith’s eyes glittered again. “It’s called Who Killed the Homecoming Queen?”

The cheerleaders finished their routine and ran off the floor, waving their pom-poms. Everyone clapped, then began to whistle and stamp their feet as the football coach picked up a microphone and asked everyone to quiet down.

Eva knew Coach Jackson was about to announce the name of the queen. But she couldn’t stop staring at Keith.

Who Killed the Homecoming Queen? Why did Keith get that flash of excitement in his eyes when he told her the title?

Something’s wrong, I can feel it.

But what?

“Only one more week until homecoming!” Coach Jackson’s voice boomed through the loudspeakers. “And now, the name you’ve all been waiting for! This year’s Shadyside High School homecoming queen is…” The coach paused dramatically. “Tania Darman!”

The gym erupted in cheers and whistles and applause. Jeremy gave a whoop and leaped to his feet. Eva stood too, clapping hard and craning her neck to get a glimpse of her friend.

Tania sat in her chair, looking stunned. Her mouth fell open. She raised her hands to her face.

The coach held up a sparkling rhinestone crown and handed it to Jason Thompson. “Tania, congratulations!” he boomed. “Now come on and let Jason put this crown on your head!”

Tania rose to her feet. The other candidates, who would be princesses in the homecoming court, rushed to hug her. All except Leslie, Eva noticed. Leslie stood to the side, watching. Waving to the crowd, Tania started across the platform to accept the crown.

Halfway to the podium, she stopped. Her arms dropped limply to her sides.

Then, as if a giant boot had come crashing down on top of her, she crumpled in a heap to the floor.
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