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One

Rill



MY NOSE TO THE GROUND, I track the marmot through the leaves. It’s a big one—a perfect meal for my pack. Even better, these things are slow, meaning there’s some chance that my good-for-nothing, lazy-as-mud-on-the-riverbank siblings might actually catch it.

“Birch! Pebble!” I yip. I’ve driven the marmot into a hollow. If my brothers and sister come down from every side like we’d barked about, it’s over. We feast!

“I’ve got it!” howls Pebble, who comes bumbling out of the exact wrong bush behind the marmot.

“No!” I snap. “You need to get in front of it! Sand! Fern!”

Birch leaps out from a different bush—into the wrong hollow. “Where is it?” he yips, waving his bushy tail.

Burrs and prickers . . . I race past Pebble, driving the marmot on, hoping these fuzz-brains will catch up, but when I break through the brush, I see how far off the scent I am with that dream: instead of two waiting sets of jaws ready to pounce, Sand and Fern are down in the dried-out creek bed, rolling in the soft earth.

“Get off, Sand! It’s my stick.”

“Come and get it, Fern-frond!”

I am so flabbergasted by their total failure as hunters that I break from my chase and just gape at the roiling gold-and-red fur ball that is their two bodies.

The marmot glances back at me, squeals, and tears across the duff-covered ground, disappearing into the dense brush on the other bank.

I’m growling before I even think to growl, that’s how angry I am. I could literally kill and eat my siblings at this point. I mean, if this was the first hunt they’d messed up, it’d be one thing, but this is more like the thousandth hunt they’ve ruined for me.

“We just lost breakfast because of you!” I snap, running straight into Fern and knocking him into Sand.

“Come on, Rill,” Sand says, rolling to his feet. “Stop being such an alpha-licker.” Alpha-licker is Sand’s name for any coyote who actually listens to Mother and Father. “Bet you can’t get the stick.” He tosses it in his jowls, taunting me. Fern, who’s a runt, leaps at the stick, and Sand flicks his head to keep Fern from snatching it.

“You do not want to mess with me, Sand. You just ruined a perfect setup with a delicious marmot.”

He flicks his tail, leaps to the other side of the bank. “So you admit I’m the alpha of this stick?”

“I’m the stick alpha!” Pebble howls, diving out of a bush and flattening Sand. She rips the stick from his teeth and trots down the dry bed, her tall ears pointed front and her nose high.

Honestly, these pups will never learn. I leap over Fern and land my front paws on Pebble’s hindquarters, sending her sprawling forward. I yank the stick out of her jowls, then sit on the edge of the bank. “The ears have to always be turning, on the lookout for danger.”

Birch pounces on my tail. “Your ears didn’t hear me coming!”

I whip around to get him, but then the whole mess of them are on me, yipping and licking and nibbling my fur. I take after Father—tall with a thick coat of silvery-brown fur—while these pups are all golden-red like Mother, but once the pups push me into the dry bed, the dust flies and soon the whole pack of us is covered and dull brown.

“What is this?” The sharp bark cuts through our play. Mother. “You all are making quite a signal for any humans in the woods.” I’m about to remind her that we haven’t even seen a human here since we arrived last moon, but then Mother yips, her voice sliding into disbelief. “Rill? Are you involved in this?”

The pups stop attacking me. The dust settles. I stand a shoulder above my siblings, the lone survivor of Mother’s first litter.

“We were just playing for a second,” I begin, but her eyes cut me off.

“I expect more from you, Rill. Yearling coyotes help train the new litter—they don’t become a part of it.” Mother turns her snout to glare at the dust-covered pups. “You all,” she snaps, “back to the den and groom yourselves.”

I turn to follow them.

“Not you,” Mother growls. “You find some food for your siblings. Remember your place in this pack.” She lopes after the pups.

I’m so stupid—how could I let them drag me into their play? I know my job: I’m their teacher; I’m the one who has to make sure that they survive. After what happened to Boulder and Maple—I know better, I know better . . .

I try to pick up the scent of the marmot. I’ll catch it myself.

Our pack used to live in a bigger forest, along the edges of the human dens. I was born in deep, dark woods, near a waterfall. It was just me and my two brothers: Mother and Father’s first litter. My parents had managed to claim that patch of territory only after wandering far from their parents’ territories in even wilder woods. They’d never seen a human up close, though they’d heard tales of them. So they didn’t know about their traps, didn’t know enough to tell us to avoid them.

Boulder and Maple got trapped one evening while we were hunting as a family—well, Mother and Father were hunting, and we three were just messing around. As we tumbled into a clearing, Boulder smelled meat hidden under the leaves. How was he to know? The trap snapped. Another caught Maple. I howled for help. The human jumped out; it’d been watching. I bolted for the cover of the trees, terror pumping through me. Mother and Father attacked, tried to save Boulder and Maple, but the human had a fire stick that blasted noise and made the ground pop and the air bite. Mother, Father, and I scrambled away, thinking we could come back and help Boulder and Maple when the fire stick stopped flashing. But when quiet fell and we returned, they were gone.

So Mother is right: I do know better than to let my guard down. What am I teaching these pups? How are they ever going to survive?

The marmot has disappeared. I hunt up a few mice, collect them in my jowls, and lope back to the den.
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Two

Gabe



THE ALARM GOES OFF AND I must have hit snooze one too many times because I look at the clock and it’s 7:15 a.m. I jump out of bed—the school bus pulls up to my stop at 7:50 sharp—rip open my door, and see that the bathroom door across the hall is shut. Inside, I hear Liz humming to herself in the shower. So I dash up the hall into my parents’ room, but Dad is in their bathroom shaving.

“I need to use the bathroom,” I tell him.

“You see I’m using it,” he says, his reflection glancing at me.

“But Liz is in ours and I have to get to the bus.”

“Get up earlier,” he says.

Thanks, Dad. Helpful. His shift doesn’t even start until ten—he was laid off last spring and now is just working part-time at a hardware store.

I stomp out of their room thinking how it used to be that Mom made sure I was up at 6:45. Now, she’s too busy getting herself ready—she’s had to become the full-time breadwinner. Now, no one in this family has time for anyone but themselves.

In the hall I pass Liz, who’s draped in towels. “Hog the bathroom much?” I snap.

She ignores me as usual, slams the door to her room. She’s a senior in high school and thinks that makes her important.

I slam the bathroom door shut just to let her know it doesn’t.

“Stop slamming doors!” Mom screams from downstairs.

The bathroom is thick with steam, and my pjs stick to my skin. I don’t have time to shower, so I peel off the clothes and slap water on my face and under my arms in the name of Not Smelling. Some guys can get away with stink—tall guys, sporty guys, guys who have something else they can be known for, like that guy who learned to unicycle. Me, I’m average everything with dull, straight brown hair, baby-fat cheeks, and gray-blue eyes a girl once described as “colorless.” If I smell, it’ll be the most interesting thing about me, and suddenly I’m “Pigpen” or “Sir Stinks-a-Lot” or “BO Boy.”

I open the window to let out some of the fog and see the light on in Owen’s room. His house is up a street on the corner. We’ve known each other forever. We did a project last spring on Morse code, and he had this idea to test it one night using flashlights—me in this window and him in his room. It was so cool, we decided to blink messages to each other every night after our parents went to sleep. But then school ended, and he and Leo, my other best friend, went to sleep-away soccer camp for the whole summer, and now we’re in junior high and haven’t seen much of each other. Owen and Leo are playing in this private soccer league—Nordic Post—so they’re always at training or practice or traveling to games. I told Mom and Dad that I had to join Nordic Post at least for training, begged even, but they were like, Do you know how expensive that is? Which is “No” in parent-speak. Meanwhile Liz asks them for SAT lessons and they’re like, Sure!

I’ve tried blinking my flashlight at Owen at our old meet-up time a few nights. He never answers.

Back in my room, I hunt through my drawers for something decent to wear. It’s come down to that: the right shirt makes or breaks my day. And of course everything I like is dirty. Mom decided that since she had to go back to work full-time, laundry had to become a “family responsibility.” It was Liz’s week to do laundry. I mentioned to Mom that Liz didn’t do any laundry this week, and Mom said, “Liz has extra classes for the SAT.” Like that’s a legitimate excuse.

Bottom diving in the hamper it is. I strike gold. My favorite shirt and . . . it smells fine! Nothing a little deodorant can’t fix. I put it on, and only then notice the ketchup stain.

Perfect.

I rip the shirt off and slam it into the hamper. The plastic bin ricochets off the back wall of the closet and tumbles out onto the floor, barfing clothes.

