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I can't sleep tonight. I lie in bed, but sleep won't come.

I stare at the pale blue ceiling for hours without end, but sleep won't come. I roll from one side to the other. I get up. I look out through the latticed window at the dark neighborhood below. A few miles from here is Eastview Academy for Elite Youth. A few miles from here is the body of one of my classmates.

I go back to bed. I sit up. I pick up my phone for the millionth time and call Matty for the thousandth. The line rings and rings and rings. Nobody answers — same as every time before.

I drop back onto the mattress and stare at the ceiling again, the memory of what I saw flooding back. I press my eyes shut trying to disappear from myself, but I can't. That image is lodged inside me now, permanent as gum on the bottom of a shoe.

I stay like that for a few more hours. The sky moves from navy to dark blue, from dark blue to orange. The first rays of sunlight climb over the horizon. I pick up my phone again — not to call Matty this time. I open my messages, and there at the top is the one I'd give anything to unsee. Reading it makes my heart slam against my ribs. I jump out of bed and move to the window. I scan both ends of the street, making sure the hooded figure hasn't followed me home.






I see a few neighbors out on the sidewalks, walking their dogs, doing their morning runs. The sight of them settles something in my chest — a small, fragile sense of order.






I read the first line.











From down the hall I can hear sounds from the floor below. Just Laura and Edgar getting up. Nothing to worry about. I'm home. I'm safe. Breathe in. I'm safe. Breathe in.

I'm —











I press both hands flat against the marble sink and lean over it. I throw up for the tenth time since I got home. It takes a minute, maybe two, to recover. I wipe my mouth with my forearm. I look at my wrecked reflection in the mirror. The dark red rings around and under my eyes are terrifying — something straight out of a horror film. I'm going to have to work hard to get out of here looking presentable, to give the two adults waiting for me downstairs no reason to suspect I spent the entire night awake and in tears.

How would I stay quiet in front of Edgar? What if he asked too many questions? How do you lie to a fucking detective?






It was easy for Matty. He just had to go home and tell his father he'd been fucking some girl that night. I was almost certain his old man would clap him on the back and say that's my boy. Me, I had to go home and face a potential interrogation from my foster parents — one of whom was directly attached to the neighborhood police.

Everything came easy to Mateus Armani. Star basketball player. Popular with girls. Idolized by guys. Everyone wanted to be him. Or fuck him. Maybe the most difficult thing in his life was me. Asshole.

I turn on the tap and splash cold water over my face. It jolts me awake. I realize I have the worst day of my life waiting for me at school. Maybe classes will be cancelled; maybe not.






I brush my teeth. Shower. I try to wipe the terror and defeat off my face — it sits there like a mask, like something painted on. I come out of the bathroom with a towel around my waist. I open my closet. I don't think too hard about it: I grab the first Eastview uniform I see. The navy fabric feels cold and hollow against my skin. Perfect.

I drop the towel. Pull on the uniform. Tighten the tie in front of the closet mirror. I look presentable enough. I might just make it past my foster parents without triggering anything.

But inside I still feel like I've been hit by a truck. There's no way I'm getting through this day without a caffeine capsule.

I pull my backpack onto the bed and unzip it. Laptop here. Notebooks there. I reach for the small white plastic container where I keep my capsules. I crack one open. Inhale. Open another.

Inhale. Open a third. I think about it — maybe that's enough.

Maybe not.






I tuck the container back into the bottom of my bag. I look at myself in the mirror again. For a second, the image of Alexis being strangled floods back into my mind. I flinch and turn toward the window, away from my own reflection.






I sigh. My heart is already racing from the caffeine. I grab my backpack and my phone. Swallow. Before I leave the room, I read the killer's message one more time. A chill moves down my spine.
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Mattheus collapsed onto me slowly, his damp chest pressing against mine, rising and falling in the same rhythm. Our breathing had synced. Our eyes were closed. His fingers moved through the dark strands of my hair for a brief moment before he rolled to one side.

We lay face-down on the cold floor of the basketball court, hidden behind the highest row of bleachers. We caught our breath.

I opened my eyes. Fixed on the high, metal-veined ceiling above.

"How was it?" he asked after a few minutes.











Matty gave me a cynical little smile and kissed me once more, quickly. