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PROLOGUE


After a time, I could feel nothing save the weight of his feet on my back, one heel pressing sharply between two lower ribs, and the other into the muscle of my shoulder. When he’d first told me to kneel before his throne and proceeded to thrust out his legs to use me as a footstool, I had thought it would be the humiliation that would kill me. But after half an hour, any pride had long since flown through the palace windows. Then it was only the cold, hard marble pressing into my palms and my bare kneecaps. The quivering of my muscles. The pain darting through my joints. I was forced to forget my pride as my brain focused merely on survival, on not collapsing, on refusing to beg for mercy.


It had been five hours, and my resolve was quickly crumbling.


“Orion!” the mighty King Zeus crowed, adjusting his feet, making sure to grind the hard soles of his sandals into my bones. “I know not how you do as a man, but you make for sturdy furniture.”


The guards and lower gods assembled laughed, and Zeus gulped his thirtieth goblet of wine. Another rivulet of sweat snaked its way across my forehead and down my nose until the drop slipped to the tip and clung there, trembling inches above the pool of perspiration I’d been staring at these last few hours.


When it fell, so would I. There was no more surviving this.


And then, a commotion. Guards shouting. A woman’s voice. A slam, a screech, an explosion. The mighty Zeus rose to his feet, and I collapsed in a heap on my side. My arms and legs curled in on themselves, jerking and seizing of their own accord. Several vile guards laughed over my plight, but I didn’t care. I was free. For the moment, I was free.


“What’s the meaning of this?” Zeus demanded of his nearest protector.


Before the guard could answer, a voice rang out through the lofty chamber, echoing against its vaulted ceiling and surrounding us, as clear as day.


“If Orion is alive, I demand to see him! I demand an explanation!”


“Artemis,” I groaned. And in my weakened state I prayed that she would come save me. Even though she had once killed me. Even though she was the reason I’d spent the last two thousand years hanging among the stars, watching life on Earth go on as if I’d never existed. I prayed to her, the goddess protector of women, of all things. I begged.


“Artemis, please. Rescue me.”


Zeus glared down at my coiled form, alarmed. There was a cacophonous crash as Artemis attempted to break through the wall of armored sentries. Then Zeus flicked his wrist, and I experienced a sensation like nothing I’d ever felt before. It was as if a tremendous cricket bat had hit me square in the face, chest, and knees. I flew backward, through the open doorway at the back of the throne room and that of my cell. I slammed against the back wall of the tiny chamber I’d spent the last week or month or ten years inside—I had no way of knowing—and hit the floor so hard I was sure no bone in my body had been left intact. I rolled onto my back and moaned.


“Eros,” I whispered, my voice a mere croak. “Where are you, my love? Where are you?”


I imagined her hovering above me, the sun in the sky casting a beatific halo around the long black mane of her hair as I lay back in the soft grass outside our humble cabin. The smile on her lips brought peace to my heart, and as she gently wiped my brow with her fingertips, the relief was total. If only she were here. If only we had never been found, if only we had devised a way to escape together so that she’d never had to make that hideous bargain with the king. If only, if only, if only . . .


Tears stung my eyes, and I bit down on my bottom lip. I hated the broken, shivering slab of flesh that I’d become, begging goddesses to help me, praying, sometimes, for death. I had thought that I was stronger than this. That I could survive anything. But Zeus was an expert in torture. He had seen, quite literally, everything, and he was very fond of reminding me of this fact. Every creative means of delivering pain and psychological damage that had ever been devised by god or Gorgon or human—he had witnessed everything—and for however long I’d been his prisoner, he’d been perfecting every last technique on me.


“Is it true? Does Orion live?”


I lifted my head. Artemis had somehow made it into the throne room. When I turned my head, I was able to see the smallest sliver of the bright-white chamber, past the golden bars of my cell, across the stone-walled room outside it, and through an open archway. I opened my mouth to scream her name.


Nothing came out. And suddenly I was choking. My throat collapsed in on itself as if an invisible rope was being twisted tighter and tighter and tighter around my neck. Then, just as suddenly, the rope was released, and I was left sputtering and choking and gasping on the floor.


“If you are keeping him here, King, I demand to see him,” Artemis was saying when my coughing subsided and I was able to hear again.


“On what grounds do you make these demands of your king?” Zeus asked, amused.


“He belongs to me!” Artemis cried. “He was my love! I have spent these last two millennia attempting to return him to life, to return him to my side—”


“And you have failed,” Zeus pointed out. “So perhaps, my dear Artemis, he does not belong to you, in the end.”


“Where is he?” Artemis growled.


I saw a flash, and a mighty clatter rang through the palace. The guard at my door fell sideways across the threshold, his eyes rolling back in his head, and my heart began to pound in earnest. Artemis had felled Zeus’s guards. I was both terrified and infused with pure, hot hope. This offense would not sit lightly with Zeus, but it also meant I had a chance. I somehow pushed myself to my knees.


“Artemis!” I rasped, grasping for the golden bars of my cage. “Artemis! Here!”


Again my throat constricted, and I fell back against the rear wall. I sensed the air inside the palace go still. She had heard me. She would come.


But I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe.


“Orion!” Artemis cried.


My legs kicked out as I struggled in vain for air. I slammed my heels against the bars, rattling them as hard as I could, even as my vision prickled, even as my life began to drain from me.


“Orion? My love! Are you here?”


I heard her footsteps. Heard the cries of the remaining guards as they were flung aside, tossed through windows, slammed against the walls. My fingers clawed at the dirt floor in sheer desperation, trying to pull me closer to the bars, closer to my savior.


Zeus let out a mighty, furious roar. There was another explosion, so close this time the bars and walls shook, raining rocks and silt throughout my cell. She was dead. I was sure of it. And if she was, then so was I. My last hope. Gone. In an instant.


Until, like a vision, Artemis appeared in the doorway, as statuesque as ever in white robes, a gold-and-leather vest adorned with an intricate pattern of roses and stars, and a shimmering bronze crown. She was as beautiful as the day we’d fallen in love, her chestnut hair tumbling in ringlets around her perfect, sharp chin. Her skin was a creamy white, with the merest blush across her cheeks. Her emerald-green eyes widened at the sight of me, and suddenly I could breathe again.


I gasped in air—gasped in life—and reached for the goddess who would save me. I no longer loved her—hadn’t in centuries—but that could be explained later. After she got me out of here.


“Artemis,” I rasped.


“Orion,” she whimpered.


She extended her trembling hand and I felt, for the briefest second, the slip of her fingertips across mine.


And then everything went black.





CHAPTER ONE


True


“I’m . . . fine,” the love of my life mumbled, searching my face. “But who the hell are you?”


I gazed into his deep blue eyes and stopped breathing. I knew every green and brown fleck within them. I knew every dream and fear and hope they disguised. And yet they were a complete blank as they stared back at me. Slowly, achingly, a cold terror settled into my veins even as my lips tingled from our kiss. He wasn’t joking.


“Orion, do—do you truly not know me?” I stammered.


He chuckled in an embarrassed way and smoothed the back of his dark wavy hair as he looked around, waiting for the punch line. I took a startled step back, catching my shoe on the curb. Automatically, instinctively, Orion reached out and grabbed my arm to steady me. His touch stopped my heart, and I stared at his tanned fingers, then into his eyes.


It’s me, Orion. Please. Please, remember me. I’m the one who saved you. I brought you back to life after eons of hanging among the stars. I nursed you back to health and we fell in love. We spent hours, days, weeks together, telling our secrets, whispering our hopes, learning everything there is to know about each other. Please, you must remember me. Please, please, please.


He released me. “Sorry, no. How do you know my name?”


I felt Hephaestus’s presence at my side, the left wheel on his chair coming to a stop right next to my leg. I stared mutely down at him, my dark-skinned, dark-eyed, leather-and-metal-and-denim-sporting friend, wishing he could snap his fingers and wake me from this nightmare. Like me, Hephaestus was a former god, and as such, was almost mind-bendingly handsome with his square jaw, flawless complexion, and perfect muscle definition, but while he had been human for generations, I had only been in this mortal body for two weeks. I was still getting used to its quirks. Like the psychotic, panicked pounding of the pulse that I was currently experiencing. I had thought that I was familiar with every working of the human heart. As Eros, the Goddess of Love, it was supposed to be my specialty. But this was something new.


Hephaestus nudged my leg with the rubber coating on the wheel of his chair, but my brain couldn’t form words. My brain could form nothing other than a silent, anguished scream.


“Lucky guess?” Hephaestus offered.


Orion laughed again. “That’d be a first. Everyone’s always surprised when I introduce myself. I think my mom was high when she named me. She never heard of Michael or David or James?”


“You have a mom?” I blurted.


His handsome brow knit. “Doesn’t everyone?”


Hephaestus laughed loudly, forcibly. “Good one.” He looked at me with wide eyes, urging me to get it together. But at the moment I didn’t even know what “it” was, let alone how I could get it together. From the corner of my eye, I saw Darla Shayne and Veronica Vine in their matching outfits—Darla’s a blue minidress, Veronica’s a pink one in the same style—checking Orion out as they sauntered by on their way into school.


Back off, I thought, angry adrenaline surging through me. Back the eff off.


