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			PROLOGUE

			“I demand to see the queen! I demand it!”

			I screeched until my voice nearly shattered, but the faces of the guards outside Queen Hera’s chambers remained unaltered. They were ever fixed in indifference, as if the sight of a powerful goddess raging before them was an everyday occurrence. But then, they worked for the queen, so this was probably the case. My twin brother, Apollo, meanwhile, lounged in the corner, picking his teeth with his fingernails, no help to me.

			I grabbed the nearest guard by his sinewy throat. In my free hand, a fireball rivaling the temperature of the sun sprang to life.

			“Let me in or I will burn you, hair by tiny little hair,” I said through my teeth.

			The doors behind the terrified guard whipped open and there Hera stood, framed by the pointed archway. Her white gown ruffled in the breeze, and her dark hair flowed freely behind her.

			“Oh, come inside already, Artemis. I tire of your constant caterwauling. You, too, Apollo,” she added, her gaze flicking past me.

			With that, she turned on her heel and reclaimed her throne. Her dozen ladies-in-waiting immediately descended upon her, offering fruit and wine, combing her long tresses, laying out flowers and new gowns and ropes and ropes of jewels for her approval. Apollo followed me inside, and the guards closed the doors behind us.

			“How did you manage to whirl inside the castle walls in the first place?” Hera asked, reaching for a grape. “Lesser gods and goddesses should not have such power.”

			“Ah, but my powers have grown these last two millennia,” I said, striding toward her, barely refraining from kicking one cream-skinned lady aside. “Or have you not noticed, my queen?”

			She arched an eyebrow at me but betrayed no surprise. “What do you want of me? I’m rather busy, as you can see.”

			“I want you to send me to Earth, as I have asked of you these last fourteen days.”

			“And I have said no for fourteen days,” she replied coolly. “The king has sent Eros on a mission to reignite her passion for creating lasting love on Earth. He has promised your Orion to her as her prize once she succeeds. I dare not foil his plans without good reason, and until now you’ve not given me a good reason. What makes you think I’ll change my mind today?”

			“Because I have new information,” I told her, placing my sandal on the step just below her throne and leaning in. “It was not Ares nor Aphrodite who tore my Orion from the stars for Eros to toy with, but Eros herself.”

			It took what was left of my meager self-control to keep from exploding into furious flames as I conveyed this news, humiliating as it was to my own ego. I had tried for centuries to bring Orion back to me—tried everything from dark magic to pacts with Hades to offering human sacrifices to the stars—but nothing had worked. Meanwhile, if the rumors around the Mount were true, Eros had managed what I had not with a mere snap of her fingers. If I ever found her—when I found her—I was going to wring her scrawny neck.

			Hera paused with her hand in a bowl full of strawberries. Her dark eyes flashed with anger.

			“Eros did this herself?” she asked, withdrawing her hand and sucking on each finger in turn. “My, my. All you little goddesses are displaying new powers, aren’t you?”

			“But it is Eros who uses hers to mock another goddess. To mock me,” I said, the sour need for vengeance burning inside my gut. “Orion is mine. He was the day he died and he remains so today. Let me take him back. Let me exact my vengeance on Eros.”

			The queen sat forward, seemingly interested for the first time. “And how, pray tell, would you exact this vengeance?”

			“We’ll kill her,” Apollo said bluntly, shrugging. “What else?”

			Hera’s lips twitched ever so slightly. She and Eros’s mother, Aphrodite, had long been fierce rivals. I knew that the idea of taking Aphrodite’s most precious daughter from her would intrigue my queen.

			“But you would never win,” Hera said without blinking. “You saw the earthquake she caused. The girl has regained some of her powers.”

			Yes. There was that. Once banished to Earth, a lower god or goddess’s powers are always stripped. Normally only upper gods are allowed to wield their powers on Earth.

			“About that, Your Majesty,” I said slowly, carefully. “You don’t think it’s possible that Eros is somehow becoming . . .”

			Apollo glared, telling me to tread lightly. But what other way was there to say it?

			“An upper goddess?” I finished.

			“Of course not,” the queen snapped, sitting up straight. “How dare you even imagine such a thing?”

			But there was fear behind her eyes. It was as plain as the nose on her face. Hera did not want to believe that Eros’s powers had grown to the point that she might ascend to a new level, but she had no other explanation.

			“Well then. Why not send us to Earth with our powers?” I suggested. “I will dispatch that weakling with one hand tethered behind me.”

			“No.” The queen shook her head. “This I cannot do. You three would cause far too much destruction, and over what? The love of one mortal soul? Did we not learn our lesson from Helen of Troy?”

			“Then bind her powers and send us without,” Apollo said, grabbing a grape from one of the ladies and tossing it into his mouth. “Even the playing field. You should be able to do that as long as she’s not expecting it.”

			“Of course I can bind her powers!” the queen roared. Her bellow shook the stone floor beneath our feet. A silver pedestal vase crashed to the floor, spraying roses and water everywhere. “Have you forgotten who I am?”

			The guards froze in place. I shot Apollo a warning look, and after the briefest hesitation he bowed his apology to the queen. But it was clear she was uncertain. She didn’t know how much power Eros wielded now, any more than we did. All the more incentive for her to allow us to kill the backstabber. Besides, Apollo was right. As long as Eros wasn’t forewarned and didn’t have a chance to deflect the binding, it should be easy for the queen.

			“You would do this?” Hera asked me. “You would consent to be earthbound without your powers?”

			I bit back a denial. I couldn’t imagine being without my powers for even a minute. But the queen was considering it, so I held my tongue. Anything to get me to Earth, to get Orion back, to teach that bitch of a goddess a lesson. Anything.

			“I agree to these terms,” the queen said.

			“You do?” I breathed. After a fortnight of begging, I barely dared believe her. “But what about the king?”

			“I will handle the king,” Hera replied, adjusting her robes on her throne. “He’s not the only one around here who gets to have a little fun. Besides, Eros’s job on Earth has been far too easy. It would be nice to throw an obstacle in her way in the form of you two.” She ate another strawberry and leaned back, assessing me with a long, pointed glance. “She plucked him from the stars herself, did she? She has that amount of power?”

			My lips pursed. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

			“Then go. The both of you,” she said lifting a hand. “Do what you will with Eros. Once you have this Orion in your clutches, I will bring you home again.”

			“We have your word on that?” Apollo, ever the suspicious soul, asked.

			The queen looked toward the tall windows that lined her chambers, and the clear blue sky beyond. I could feel her ladies-in-­waiting holding their breath. “You have my word.”

			My chest expanded as I rose to my feet, weightless triumph filling my lungs. With the queen on my side, there was no way I could lose. Before long, I would be with Orion again, and we would live out his days in a state of amorous bliss. Eros would know real pain. She would know loss. She would bow at my feet and beg for her life. It was only a matter of time.

			“We’re done here,” the queen said.

			And then, with a flick of her fingers, we were gone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			True

			I woke up when my face hit the hardwood floor next to my bed and was still processing the shattering of my cheekbone when I jumped up, grabbed my bow and arrow, and whipped around, ready to let fly. My breath heaved. My heart pounded within my throat. My face throbbed. But there was no one there.

			On my bedside table, my cell phone vibrated so hard it shimmied toward the edge. That must have been the culprit. Not Artemis and Apollo bursting into my room, wielding hunting knives and whips and machetes. I saw my friend Wallace Bracken’s face smiling out at me from the screen, shoved the bow under my arm, and grabbed the phone.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, True,” he said. “I just wanted to tell you that me and Mia? We’re not gonna work out.”

			I dropped the bow and slumped back down on the bed. A dart of white-hot pain shot from the crest of my cheekbone through my eye. I touched it gingerly.

			“Ow.”

			“Huh?” Wallace asked.

			“Nothing,” I said. “What happened with Mia? I thought you guys were having fun yesterday.”

			“We were, but it turns out she’s a PC girl,” Wallace said. “And I cannot go out with a PC girl.”

			“Wait, what? You mean she’s politically correct?”

			Wallace laughed heartily. “No, no, no. She has a frickin’ Dell computer. And a Windows 8 phone. I’m an Apple guy. The two don’t mesh.”

			I sighed. “Wallace. You can’t be serious.”

			“Trust me.”

			He was. Dead serious. The boy lived for his tech. And besides, he couldn’t have liked her much in the first place, if he was willing to let her go over something so trite.

			“Okay, fine,” I said. “Well, you tried.”

			“Yeah, I guess. Thanks for your help. Maybe I’ll stop by Goddess later and drown my sorrows in a peanut butter cupcake.”

			“It’s on me,” I told him.