Perfectperfectperfect.

“GABE!” Mom shouts from downstairs. “MOVE IT!”

“I’M COMING!”

I kick the clothes-barf back into the hamper and then shove it into the closet. When the hamper threatens to tumble out again, I kick it, and it bounces back like a punk, so I kick it harder—and my foot breaks a hole in the plastic.

PERFECT.

Jaw clenched, I turn the stupid hamper around so the hole is in the back and carefully close the closet door. I fish the only remaining clean outfit from my dresser: a weird green T-shirt and my least favorite track pants with mismatched socks.

The kitchen is in the usual state of morning chaos. Mom and Dad are talking at each other about who’s the busier parent and why the other should be responsible for picking up Liz after her away game. Their schedules are so crazy, they didn’t fight me on quitting Hebrew school this year, which had always been non-negotiable before. But now, I guess everything having to do with me is negotiable. I almost miss Hebrew school.

“What should I eat?” I ask.

“Find something,” Dad snaps.

I prefer the old Dad, before he lost his job, back when he just ignored the rest of us. Now, that’s Liz’s role—she’s at the table with headphones on, glued to her phone while drinking coffee and eating her fancy muesli. I find my cereal in the pantry, and there are only like five flakes rattling around.

“My cereal’s dead,” I say to no one in particular.

“Put it on the list,” Mom says from across the room, and continues to be barked at by Dad about how he has an interview today and shouldn’t that be the priority? It’s like he’s mad at her for getting a job, like it’s her fault he got fired.

“But what can I eat?” I say, still staring into the pantry.

“Gabe, there are two other boxes of cereal in there.” Mom takes the empty box from my hands and tosses it in the recycling. “Pick one of those.”

I run my fingers over the cardboard tops. We’ve switched to generic cereals, all except for Liz’s muesli. Her box even feels different.

I take out the muesli box, shaking it as I walk to the counter just to up the drama. No one looks. I find a bowl. Nothing from the audience. I dump the rest of that disgusting plant grit into the bowl. Every. Last. Grit.

Finally, the audience speaks. “Mom!” Liz whines. “He’s eating all my muesli!”

Warmth like lava spreads inside. I dump milk on the mush, and it looks so freaking gross. I make a show of dipping a spoon in, touching my tongue to it.

“This is disgusting,” I say, and promptly dump the whole bowl of sludge into the trash.

“Mom!” Liz exclaims.

“Enough!” Dad interjects. “Could you two just stop?”

The fumes of rage are visibly radiating off Liz. My work is done.

I grab a granola bar from the pantry and sit opposite Liz.

“It was your week to do laundry.” I throw the words across the table.

Liz doesn’t even look up. “You have clothes.”

“But it was your week and you didn’t do it.”

“Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something?” She flicks her eyes up at me, then looks back at her phone.

All that glow of gloat I’d had, every bit of it, seems to have blown away on my journey from counter to table. The granola bar tastes like dirt. Mom and Dad have moved from shouting to slamming cabinet doors. I head out to wait for the bus.

A couple fifth-graders are standing at the stop with a little kid, maybe in third grade. The older kids are saying something to the little guy, and he’s getting red in the face, clenching his hands into fists. I am so sick of people fighting, so I scream, “Leave him alone!”

The three of them look at me. One guy snorts and sizes me up, then he and his buddy huddle together. The little guy gives me this half-smile, like a thank-you, but also like he’s scared of me.

It’s the middle of September, and the air is sharp even though the leaves are just beginning to turn. A couple of birds dart around in the branches above the stop. Back when I was little, I remember Mom sitting with me at the kitchen window, watching the bird feeder. We made up silly names for all the birds that came through: the Greater Eastern Yellow-bellied Pointy-beak, Queen Aurelia’s Peeping Cheepy-cheep. I know their real names now: goldfinch, chickadee. Our names were better.

Kids begin crowding the stop. Even with all that noise, my stupid ears home in on Owen’s and Leo’s voices behind me.

“When Parker head-butted that goal? Sick.”

“If he can do that at the game, forget it.”

“Hey,” Owen says to me as he slides up to the stop.

I’m so surprised that he acknowledged my existence, the word “Hey” just pops from my mouth. Usually, I’m running to the bus just as it pulls up. Owen and Leo are always already on it and in a seat together when I climb on. It’s weird, but I don’t even try to sit near them. It’s easier to just sit on my own, stare out the window.