Darla turned to walk backward, slipping her sunglasses to the tip of her nose for a better look. Some skateboarder guy was performing tricks nearby, and without a thought I glared at his board, sending it flying out from under him and rolling into Darla’s path. She tripped and fell right on her ass on the sidewalk with a screech.


That was what you got for coveting a goddess’s man. But as I watched the boy retrieve his board and Veronica help Darla brush off her backside, I knew I was out of line. My power of telekinesis had only just returned to me, and I still had no idea why. The deal with Zeus was that I had to form three couples without my powers. To that end, he’d stripped me of every last one before depositing me here on Earth. So why had this one returned? What did it mean?


And most importantly, would I get in trouble for using it?


I decided not to think about that right now. It was too much to wrap my brain around. Especially now, with Orion standing two feet away from me. I’d deal with the power issue later.


“Yeah, well, Dad says it was her idea.” Orion gestured toward the white SUV that had dropped him off, which was now idling at a stoplight near the corner. “He put his foot down when it came to my sister, so she lucked out and got Amy. Boring, normal Amy.”


I swallowed a sharp lump in my throat. He had a mother? A father? A sister? What was happening? How was this possible?


“I’m Heath,” Hephaestus introduced himself, extending one mesh-gloved hand. Orion shook it, then looked at me. “And this is True,” Hephaestus added.


“Nice to meet you guys.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “So, you greet all the new guys in school with a kiss like that?”


“No,” I said.


They both looked at me, waiting for more. Expecting more. An explanation, a joke, an excuse. But I had nothing. Orion was right there. Right. There. So close I could smell the piney shampoo he’d used this morning and see the tiny cut on his neck from shaving. I could have reached out and brushed the lobe of his ear and knew exactly how it would feel beneath the pad of my thumb. I knew every last inch of him—each variation of his laughter, every lilt of his voice, and the nose-prickling scent of his skin. I knew the particular way he stretched upon awakening, how he smacked his lips when he tasted something sour, that his gaze would dart to the horizon whenever he was startled.


But to him, I was a stranger.


“Anyway . . . I’m supposed to go to the main office?” Orion said, raising his eyebrows. He directed this comment at Hephaestus, probably discerning that I was a lost cause.


“We’ll show you, right, True?” Hephaestus said, turning his wheels toward the ramp outside the school’s side door.


“Yes,” I replied, finding my voice. “Yes. Of course.”


Orion walked next to Heath up the ramp. When I turned to follow them, my knees went weak and I had to grab on to a NO PARKING sign to keep from going down. I clung to it and tried to breathe.


What is happening? What is happening? Why is he here? Why does he not remember me?


“True?” Heath prompted as the door automatically opened in front of them.


“Coming!”


I summoned every ounce of strength within me, called on every triumph of my endless, immortal existence to buoy me, and forced myself to stand. Then I cleared my throat and followed the love of my life and the former god who was my best friend into Lake Carmody High. If ever there had been a sight more surreal than the two of them moving together under the huge HOMECOMING! banner, I wasn’t aware of it.


“So where’re you from?” Hephaestus asked Orion, glancing over his shoulder at me as we made our way down the front hallway. A few students milled around at their lockers, checked their phones for messages, and reviewed their homework. I was aware of them, but I didn’t really see them. Orion was the only person I could see. I had never felt a longing like this in my life. It was as if he was pulling me along by a leash clasped around my heart.


“We just moved here from Boston,” Orion said. “My dad got a new job in Manhattan and my aunt lives in Lake Carmody, so she found us a house.”


This had to be Zeus’s doing. There was no other god powerful enough for machinations like these. Creating an entire family? A history? A house and a move and a job? But why? Why had he sent Orion here? The deal was, he’d keep Orion with him while I completed my three love matches here on Earth, and I would be returned to Orion’s side once I succeeded. No one had said anything about sending Orion back to Earth, or about him losing his memory—his entire personality. Why would Zeus do this?


Could this mean that our deal was off? It was possible that Zeus was somehow displeased with my last match, and his punishment was to condemn us to live in this random American town for good. But there was no reason for him to disapprove of Charlie and Katrina. The sand timer he’d sent to track me had turned when they’d sealed their love with a kiss. I had thought I was on my way to victory. And now, this.


Hephaestus opened the door of the front office, and Orion stepped inside. I moved to follow.


“Thanks, guys,” he said, adjusting one backpack strap on his shoulder. “You don’t have to come with me. I got it from here.”


My arms went limp at my sides at the very thought of leaving him. I’d just gotten him back. Sort of. “But I can’t—”


“Right. Well, good luck!” Hephaestus said, and he let the door swing closed.


“We can’t just leave him!” I hissed.