			We hung up the phone, and my shoulders curled inward. Late last night, when I hadn’t been able to sleep, I had started to foster the tiny hope that Wallace and Mia might be my third couple. They’d looked so happy yesterday at the football game. Maybe they’d find true love, finally fulfilling my bargain with Zeus, and send me and Orion home to Mount Olympus to live happily ever after. But of course, it couldn’t be that easy. Nothing was ever that easy.

			I got up and winced again as my cheekbone throbbed anew. It wasn’t fun, being the hunted. It wasn’t restful, either. Nor did it make one pretty, if the glimpse of my reflection in the nearest looking glass was any indication. I leaned toward the pedestal mirror on my desk, right next to the hulking sand timer, which was already mercilessly running, marking the time I had left to make my next—and final—love match. Among the details that greeted me were dark circles under my eyes, sallow skin, ratty hair, a sleep crease as deep as the Grand Canyon from my ear to my chin, and a small red bruise forming on my cheek.

			Lovely.

			But still, I’d made it through the night. Which meant that Artemis and Apollo, my two greatest nemeses who had shown up on Earth the previous evening with the purpose of stalking me like prey, had at least not been sent here with their godly powers. If they had, they certainly would have found me and annihilated me by now. That was something. And after my minor shopping spree at Murdoch’s Outdoors last night, I was now armed with a workable bow and several arrows. When they did find me, I’d be ready.

			Suddenly the door to my bedroom flew open. I whirled around with an arrow set in the shelf, string drawn. My mother stood in the doorway, hand on her chest, her short blond hair grazing her perfect chin. Her blue eyes went from bright with concern to soft with relief, and her whole body relaxed. Apparently the fact that there was a deadly weapon trained on her heart didn’t register.

			“Oh, good. You’re alive,” she said, dropping her hand. “Between you and your father, you’re going to give me a coronary.”

			“My father?” I lowered the bow.

			She sighed the particularly weary and yet indulgent sigh that she always reserved for Ares, the God of War, who also happened to be my dear old dad. “He’s downstairs. The brute whirled in five minutes ago with no warning, of course.” She angled herself toward the hallway, holding the door for me. “Come. He wishes to speak with you. And make haste. Hephaestus is sitting with him.”

			I dropped my bow and arrow on the bed and pushed my long, tangled hair behind my ears as I slipped by her. My best friend Hephaes­tus, formerly the God of Fire and Smiths, was not a big fan of my father’s, nor my father of his. They had both been in love with my mother at one time, which normally wouldn’t be a big deal, because pretty much everyone has been in love with Aphrodite. But this was different. A couple of millennia ago, my mother and Hephaes­tus had been married, and she’d cheated on him with Ares.

			So, no—the two of them alone together was not ideal.

			When we walked into the kitchen at the back of the house, Hephaes­tus sat in his wheelchair at the small wooden table, drumming his fingers on its surface. My father stood with his feet planted in front of the sink, his massive arms crossed over his chest, eyeing Hephaestus beadily. Every muscle of his body was clenched, as if he was prepared to pounce at the slightest provocation. His dark hair stood on end, and tiny beads of sweat dotted his upper lip. He wore gray-and-black camouflage pants and a tight black T-shirt with a silver cuff on each wrist, the right one dented and deeply scratched. The other was spattered with dried blood.

			“Father,” I said, by way of greeting.

			“Eros,” he replied, relaxing only slightly.

			I crossed to Hephaestus and sat in a chair next to him. His dark skin shone from his morning workout, and the white T-shirt he wore was soaked through with sweat. He still sported his weight-lifting gloves, which were grayed and torn from use, and his light eyes brightened considerably now that he had more company.

			“Good morning,” I said to him.

			“If you say so,” he replied, shooting a look past me at Ares.

			My mother went right for the coffee, poured herself a cup, and then added some caramel-colored alcohol to it. My nose wrinkled, but I couldn’t exactly blame her.

			“What news do you bring from the Mount, Father?” I asked, trying to appear casual and unaffected as I leaned back in my chair.

			“You are aware that Artemis and Apollo are here,” he said gruffly. “You are aware they’re out for blood.”

			I exchanged a glance with Hephaestus. “My sister Harmonia told us as much. She said Hera sent them here to retrieve Orion, and that the queen knows of our relationship.”

			“Does the queen not comprehend that Artemis will kill Eros for this infraction?” Aphrodite asked. “She must realize that Artemis believes Orion to be her own property—that Eros has stolen him from her.”

			“I believe the queen wants to see a fight and wouldn’t mind very much if one or the both of you wound up dead,” my father said darkly.