“How’s it hanging in Allen?” Leo says, kicking the telephone pole.

Ethan Allen is the name of my house at East Burlington Junior High. They’re both in Samuel de Champlain, the other house. It means that they rotate among one group of teachers, and I rotate among another set. The official idea is that the students have a “more intimate seventh-grade experience”: smaller classes with fewer different kids in each and teams of teachers dedicated to those fewer kids specifically. Whoever had this great idea forgot that for some kids, it would mean being trapped with a bunch of strangers while all your best friends get to hang out without you.

“Awesome Allen,” I say, voice dripping with sarcasm, and give a feeble little pump with my arms. It’s the house catchphrase. We have to say it at every all-school meeting as a sign of our “House Pride.”

Leo snorts a laugh. “I hear Ms. Brussels assigns mountains of homework.”

“I had to buy hiking boots,” I say.

They both laugh. Owen gives me this look like he just remembered I exist.

“We were all going to hang after school,” he says. “You free?”

This jolt sizzles over me. “You don’t have a game?” They’re always traveling for games.

“Bye week,” Leo says, dribbling a rock between his feet.

“You in?” Owen asks.

“Yeah,” I say, a little too quickly, then add, “Sure. Awesome.”

“Allen,” Leo sing-songs.

I do this little whoop-whoop noise and pump my arms.

We’re all laughing and pumping our arms when the bus pulls up, and when we get on together, all the other kids are looking at us like, What’s so funny?, because now they’re on the outside, and me, I’m what they’re looking at.
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Three

Rill



ANOTHER SUNRISE, ANOTHER FAILED ATTEMPT at a hunt with the runts. “Pebble, Sand, stop fighting over that rock. Fern, get out of the puddle. Birch, stop chasing that beetle and get your nose on this scent.” It’s like trying to keep a swarm of flies together.

“Aw, Rill, you’re better at hunting than we are,” whines Sand. “Can’t you catch breakfast?”

“Yeah, my tummy’s rumbling,” whimpers Fern.

“The whole point is for you to get better at hunting,” I snap.

“You’re mean,” barks Birch.

“She’s always got her fur rumpled about something,” Pebble grumbles.

My eye begins to twitch. This has been happening a lot over the past few suns. I can’t attack these pups, can’t grab them by the scruff and shove their noses into a rodent hole, can’t make them do anything. But if I’m not biting at their heels, they just wander off to play. And I’d let them, except Mother and Father bark at me about my role in the pack, about proper coyote behavior—when are they going to start grinding those same messages into the bones of these fuzz-brains?

“Can you please pay attention for one stinking heartbeat?!” I snap.

“The wind is cold,” whines Pebble.

“Too cold to hunt,” agrees Fern.

“Let’s go to the stream,” suggests Sand.

“Yay!” yips Birch, and they all start trotting down the hill toward the water.

I’ll just hunt my own breakfast. The pups aren’t going to get into trouble at the stream—there’s hardly any water in it; there hasn’t been rain for suns. And I’ll save a bite for each of them off whatever I catch.

The scent of rabbit drifts by, and I manage to down the thing in a thicket without much of a chase. I decide to eat right there where I caught it—I hunted the meal; I should get to eat as much as I want.

The rabbit is delicious. My belly’s full for the first time in days. The sun shines down through the opening in the treetops, warming my fur. I lounge in the glade, enjoying the peace, the space. No pup running into me. No Mother howling about my responsibility to the pack. Just me and this butterfly. I snap at it and it flutters off.

Standing, I take a long, slow stretch because I feel like it and why not? I’m thirsty, so I guess I should drag the remains of the rabbit to the stream for the runts.

I lope through the leaves, leap over a low bush, and—yikes!—company: I startle a young deer. The hoof-head rears, squealing like a mouse, then bounds away from me. From me!

This is the power of the coyote: every other forest dweller knows to keep their distance. I am the top of this food chain—at least here in this patch of forest. Father once told of an unfortunate run-in he had with a bear when he was a pup, but that was far from our new territory. And if I am the top predator in this stack of sticks, why do I need a pack at all? Especially a pack of bumbling, stumbling pups . . .

I shake the thought from my brain. That’s not how coyotes should think. Coyotes have obligations to their families, owe their parents respect and their siblings allegiance. What kind of coyote even thinks of running off? Bad coyotes.