“We have to!” Hephaestus replied, wheeling toward the wall. “He thinks he’s just a regular human kid. He thinks we’re regular human kids. Normal people wouldn’t follow him around like puppy dogs.”


I could see a tiny sliver of the side of Orion’s head through the door’s window—the wave of his thick dark hair—as he spoke with the administrative assistant, Mrs. Leifer. His muffled laughter sent my pitter-pattering heart into my stomach.


“What is he doing here, Hephaestus?” I whispered urgently. “What does this mean?”


“I don’t know,” Hephaestus said. “Perhaps Zeus sent him here to goad you on? Remind you of why you’re doing this?”


I liked his theory better than mine. At least that would mean that there was still a potential end to this trial. That I could still complete my mission, form my three couples, and return home to Mount Olympus with Orion at my side, his memory perfectly restored. But I didn’t quite believe it. Zeus had seemed so pleased at the idea of keeping Orion as his slave, at the prospect of torturing him while I did my work on Earth. Now, on a whim, he sends Orion here to torture me? It didn’t add up. Something was off. I needed to know why Orion was here. I needed answers.


“We must contact Harmonia,” I said breathlessly. “Find out what she knows.”


It was my sister Harmonia who had dispatched Hephaestus to me after I’d sent up a desperate plea to her in the town square, begging for help. Now that I was human, he was my only direct line to Mount Olympus. Aside from praying and offering up sacrifices—two notoriously dodgy forms of communication and bargaining—I had no other way to contact home.


“That’s not really how it works,” Hephaestus told me.


“What do you mean?”


Orion disappeared, moving out of view inside the office. I leaned over Hephaestus, trying to catch a glimpse.


“Excuse me. Your breasts are kind of in my face,” Hephaestus groused, gently shoving me away.


I groaned and stood up straight. “What do you mean that’s not how it works?” I repeated.


“I mean, I don’t contact her. She contacts me.”


I heard Orion laugh again, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I sidestepped Hephaestus and walked into the office at the exact moment Orion was shaking hands with a guy I’d seen around school. He was tall and muscular with shaggy brown hair, and his pretty blond girlfriend was at his side. He wore one of those blue-and-white varsity jackets that every other person at this school seemed to own. It looked like Orion had just met his peer guide.


“Peter Marrott,” the guy said. “And this is my girlfriend, Claudia Catalfo.”


“Welcome to Lake Carmody,” Claudia said with a smile.


“Thanks.” Orion nodded at Peter’s jacket. “You play ball?”


“He’s the starting quarterback,” Claudia replied, looking up at Peter proudly. She sipped hot tea from a paper cup and entwined the fingers of her free hand with his. She was petite, the top of her head barely reaching Peter’s shoulder. Her auburn hair was tied into a French braid, and she wore skinny pink jeans, a white button-down, and a flowered headband. Her face was familiar, but I couldn’t place why. “He’s going to play in college next year, right, Peter?”


“Maybe,” Peter said, a blotchy blush popping up on his cheeks. He tossed his light-brown bangs off his head, and they fell right back into place. “You play?”


“I was starting running back at my old school,” Orion replied, rounding his sexy shoulders. “I had twenty-one touchdowns and almost a thousand yards last season.”


My brain went fuzzy and I felt faint. He had an athletic history too? What else had he left behind in Boston? A part-time job? A slew of clubs? A girlfriend?


“Really? That’s awesome. We’re a little weak at running back this year,” Peter replied excitedly. “Our starter graduated, and the backup guy is kind of a bust.”


“Think they’ll let me try out?” Orion asked hopefully. The eager tone in his voice nearly broke my heart. I loved him so much. It killed me not to be able to reach out and touch him, hold him, tell him I was going to make everything okay.


“Definitely! Come on. I’ll introduce you to Coach Morschauser right now.”


They turned toward the door as one and paused, catching me standing there with what I was sure was pure desperation in my eyes.


“Um . . . excuse us?” Peter said.


I glanced behind me and realized I was blocking the door. “Oh. Sorry. Right. I’m . . . sorry.”


I shoved the door open and stumbled out ahead of them, almost mowing over Hephaestus, who was still, loyally, waiting for me.


“Thanks again, you guys. I’ll see you around,” Orion said dismissively.


“You’re . . . problem,” I blurted. “I mean, no welcome. I mean—”


“True, stop,” Hephaestus whispered, grasping my wrist.


But it didn’t matter. They were already halfway down the hall. Claudia leaned toward Peter and loud-whispered, “That’s that girl. The one who stole my scarf on the first day, remember?”


Right! That was why I knew her. I’d used her scarf to tie my hair back on my first day of school, before I started to get a handle on how covetous people were of their things. They glanced back at me, even Orion, with that look in their eyes. That look that I had, unfortunately, grown accustomed to. Orion’s, at least, had a smidgen of sympathy in it, a touch of curiosity. But the fact remained:


Every last one of them thought I was a freak. Including the love of my life.





CHAPTER TWO


Peter


“Welcome to the team, man.”


I walked up behind Orion and slapped him on the shoulder, so hard half the water in his cup sloshed over the rim. My best friend, Gavin Dunnellon, laughed, but Orion took it well. He turned to shake hands with us, then dumped the rest of his water over his sweaty head. Thank God this kid had transferred here. Without a solid running game, the offense was going to be totally focused on me, and I wasn’t sure I could carry the whole team this season. Impressing the scouts meant running a well-rounded game plan. Now I at least had a shot at going to college. If any good schools actually came out to see me.


I was supposed to meet with my guidance counselor, Mr. Garvey, and the coach tomorrow to talk about it, a thought that kind of made me want to hurl.


“Thanks, guys,” Orion said.


“We were just gonna walk the track,” Gavin told him, his voice a low rumble. “Come on.”


“Walk the track?” Orion asked, squinting one eye against the sun. The other members of the team were busy shoving their stuff into their duffel bags, rehashing the better plays of the session and shuffling back toward the locker room.


“Gavin needs to loosen up after practice,” I explained, cocking a thumb at my massive linebacker friend. “It’s his thing.”


“Don’t mock it, man.”


Gavin cracked his knuckles, then his neck. His short brown hair stuck to his forehead like a second skin, and his freckles looked darker on his red cheeks. We used to call him freckle-fart-face in grade school. Until he got bigger than the rest of us. Now the guy was like a tank—thick neck, shoulders like boulders, fists like bowling balls. I even knew some adults who were intimidated by him. No one messed with him anymore.


Orion shrugged. “Cool.”


He launched his cup into the garbage can and we started walking. At the top of the hill next to the bleachers, the JV cheerleading squad practiced their chants. Farther down the slope, Claudia and the other members of the Boosters Club were working on spirit signs for this week’s pep rally and the game on Saturday while Greg Howell, one of the guys from yearbook, snapped pictures. I saw Claude bent over a long white roll of paper with a glitter gun, her lips pressed together as she concentrated.


“That your girlfriend over there?” Orion asked, shading his eyes.


I felt myself blush and was glad I was already red from exertion. “Yep.”


“What’s she up to?”


“That’s the boosters,” Gavin replied, rolling his shoulders forward and back, then stretching out his triceps. “Basically the hottest chicks in school who aren’t cheerleaders are boosters.”


“Oh.” Orion looked them over as if he was shopping for arm candy. “Are any of them cool?”


“Who cares? They’re hot,” Gavin joked.


I laughed. “I can’t really say. If Claudia hears I been talking, I’ll get in trouble.”


They both chuckled. “How long’ve you guys been together?” Orion asked.


“Almost a year and a half.” I stooped to pick up a crushed cup someone had tossed on the blue running track. “She’s awesome. She’s not into this shallow crap like a lot of girls. Like, it’s not only about her hair and her clothes and stuff like that. She cares about stuff that matters.”


“Plus, she’s obviously into football if she’s on the boosters,” Orion said. “That’s gotta be good.”


“Yeah, she likes to support her man,” I replied with a grin, tossing the cup back and forth between my hands. “She’s actually into ballet, so she knows what it’s like to be on a regimen like I am. She just gets it.”


“Plus, they’re sickening together, so that’s fun,” Gavin joked, holding one arm across his chest to stretch his shoulder out. “They’re, like, never not touching each other.”


“Nice,” Orion said with a grin.


“Shut up, dude!” I said, shoving Gavin as hard as I could.


He barely moved. Just took a tiny sidestep.


“I had a girlfriend back in Boston, but she dumped me as soon as I told her I was moving.” Orion stared out across the trees as the wind rustled through them.


“That sucks.” I said it lightly, but inside my heart did this awful spin-around-and-die maneuver. Me and Claudia were both seniors. In exactly nine months we’d be graduating, and in eleven months she’d be going to college and who knew where the hell I’d be. Sometimes I lay up nights just thinking about her off at Princeton—her number one choice—or Harvard or some other smart place like that next year, flirting with a brainiac in a corduroy jacket or some shit, forgetting I ever existed. I tried to tell myself it would never happen, that we would never break up, but who was I kidding? At least here I was good enough for her. I wasn’t in the honors classes with her, but I was the star of the football team, the most popular guy in the senior class, and everyone at our church loved me because of the time I spent volunteering. I had other things to make up for the fact that I was never going Ivy League. But once she was out of this lame-ass town and meeting guys who were as smart as her? Guys with dreams and ambitions and the possibility of actually achieving them? Forget about it.


“What’s up, man? You just went quiet,” Gavin said.


“Nothing, it just . . . it sucks.” I looked back over my shoulder at the boosters and couldn’t see Claudia anymore. “There’s, like, a ticking time bomb on this whole thing.”


“What whole thing?” Orion asked.


I threw my arms wide. “This. Football. High School. Friends. Girlfriends . . .”


“Dude. Claudia’s never gonna break up with you,” Gavin said, giving me one of his don’t-mess-with-me stares. “She lives for the Marrott love.”


Orion snorted a laugh.


“What? She totally does,” Gavin said. He cracked his knuckles again. Orion stopped laughing.


“Please. Everyone knows long distance doesn’t work.”


I started to jog. Just because. My blood was pumping suddenly, and I needed to do something to work it out. The two of them started to jog too. Within a minute we were rounding the turn and I spotted Claudia again, holding up one end of a sign while her best friend, Lauren Codry, held the other. It read GO MARROTT! #11 in huge blue letters. I smiled, but my heart felt sick.


“You don’t know, man. Maybe you guys’ll end up at the same school,” Orion said, pacing me.


I laughed him off. “Yeah, right. Claude’s crazy smart. She’s applying to Princeton early admission. My best hope is some triple-A school gives me a football scholarship, and who knows where the hell that’ll be.”


“Whatever, man. You think too much,” Gavin said, shoving me. “We’ve got the whole year. Just chill.”


I paused near the opening in the fence, with the boosters and cheerleaders right up the hill from us. The cup, which I was still holding, had been squeezed into a sweaty, twisted stick of cardboard. I threw it in the nearest trash bin.


“I’m chill,” I said, raising my palms and forcing a smile. “Do I not look chill?”


“G! A! V! I! N! What’s? That? Spell?”


We froze. The JV cheerleaders had just started up this loud chant. I looked at Gavin. He pushed his wet hair back from his face and shrugged.


“G! A! V! I! N! What’s? That? Spell?” they repeated.


Six girls in front were holding up big placards spelling out his name in red, the sixth one holding a heart. Then this girl, a sophomore named Tara Schwartz, popped up from behind the line of them. Two girls held her up by her feet as she raised her arms in the air. Gavin had been tutoring her in Spanish since last spring, and I knew they’d hooked up a couple of times.


“Gavin!” she shouted solo.


Gavin was the color of a lobster and looked confused. Greg Howell stepped up alongside us to take a few pictures of both the cheerleaders and Gavin’s stunned face.


“Gavin Dunnellon! Will you go to homecoming with me?”


“Awwwwwww!” someone on the Boosters moaned.


It was official—homecoming season was here. Every year my school had this tradition where we asked each other to homecoming with these big, stupid displays. As soon as one person started it, there’d be, like, twenty crazy stunts a day, like dudes coming to class in gorilla outfits, girls having pizzas delivered to the caf for a guy and his friends. Last year someone even hired a skywriter.


Everyone looked at Gavin. The girls holding Tara up started to shake.


“Um, sure?” Gavin said.


The hill erupted with cheers. Tara popped up into the air and her friends caught her. Then Gavin climbed the whole hill in, like, five long strides to talk to her, and he was smiling for real, so I knew he hadn’t just said yes to keep from embarrassing her in front of everyone.


“Dude. What was that?” Orion asked.


“Welcome to Lake Carmody High,” I said with a grin. “Where nothing you do is too cheesy.”


“Hey, guys! Come check out what we’re doing!” Claudia shouted down to us.


Orion and I jogged up the slope next to the bleachers, and I kissed Claudia hello. She reached up and hugged me, full-body, not caring that I was covered in sweat. Then she gestured down at the signage.


“We’re making one for each starter,” she said. “We figure we’ll hang them over your lockers tomorrow and then bring them out here the day of the game.”


There were a couple dozen girls and, randomly, one guy on the boosters. They looked up at me, waiting for my reaction.


“Cool,” I said with a nod. “They look awesome. And hey, you’re gonna have to make one more. We got a new starting running back,” I added, slapping Orion’s chest with the back of my hand.


“Congratulations! That’s so great!” Claudia said, her eyes lighting up. “But all the boosters are taken. We’re gonna need someone to double up.”


Every starter on the team is assigned their own booster. Basically the girl (or guy) decorates your locker for you, makes you a big basket of food the day before the game, and does other random cool stuff throughout the season.


“Does anyone want to be Orion’s booster?” Claudia called out.


“I’ll do it!”


The girl from that morning—the one who had stolen Claudia’s scarf out of her bag at lunch on the first day of school—stood up from a seat on the bleachers. I hadn’t even seen her sitting there until now.


“You’re not even on the boosters,” Claudia said, her face falling.


The girl clomped down the stairs and then walked up the hill and over to us. Her long dark hair streamed out behind her in the wind, and she had the most unbelievable blue eyes I’d ever seen. She was gorgeous, not that I’d ever admit that out loud. When it came to boosters, Orion could do worse. Maybe he’d even just landed himself the new girlfriend he was obviously looking for. At least he had two more years of high school to be with her. Lucky bastard.


“So? Sign me up,” the girl said, looking directly at Orion. “I’m in.”


Claudia sighed and turned to Orion. “Are you okay with . . . what’s your name again?” she asked the girl.


“True,” she and Orion said at the same time.


Claudia and I locked eyes, both surprised he already knew her name.


“True Olympia,” True said with deep meaning, as if that was supposed to be significant to Orion somehow.


“With True?” Claudia finished.


“Sure.” Orion shrugged.


“Okay. Go see Wallace over there,” Claudia gestured toward the one dude in the group, who scrambled to his feet with his iPad. He was wearing a black T-shirt and checkerboard shorts with a chain connected to the wallet in his pocket and had dark floppy bangs like mine. He lifted one scrawny arm and waved. There was ink up and down his forearm, but it looked like a doodle, not a tattoo. “He keeps the booster lists and attendance and everything.”


“Got it.” True made her way over to Wallace, tripping over a paint can and half crumbling a sign. It seemed like she couldn’t take her eyes off Orion, and she was plowing everything over to do it.


“You ready to go grab dinner?” I asked Claudia. “Me and a couple of the guys are going to Pizza City.”


She checked her watch. “Crap. How’d it get so late?” Dropping to the grass, she shoved her phone and a notebook into her bag, then stood. “Lauren, can you hang out for a while and make sure everything gets put away?”


“No problem, Skipper,” Lauren said, saluting.


Claudia rolled her eyes, but laughed.


“I’ll see you at the Studio.”


“Hey, guys, before you go, can I get a shot of the senior class couple?” Greg asked, wielding his camera.


Claudia and I grinned, both of us loving being called the class couple. Like I said, nothing was too cheesy. “Sure,” I told him.


We turned toward each other and hugged, smiling for the camera. Greg reeled off about half a dozen shots, then gave us a thumbs-up.


“Thanks.” He checked something on the screen and then moved off to photograph the cheerleaders.


“No problem!” I shouted. “Hey, Orion! You coming for pizza?”


His eyebrows rose. “Yeah? Cool.”


“Gavin! Let’s go!” I shouted, raising an arm to wave him down.


He said good-bye to Tara and jogged over to join us. I slipped my arm around Claudia as we made our way down the hill, Orion and Gavin in front of us. There was still an annoying pinch in my chest from my conversation with the guys, but I tried to ignore it.


“I’m so nervous!” Claudia said, raising her tiny shoulders as we walked.


“About what?”


“Tonight’s the night!” She skipped once. So frickin’ cute. “I’m gonna find out if I got the audition!”


She slipped through the opening in the fence ahead of me, and I paused for a second, my heart dropping. The audition. Right. Claudia had sent in an application to this prestigious dance program right outside Princeton for next year. The hope was, she’d get into her dream school and her dream dance program and they’d be within walking distance of each other. Suddenly my chest was heavy with dread. If she got this audition, it would be a sign. Because if she got the audition, she’d get into the dance program. And if she got into the dance program, there was no way she wasn’t going to get into Princeton. After tonight, she could be one step closer to getting everything she wanted. And everything she wanted would take her away from me.





CHAPTER THREE


Claudia


“Can I get you guys anything else?”


The waitress at Pizza City stood at the end of our table, smiling at Peter. She was a girl from school, a junior I was pretty sure, and she was always here. I think her family owned the place, but I wasn’t sure what her name was. What I did know was that she wanted my boyfriend. Of course she did. Everyone wanted my boyfriend. He was Peter “QB-1” Marrott. But this girl was making it totally obvious, with her sly half smile and by the way she was leaning one hand into the faux-wood table, pushing up her boobs by angling her triceps against one of them. Why didn’t she flirt with Gavin? Or Orion? Or Peter’s annoying friend Lester? One of the guys at the table whose girlfriend wasn’t sitting right next to him.


“You can get me something else,” Lester said, leering at her.


Well, okay. I understood why she didn’t flirt with Lester.


She stood up straight and sighed, looking down her nose at him. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


Lester Chen’s skinny face turned purple. “Oh, um, nothing. I was just kidding.”