			He may as well have grabbed a knife from the butcher’s block and gutted me with it. “What? What quarrel does the queen have with me?”

			“She knows your powers have grown. Artemis’s as well. She sees the both of you as a threat to her throne, to her ultimate power,” my father explained. “What better way to deal with it than to let the two of you deal with each other?”

			“And if the girls do that, she won’t have to answer to Zeus for the crime,” my mother said slowly. “They will have done the idiot deed themselves. It’s brilliant, really.”

			“Thank you, Mother,” I said acerbically.

			Aphrodite rolled her eyes to the heavens. “I didn’t say I approve!”

			“You have to avoid them,” Hephaestus said. “Make your next match as quickly as possible. Then Zeus will bring you and Orion home, and this will all be over. Once you’re back on the Mount, you’ll have your entire family on your side. They’d be imbeciles to attack you living under Aphrodite’s roof, with the two of you and Harmonia at your full power.”

			“No, no, no. You have to take the fight to them,” Ares said vehemently. “Go on the offensive. Surprise them. Hunt them down and take them out.”

			“What a shock. The God of War wants to start a war,” Hephaes­tus chided, causing my father’s lips to curl.

			“How dare you condescend to me?” my father spat. “I could smite you where you sit.”

			“Boys, if you’d like to engage in a pissing match, I’d rather you do it outside,” my mother said wearily, rubbing her forehead with one hand. “You’ve already given me a headache with your mere presence.”

			Hephaestus’s nostrils flared, but he kept his calm. Barely, if the fingernail marks on his armrests were any indication. “Is Zeus still willing to stick to the bargain he made with Eros?”

			My father spoke through his teeth. “Yes. He fully intends to restore Orion’s memory and return you both to Mount Olympus if and when you are successful,” he said, bracing one hand against the side of the refrigerator. “If anything, Hera sending Artemis and Apollo after you has only heightened his resolve. There’s nothing those two like better than a battle of wills. She may wish to distract you and see you engaged in battle, but he wants you to succeed, and he’ll do everything in his power to make sure that you do. Then he gets to gloat.”

			“The king does love to gloat,” my mother said under her breath before taking another swig. “Congratulations, my daughter, you’ve just won the role of pawn.”

			“Well, it’s a relief, at least, to know the king is on my side,” I said, absently pushing at the puffy spots under my eyes. “But still. Maybe Ares is right. Maybe I should fight the twins and get it over with. If I can best them, then perhaps I can sleep again.”

			“What?” Hephaestus said. “True, you know how psychotic the twins can be. And there are two of them and one of you. I will fight the best I can, but without my powers or the use of my legs—”

			“But I have my powers and they don’t,” I replied, glancing at my father for confirmation. I was still unsure of why my powers were returning to me, but I was glad they were.

			“We don’t know that for sure,” he admitted. “Just because they haven’t found you doesn’t mean they don’t have their strength, their telekinesis.”

			“Plus, as your mother mentioned, they must be righteously pissed off,” Hephaestus reminded me. “It’s bad enough she knows you rescued him when she couldn’t for all those years, but if she has any clue that the two of you are in love . . .”

			“Were in love. He doesn’t currently have any clue who I am, remember?” I said bitterly.

			“Is that really what you want to focus on right now?” Ares demanded.

			“Of course she does! Orion is the love of her existence!” my mother said. “Or have you forgotten what love means to those of us who can actually feel it?”

			“Don’t get on me about that right now, woman! I’m just—”

			“Enough!”

			I stood up, knocking my chair back against the wall. My chest heaved as I fought for breath. I was already so tense I could scarcely see straight. I didn’t need to listen to their bickering on top of everything else. My mother and father stared at me, surprised. It wasn’t often I stood up to them on their own, let alone both of them at once. My fists clenched at my sides as I fought to control my emotions and thoughts. I had to focus.

			“Hephaestus is right. If I can make one more love match, this will be over. As far as I’m concerned, I still have a mission to complete.”

			I strode past them, out the kitchen door and toward the stairs.

			“Where are you going?” my mother asked.

			“To work,” I told her. “I’m supposed to be there in half an hour.” 

			Her jaw dropped, and she set her coffee mug aside. “How can you even consider going out there with the twins on the loose? Powers or no powers, Artemis can still set a trap. She can still stage a sneak attack.”

			“She’s right, you know,” my father said from the kitchen. “You must be prepared for anything.”

			“What would you have me do?” I asked, throwing up my hands. “Hide here for the foreseeable future? Wait to see what happens if the sand timer runs out and I’ve yet to complete my mission?” My mother and I stared into each other’s eyes, both wishing the other had the answers. “Don’t you want to go home?” I asked quietly, appealing to her most precious desire. My mother hated it here. She had resented me every moment since our arrival for being the one who got us banished to Earth.

			“Of course I do. But not at the expense of your life,” she said, reaching out to tuck my hair behind my ear.

			I smiled, tears shimmering in my eyes. It was rare that Aphrodite had a maternal moment, and I relished it. Hephaestus wheeled up behind her.

			“I’ll go with her,” he offered. “Keep an eye on things.”

			“Thank you,” I said, then lifted my chin as I gazed as confidently as possible at my mother. “If we want to go home, I have to complete my mission. One more couple. How hard could it be?”

			I jogged up the steps with her on my heels and went to my room. My father decided to follow as well. I could hear his heavy footsteps straining the ancient stairs. I pretended neither of them were there and went to my closet. When I whipped open the door, it gave off a soothing sort of breeze. My eye went directly to a red cotton dress, and I yanked it off the hanger, grabbing a black-leather laser-cut belt that was carved to look like a string of flowers. Couldn’t hurt to dress the part.

			“And what will you do if Artemis and Apollo storm your little cupcake bakery?” my mother asked, coming up behind me.

			The thought sent a chill right through me. If there was one thing I knew about Artemis and Apollo, it was that they gave little value to human life when it stood in the way of something they wanted. I reached back into the closet and tugged a black duffel bag off the bottom shelf.

			“This should do,” I said, unzipping it.

			I tossed the dress and belt onto the bed, lifted up my bow and a few arrows, and stuffed them inside. I’d simply have to tell my boss that it was full of workout gear for after my shift. The very thought of having a bow and arrows nearby considerably lightened my mood. There wasn’t much in the heavens or on Earth that could best me when I was armed with my most trusted weapon. I glanced over my shoulder at Aphrodite and my father behind her, giving them a wry smirk.

			“Better safe than sorry.”

			My father grinned from ear to ear. “That’s my girl.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Orion

			I hate waking up and not knowing where the hell I am. Not that it happens to me often. Actually, no. That’s a lie. It does happen to me a lot. Sometimes even when I’m in my own room. I wake up and everything feels wrong, like I don’t belong there. Which is weird, because it’s my room. Then a second later it passes and everything is fine.

			But this morning I wasn’t in my room. And what was really disturbing was, I was staring at a pair of feet. Guys’ feet, with a big toe half sticking out of a hole in a ratty white sock.

			“Greg! Gregory Howell, did you pass out playing video games again?”

			I sat up straight. A door creaked open and then footsteps pounded down the stairs. My buddy Greg groaned and scratched his armpit. We had both sacked out on top of wool sleeping bags in his basement and yes, in fact, the Call of Duty home screen was up on his TV.

			“I knew it.”

			Greg’s father, a youngish dad with shaggy black hair and a serious jones for plaid flannel, stood with one foot on the floor and one on the third stair. The man was tall, like six foot four, but was still an inch shorter than Greg. He ran Howell’s Farm, the huge stretch of land that Greg lived on, and took it beyond seriously. Right then he had a stern look on his face.

			“Morning, Orion,” he said to me.

			“Hey, Mr. Howell.” I got up, found my kicks, and shoved my feet into them.

			“Dad?” Greg was still coming to. One eye was squinted as the other one looked around, confused.

			“Greg, I need you to wake up and get your butt over to Goddess Cupcakes,” his dad said. “They have the guest booth at the market today, and their van broke down. I need you to help them load up the truck and bring back whoever’s gonna be working the stand. Got it?”

			While Greg’s dad was giving this speech, Greg had already gotten up, pulled a sweatshirt on over his wrinkled T-shirt, and started lacing up his work boots. Meanwhile, I felt weirdly alert. Goddess Cupcakes. That was where True Olympia worked.

			“Got it,” Greg said.

			When the door slammed, I sat down next to Greg on the old, itchy couch where we’d spent three hours playing video games last night.

			“Dude, I’m so coming with you.” I reached for my varsity football jacket. It was still pretty new, since I’d just moved to Lake Carmody a couple of weeks ago, and the sleeves squeaked when I put it on. I couldn’t wait until it was broken in, soft and stained. Then I’d really feel like part of the team.

			“What’re you so excited about?” Greg asked, grabbing a hat and pulling it low over his dark hair.

			“Cupcakes for breakfast?” I semi-lied. “Are you kidding?”

			We stepped over empty bags of chips and soda cans on our way toward the stairs, Greg shaking his head.

			“I think you’re the first person I’ve ever met who eats more than I do,” he said.

			I raised my palms. “Football players need carbs.”

			Greg laughed and I couldn’t stop smiling, but not because of my joke. I was just psyched, hoping True might be there. I mean, I had a girlfriend. An awesome girlfriend. But True was fun to flirt with. There was something about her that just intrigued me.

			Maybe it was the fact that the first time I’d ever laid eyes on her, she’d already laid her lips on me. It was a case of mistaken identity in the end, but a kiss from her wasn’t the worst way to start my first day at my new school.

			Greg grabbed a set of keys off the hook near the door. His mom was in the kitchen, with a huge breakfast of pancakes, sausage, eggs, and hash browns laid out. Greg’s little brother, Billy, and a couple of the guys who worked the farm were sitting there, chowing down. My stomach grumbled.

			“You kids want anything before you go?” Greg’s mom asked with a smile. She was always smiling. Which was one of the reasons I liked hanging out at Greg’s. Most of my friends were on the football team, and they lived in these big houses closer to town with parents who were either never around—like mine—or always seemed stressed out. I’d met Greg when I joined yearbook as a writer, and we’d gotten to talking and sort of hit it off. I liked that his family was old-school and his house was like something out of a black-and-white movie. There was something about it that was comforting and familiar. Which made no sense, since my house was totally modern.

			“Maybe a couple for the road,” Greg said, kissing his mother’s cheek.

			He snagged some pancakes and tossed me one, then took a few sausages as well.

			“Heathen,” his mom joked. “At least take some napkins.”

			“Thanks, Mrs. H!” I said, reaching over Billy’s back for the napkin holder.

			“See you later, Orion! Tell your mother I said hi!”

			I gave her a wave and we headed outside. After I shoved the whole pancake in my mouth, I checked my phone. There were ten new texts from Darla Shayne, my girlfriend, starting late last night. I must not have heard the alerts, because we’d jacked up the volume on the game. We’d won our football game yesterday afternoon, and afterward I’d asked her to homecoming. (She said yes.) Then last night she’d wanted me to come over and hang out, but I’d already told Greg I’d hang with him. Darla had been really disappointed, so I already felt guilty for ditching her, and now I felt even guiltier for ignoring her.

			CAN’T WAIT FOR HOMECOMING!

			DID YOU GET A TUX YET?

			WHERE ARE YOU? CALLING UR HOUSE.

			UR MOM SAYS YOU’RE STILL AT GREG’S. CALLING UR CELL.

			Yep, sure enough, there was a missed call.

			GOING TO BED. WHERE R U??? CALL ME IN THE AM.

			Apparently, being an attentive boyfriend was not one of my special talents. I hit the call-back button as Greg led me over to a big blue pickup and got in. I put the phone against my shoulder and reached for the handle on the other door. It squealed like a pig when I opened it.

			“Guess I should oil that one,” Greg said with a laugh.

			“Orion!” Darla answered the phone as I slid onto the old vinyl bench seat of the truck. “I thought you were dead.”

			I laughed. Darla was dramatic like that. It was one of the things I liked about her. Everything was a huge deal with her. It made life exciting.

			“Sorry. I didn’t hear my phone,” I told her. “What are you doing today?”

			“Working! I have a shift at ten.”

			She sounded excited about it. Which she probably was. She loved helping people pick out clothes at the shop where she worked downtown. She also loved to get out of her house. She lived alone with her mom, this high-powered motivational speaker who was always traveling to give speeches to companies. Most people would love having that big house to themselves, with a housekeeper the only adult around, but Darla hated being alone.

			“We’re headed into town to go to Goddess. Do you want to meet me and grab coffee or something?”

			I slammed the door, and the engine rumbled to life.

			“Sure!” she said. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

			“Cool.”

			I ended the call and sat back for the seriously bouncy ride in Greg’s dad’s truck, taking a bite of my sausage link. The sun was shining, the breeze was blowing, the leaves were turning all kinds of awesome colors, and I was on my way to maybe see True and then meet my gorgeous girl and have cupcakes for breakfast.

			Sometimes it was almost unreal how good it was to be me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Darla

			“I’m so excited. You must be so excited!”

			I held my phone to my ear as I maneuvered my white BMW convertible into a space near the center of town. I know, totally illegal, but sometimes you can’t just hang up the phone, and this was one of those times. We were talking about homecoming court. I mean, come on.

			“I know. I can’t wait. Do you really think I have a chance?”

			Mariah Gatewood’s sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line almost startled me into rear-ending the car in front of mine. I hit the brakes, closed my eyes, and silently counted to ten.

			“Of course you have a chance!” Mariah gushed. “Who else could it be?”

			I put the car in park. “Well, we know Veronica’s gonna get it.”

			“Of course.”

			“Of course.”

			Veronica Vine was my best friend and the most popular girl in the junior class, if not in the whole school. She had been on homecoming court every year, and this was not the year there would be some random snafu that would leave her out. She and Josh Moskowitz were practically married, which did nothing but skyrocket her stock, and she’d gone up an entire cup size but down an entire dress size over the summer. Any boy with a pulse would vote for her.

			I got out of the car, making sure to plant my stiletto boots firmly before standing, because I’d already splatted on my face in these shoes once, and I was pretty sure I’d die of embarrassment if it happened again.

			“But there’s only one other spot for a junior, and there are tons of girls who could get it,” I told Mariah. “You could get it!”

			“Um, please. No,” Mariah said. “But you’re Veronica’s BFF. And now that you’ve got Orion you’re, like, a lock.”

			Okay. That stung. Because clearly she thought that without Orion I wouldn’t have a chance. Which was true, but she didn’t have to say it.

			Still, I took a deep breath and let it go. My mother always said it was better to let the little things go, and she made a seriously awesome living giving inspirational speeches from coast to coast, so this was a mantra I tried to live by. I mean, I knew Mariah was right, so why bother snapping at her about it? There were certain things a person needed to do to be considered popular. I knew this better than anyone. And ever since the first time Trevor McKay had called me Darbot the Geek back in seventh grade when I still had my back brace and retainer and glasses, I had been working my butt off to get where I was.

			It was the reason I had learned to put in contacts, even though the very idea of touching my eye skeeved me out. It was the reason I had spent my entire eighth-grade year solidifying myself as Veronica’s publicly declared BFF and not just the girl who sometimes helped her out with her homework. It was the reason I had walked around my house for hours in these stupid heels until I could actually do it without looking like a deranged T. rex with a drug problem. And it was the reason I had locked down Orion on his first day at school before he could even look at anyone else. For years I’d been watching the popular kids, taking note of what it took to be noticed, to not be invisible. And now I wasn’t invisible anymore. And if I could make it onto homecoming court, then everyone would know who I was. I’d be important. Finally, important.

			“Thanks, Mariah.”

			I walked around the back of my car, and my heel got caught in the seam between the brick lining of the sidewalk and the actual sidewalk. I steadied myself on the parking meter and looked around, but luckily, there weren’t that many people out. It was still kind of early for a Sunday.

			“No problem. You’re so lucky he moved here.”

			I swallowed back a bitter taste in my mouth just as my phone beeped. Call waiting. I looked at the screen.

			“It’s Veronica,” I told her.

			“Tell her I said hey!”

			No arguments. That was how it was. When Veronica called, you took the call. It was just accepted fact. I clicked over.

			“Hey, V!” I said, my fingers going to the diamond D pendant around my neck, a gift from Veronica for my sixteenth birthday. It was exactly like her V, but slightly smaller. She hadn’t given one to Mariah or our fourth, Kenna Roy, so it meant a lot to me.

			“Hey, D! Listen, I wanted to tell you that I bought a new dress for homecoming, and it’s blue.”

			I stopped halfway across the sidewalk. “What? But mine’s blue.”

			“I’m sending you a pic right now.”

			My phone beeped with a text. I opened the photo and just about died. The dress was not only the exact same shade of blue as mine, but it was almost the exact same cut. Except this one had more of a plunging neckline. With her hair curled into perfect tendrils and her lips shellacked in deep red, Veronica looked like she was walking the red carpet at the VMAs. I would kill to look that good, just once.

			“I don’t get it,” I said into the phone, ducking into the shade under the pink-and-brown-striped awning of Goddess Cupcakes. “We shopped together. I thought you liked the red dress you bought.”

			“Um, hello? When are you going to tell me how much you love the new one?” Veronica asked.

			A harried-looking mom with a double stroller walked by me, and one of her mop-haired kids dropped his striped sock on the ground. I bent to retrieve it and jogged as best I could to catch up with her.