I pick up my pace. The runts have been alone at the stream for too long. They’re going to be hungry, and this rabbit isn’t near enough to fill their tummies. I’ll have to nip them into a hunt.

“Nice of you to join the pack.” Mother stands on the rocky bank, above the stream where the pups cower, eyes wide and tails low, covered in mud.

Oh no. I drop the rabbit. “I just went off to catch—”

“You left them alone!” she snaps. “Any predator could have snatched them up.”

“There are no predators in these woods—”

“Don’t tell me what is or isn’t in the woods,” Mother barks. “Just because we haven’t found a trap doesn’t mean they’re not around.”

I don’t know if it’s the wind or the pathetic faces of my muddy siblings or the fact that Mother has not even mentioned the fact that I brought back a rabbit for them, but that twitch in my eye becomes a rockslide in my brain and I snap.

“Enough, Mother!” I yip. “I can’t do this anymore.”

She tilts her head, considers me with her amber eyes. “Can’t do what? Take care of your siblings? That’s what we do in a pack—we take care of each other.”

“No, that’s not what we do, that’s what I do. I’m taking care of these runts, I’m catching all the meals. But no matter how much I do, it’s never enough. Nothing I do can ever bring back Maple and Boulder, Mother.” I hadn’t ever put that thought into barks, but it’s been there, always, lurking under everything.

She cringes slightly, hearing those names. “Our pack failed once, and you saw what happened. Don’t fail the pack now by choice.”

“If everything I do is wrong, aren’t I failing now anyway?” I growl.

Father lopes out of the shadows, appears beside Mother. “What’s all this howling about?”

“Rill thinks she’s better than this pack.” Mother glares at me.

“Oh, come now,” Father whuffles, panting slightly, as if anything about this is funny. “Rill, I know these pups can be trouble, but we all have to do our part. It’s the coyote way. We each have our place in the pack.”

“Maybe I don’t want a pack,” I yip.

Father’s ears whip forward, and his tail lifts. “What’s that?”

I barked, “Maybe I don’t want a pack!” I stand tall, chest out.

“Nonsense!” Mother yips.

The pups all gaze up at me with wide amber eyes. Father’s head tilts like he’s not quite able to hear my barks.

“It’s not nonsense,” I snap, feeling more certain with every bark. “Father was a lone coyote for a season. I can do it, too.”

“Not at your age he wasn’t,” Mother begins, “and that was out of necessity for his pack. They had too many mouths to feed. Your pack needs you here.”

“But maybe—” I start before Father barks, “But nothing! Rill, I won’t allow it.” He sits down and raises his snout like that will put an end to the discussion.

For a moment, I hesitate, feel my paws drawn toward the stream, the need in the pups’ eyes to help them clean up, the command in my parents’ stances. But then I remember that brief moment in the sun, the power of startling that deer, the delicious languor from a full belly, and it’s like the choice was made before we even started barking.

“Goodbye, family,” I yip.

I whip around and run, fast and hard, through the trees, over rocks, through thickets of weeds. All I hear is my breath pulsing over my lolling tongue, the pounding of my heart, because I am free; I am the wind and the wild.

Only when I stop at the crest of a hill do I hear the echo of a howl. “Rill!” my mother’s voice cries.

But then the wind changes and it’s gone.

I’m left alone with the breeze, the birds chirping, a bug zipping by, squirrels chittering. Forest sounds, but not coyote noise.

I snort, shake my fur, clear my body of Mother and Father, of my siblings, of all of it. I leap off the rock into the shadows a new coyote. A pack unto herself.
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Four

Gabe



AT LUNCH, I LOOK FOR OWEN and Leo—lunch is the only time the two houses combine. The first day, it was so crazy in the cafeteria with everyone rushing to grab tables that I just ran out, clutching my bagged lunch from home. For the past two weeks, I’ve been eating in the library. But not today. Today, I am finding Owen and Leo, and we will sit together like we used to back in sixth grade.

But I don’t see them in the cafeteria. I push through the doors outside and see them on the soccer field with a bunch of other kids. They are all really good at soccer. I used to play, but I was never good. Last fall when Owen, Leo, and I did the town’s program, I scored a goal on my own team by accident. These guys? They wouldn’t want me even if I asked to play.