The girl looked hopefully over at Peter again. I leaned in closer to his side and looked her in the eye. “Thanks. We’re fine.”


Emphasis on the “we’re.” She gave me this look, like she couldn’t believe I was sitting there with him even though we came in here together twice a week, every week. Then she finally, finally walked away, flipping her weirdly orange hair over her shoulder.


I tugged Peter’s large class ring out from under the collar of my shirt, where it hung on a gold chain, and toyed with it. It wasn’t as if I could blame the girl for her confusion. Honestly. It had been fifteen months, three weeks, and two days since Peter had first asked me out, and even I sometimes found myself wondering how and why it had happened in the first place. We’re talking about Peter Marrott here, people. He was the hottest, most popular, most athletic guy in the senior class. Girls had started crushing on him in kindergarten. He’d been voted best-looking in eighth grade by a landslide (I was in charge of counting the votes, so I knew). Before me he’d gone out with Aura Sen, who was a year older than us and the hottest of Lake Carmody’s legendary Hot Sen Sisters. (There were five of them, and the youngest had already won some pageant that put her on the cover of the local paper last year.) But they’d broken up after the junior prom scandal two springs ago. (Rumor was there was vomit involved. Lots of vomit.) Three weeks later he’d come to his sister’s dance recital, which had just happened to also be my dance recital, and afterward he’d waited for me—yes, me—to come out of the dressing room and now here we were, sitting at Pizza City together for the hundredth time with his superhot and popular friends.


Lester excepted, of course. From the hot part, anyway.


So yes, I’d been surprised when he’d first asked me out. While I do have good hair and a tight body, I’m not Aura Sen–level beautiful. But now that I knew Peter so well, I wasn’t surprised we’d been together as long as we had. We didn’t have any classes together and we hung out with different crowds at school, but opposites attract, right? And besides, when it came down to it, we had more in common than anyone could imagine. We were both family-oriented athletes with responsible natures, and we supported each other. Would little miss cleavage-shover understand any of that? My guess was no.


“What do you want to do this weekend?” Peter asked me as I leaned into his side. Gavin launched a grape tomato at Lester, and Lester caught it in his mouth. Orion, meanwhile, texted on his phone with a crease between his eyes, like whatever he was doing was super serious.


“I don’t know,” I said, smiling up at him. “The usual?”


“You mean sit around and be boring?” Lester said with a cackle. A grape tomato hit him in the temple and bounced along the floor.


“Dude. Back off,” Peter said, reaching behind me to shove Lester’s head.


“Don’t bother. I’m used to it,” I told Peter, rolling my eyes with a smile. Nothing was going to bring me down today. Not even Lester’s relentless mocking of me and my boring life and straight As. After almost a year and a half of being Peter’s girlfriend, I was used to it. And besides, today was the big day. I was going to find out if I’d gotten the audition at the Lafayette School of Dance. I was so excited I’d had to use the bathroom between every single class. If I got that audition, my future was practically set. Then we’d just have to figure out Peter’s.


“Are you ready for your meeting with Mr. Garvey tomorrow?” I asked him.


His leg started bouncing under the table, just like it always did whenever the subject of college came up.


“Um, yeah. I think so.” He fiddled with the straw in his soda cup.


“Did you fill out the general application?” I asked. “Because if you want, I can come over after ballet and help you with it.”


“What’re you, his mom?” Lester asked.


Gavin kicked him under the table. We heard the pop, and then Lester bent over, rubbing his shin.


“It’s cool. I got it,” Peter said.


“Are you sure?” I asked. “Because he said he wanted you to have it done before you met. It’s no problem if you want me to—”


“I said, I’ve got it,” Peter snapped.


I looked down at my salad, feeling as if I’d been slapped. Every time I offered to help Peter with his applications or his school search, he got tense with me. I just didn’t get it. Didn’t he understand that I was trying to help? That I wanted to be part of his decision and his future? I loved him and I wanted him to have the life he deserved, but it seemed like he didn’t want me involved. At all.


Maybe he didn’t feel the same way about me as I felt about him.


“So, what does a booster do, exactly?” Orion asked me, putting his phone away. I could have kissed him for breaking the awkward silence. Except then Peter would have pounded him. Except, then again, maybe he wouldn’t. Either way, I decided it was safer to spear a cucumber slice with my fork. Peter, meanwhile, wolfed down another slice of sausage pizza as if nothing had happened.


“We basically make you feel like a superstar,” I explained, and Orion grinned. “I’m sorry you got stuck with that klepto, though. What was she even doing in the bleachers during practice? Stalking you?”


Orion shrugged and glanced out the window at the packed parking lot. “I don’t know, I kinda like her. Did you know that she randomly kissed me this morning? Out of nowhere?”
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