			“Miss? Your son dropped this,” I called.

			She stopped and looked at me with tired eyes. “Thank you!” she gushed. “He would’ve screamed the whole way home.”

			I smiled at her and waved at the little guys as they took off again. One of them waved back. Too cute for words.

			“Darla? Are you there?”

			I flinched. I’d almost forgotten I was on the phone.

			“No! I mean, yes. Sorry. The dress is awesome,” I said. “But aren’t you worried that we’re going to look . . . I don’t know . . . like matching bridesmaids or something?”

			“Of course not. Because after school tomorrow we’re going shopping for your new dress.”

			Suddenly I felt very, very hot. I turned around and pressed my forehead into the cool glass window of Goddess, my fingers gripping my phone so tightly they hurt. I loved my dress. Veronica knew I loved my dress. It made my waist look tiny and my legs look longer and the cap sleeves totally hid the fact that one of my shoulders was slightly higher than the other—something my back brace didn’t entirely fix.

			I took a breath, choosing my words very carefully. “That’s really nice of you to offer, V,” I said. “But I like my dress. And it was on sale, so you know I can’t return it.”

			“So you’ll wear it to prom,” Veronica said, like the conversation was over. “Or give it to your mom or something. It probably wouldn’t make her hips look huge.”

			“It makes my hips look huge?” I asked, lifting my head.

			“Well, when your waist is cinched that small, your hips naturally stand out by comparison.” Veronica was getting impatient. “Why are we still talking about this? Tomorrow we’ll go shopping and find you something even better, I promise. I gotta go. Mom’s trying to force-feed me an omelet, so I must go get her head examined.”

			“Okay. Bye.”

			Veronica was already gone. I gazed down at the picture of her again, feeling suddenly exhausted. She, of course, looked perfectly proportioned in her dress. I flicked through my photos to the one we’d taken of me in the dressing room when I’d decided on mine.

			Oh my God. My hips were huge! How had I not noticed that before? I blanked the screen and shoved my phone back in my purse. There. Gone. I could obsess about that later. Right now I was late to meet my boyfriend.

			Shaking my hair back from my face, I reached for the door handle, but froze. There, not five feet away inside the shop, was Orion, and he was talking to . . . no, flirting with True Olympia.

			They were totally oblivious to me standing there. True laughed, tipping her head back to expose that long, swanlike neck, and Orion watched appreciatively, giving her a ravenous look that should have been reserved for me.

			Everything inside me clenched. He was my boyfriend. Mine. I’d worked hard for this moment, for this relationship, the guy who finally proved to the world that I was the girl I’d always wanted to be. There was no way I was going to let that weirdo sweep in and ruin it for me.

			Deep breath, Darla. Let it go. Deep breath. Let it go.

			No. Not this time.

			Homecoming court was going to be announced tomorrow. If Orion and I were nominated, there would be posters to make and campaigns to wage and speeches to write. I couldn’t have my boyfriend flirting with other girls. It would make me seem weak. Pathetic. Unworthy.

			Then I remembered my second mantra—the one that my mother had nothing to do with. This one I’d come up with myself to get through moments just like these:

			What would Veronica do?

			I yanked open the door and strode across the tile floor toward Orion. True took one look at me and her face fell.

			Don’t trip, I thought. Don’t trip, don’t trip.

			“Hey, baby!” I trilled, throwing my arms around Orion’s neck. I did sort of trip at the last second, but it just made it look like I was really enthusiastic about the hug.

			“Hey!” he replied.

			I kissed him right on the lips, leaving no room for misinterpretation as I moved my hips against his and pressed my chest into his rough wool jacket.

			“Miss me?” I asked.

			“You know I did,” he replied, smoothing my hair behind my ear in that way that sent a shiver down my neck.

			“Hi, True,” I said blithely, smiling at her expressionless face. “Can I get a coffee? Skim milk, two sweeteners?”

			“Sure,” she said.

			Then I turned and dragged Orion to the corner booth, where I sat half on his lap with my legs crooked over his. He couldn’t take his eyes or his hands off me. It was like there was no one else in the room.

			“You ready to be my homecoming king?” I asked, cuddling against him.

			Not that I ever thought I could win. A senior almost always won, and if it wasn’t a senior, it would be Veronica. But I could pretend. I spent half my life pretending.

			Orion smiled sexily. “You’re gonna be the most beautiful queen ever.”

			I smiled back. This was much better.
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