I go back inside, through the loud chaos of the cafeteria, and sneak down the hall to the library. I eat slowly, just me and the books and some other kids on the other side of the room who come here for some club.

After school will be different. After school, we’re hanging out, just me, Owen, and Leo. Like we used to.

The final bell rings and I fly down the stairs, racing toward Owen’s locker. I want to catch him and Leo before the bus, to be sure we sit together. But as I turn the corner, I see this other kid standing with them. A tall guy with good hair and clothes that are definitely not hand-me-downs. The kind of kid no one would ever think to call Sir Stinks-a-Lot.

“This is Taylor,” Owen says as I approach. I learn Taylor’s in Champlain House, that he went to one of the other elementary schools and lives on the other side of town, but he plays Nordic Post with the guys.

A part of me is like, Uh, weren’t “we” as in Leo, Owen, and me hanging out? But then Owen says, “Taylor’s coming over to hang out with us.”

Us. As in me, Owen, and Leo. Taylor is hanging out with us.

We head out to the bus and find seats together, then start planning the rest of the day.

“Let’s ride our bikes over to the park,” I say as we bump down Shelburne Road.

Owen gives me this look. “Taylor doesn’t have his bike.”

And I feel like an idiot. Until Leo says, “I have my old one.”

Taylor shrugs. “Cool.”

We get off at our stop, and I run home to get my bike. The house is silent, but instead of it being the first moment of the black hole of the weekend, it’s like the house is holding its breath to let out this shout because this afternoon is going to be awesome.

Allen.

Ha!

I grab a snack, then three more for the guys, and shove them into a gear bag with my water bottle, then run out through the garage. I bike over to Leo’s house, and the guys are all there. Taylor is riding around on this kind of dingy bike, popping wheelies. Owen and Leo are all like, “Whoa!”

Taylor can pop wheelies?

“Hey,” I say, and then add, “I brought chips.”

The guys turn to me, and Owen holds a hand out. “Awesome.”

“Allen,” I say in a singsong voice.

No one laughs.

We pass around the bags of chips, and it’s kind of fun. They were all different, so we share bags. When Taylor gets the Cheetos, there’s nothing left, but he jams his fingers into the creases to pick out the crumbs. He pulls out his hands, which are coated in orange dust.

“Gross,” Leo says, but he’s smiling.

Taylor curls his fingers into claws and lunges at Leo, saying, “Bleh bleh!” like a vampire, and we all laugh.

I crack a Dorito into fangs and jam them under my upper lip. “I vant to suck your blood,” I say.

All I get is a smirk from Owen.

Taylor crushes his bag and hands it back to me, empty, like I’m a garbage can. “Let’s head out,” he says.

Taking a cue from Taylor, Owen and Leo both hand me their bags and peel out after him. It occurs to me that I might have been wrong about the members of the “us” Owen was referring to back at school.

No. He meant me and him and Leo, I’m sure. We’ve always been us.

The guys are already halfway down the block as I scramble onto my bike and start pedaling.

We ride to Veterans Park and climb on the structures. The place is deserted, so we start doing crazy stuff. Leo pulls himself onto the top of one structure and jumps from roof to roof. Owen does a flip off the platform. I run up the slide, catch the bar at the top, and flip over it, landing on my feet.

“But can you do this?” Taylor asks me. Then he backflips off a tube.

“Awesome!” Leo says.

Allen, I think but don’t say.

“Dude, can you teach us to wheelie?” Owen says.

Taylor nods. “Sure.”

We ride around the parking lot, Taylor showing us how to jerk the handlebars just so. I keep hitting myself in the crotch with my seat.

“Dude, maybe you want to sit this one out,” Taylor says, sailing by me on his back wheel.

“Don’t call me dude,” I grumble under my breath.

After fifteen loops, I’m out. But the guys are still at it. I dump my bike by the curb and sit to watch them circle. They’re laughing and Owen almost gets it, and then Leo does, so Owen is like, “I am getting this,” and starts jerking his handlebars like he’s going to die if he doesn’t pop a wheelie now that Leo has.

I think about jumping back on my bike, getting back into it, but it would look stupid now, so I don’t. I finish the last of the water in my bottle. On the opposite side of the street from the park, there’s this gas station and mini-mart. “I’m getting a drink,” I yell to the guys, but they aren’t listening to me.

The mini-mart is empty. There’s a guy behind the counter watching TV on his phone. I walk to the back where there’s a wall of refrigerators. I stare into the bright glare, train my eyes over the glowing canisters, and then notice in the reflection a shelf behind me with the sign HALF-OFF FIREWORKS. I turn. There are a couple of Roman candles sticking up out of a tube.

I have a vision: Me, shooting fireworks over the guys’ heads as they circle on their bikes. Me, better than any wheelie-popper because I have explosives, which by definition are cooler than anything you can do on a bike, obviously. Me, definitely a member of us, certainly someone who gets noticed for something other than his stink. I’d be Fireworks Guy, bringer of awesomeness, and Taylor would be the dude sitting this one out.

But then I see the catch: there’s a small tag under the half-off sign that says: 18 AND UP.

I peer over the top of the shelf. The guy is still glued to his phone. I snatch a handful of Roman candles and shove them up inside my jacket and down into the waistband of my jeans. Then I turn back to the fridge and grab whatever’s in front of me. I walk up to the counter and slide the bottle toward the guy. My hands start sweating. Keep cool . . .

The guy doesn’t look up from the phone, just waves the bottle in front of the scanner, then says, “Two bucks thirty.”

I dig three dollars from my backpack and hand them to him, praying he doesn’t notice the slight sheen of sweat on the bills. He hits the register, then slides a couple coins back to me. As I pick up the coins, I swipe a book of matches from the carton on the counter. He notices nothing. I slip out the door, then run over the pavement to my bike. Only when I’m back across the street do I breathe, gulping in the air.

“Dude, what are you doing?” Owen has pulled up beside the curb.

“Check this out,” I say, lifting my coat so he can see the fireworks.

“Whoa,” he begins, lips curling. “Leo! Taylor!”

My mind scrambles for the perfect place to launch my prizes. We need darkness, privacy . . . “We can go to Rockledge Park,” I say. It’s a “natural area,” just a bunch of trees bordering the lake.

“Dude!” Owen says, waving for Leo.

Leo pulls up beside us, and I slide a candle out of my waistband so he can see the label. “Sick!” Leo says.

Taylor pops a wheelie, but neither Owen nor Leo notice. They’re looking at me. At what I have.

“Let’s go,” I say, transferring the fireworks to my backpack, and they both nod. I get on my bike, and Owen yells for Taylor, who’s on the other side of the lot, to catch up.

It’s very clear who’s the us and who’s the other.

We walk our bikes into Rockledge Park. It’s the opposite of Veterans Park—there’s no playground or grass, just woods and trails and a rocky beach along the lake that becomes cliffs the farther out you go. I lead us into the trees on the main path, far enough that I can’t see the lights from the houses that line the edges of the park, and then I stop, slip off my backpack, and pull out one of the Roman candles. The guys—except Taylor, who’s still doing wheelies on the dirt—circle around behind me. I light the fuse.

POP POP POP go the fireballs from the canister. They fly up into the shadowy treetops, sparkling between the branches.

The guys go nuts with the first one. Owen whoops, Leo claps, and even Taylor stops riding to check it out. On the second, their voices seem less psyched, like they thought the explosions would be bigger, fly higher. By the third, I see Leo glance over at Taylor.

“Hey, guys,” Taylor says, “check this out!” He’s wheeling around on his back tire with no hands on the handlebars.

I am so sick of this Taylor kid. Who is he to get up in my and Owen and Leo’s hangout? Just some guy they probably wouldn’t even be friends with if I hadn’t been put in stupid Allen House.

I don’t even really think about it. I just light a Roman candle and point it at Taylor and suddenly fireballs are flying at him.

“Yeet!” shouts Leo as one goes by him. Taylor shrieks and dives, bike and all, into a pile of leaves to get out of the way as two more fireballs blaze across the dark.

This laugh escapes my lips, and I feel kind of crazy because I am shooting fireballs at a person.

Taylor climbs out of a bush. “You could have warned me!”

“That. Was. Awesome!” Leo holds a hand out for a Roman candle. “What if we each took one?” he says. “We could, like, duel.”

All eyes are back on me. “You up for some revenge?” says Taylor, reaching a hand out.

“Is that safe?” Owen asks, but he’s still going for a firework.

“It’s fine,” I say, because if Taylor wants revenge, then revenge he shall get.

I pass one to each of
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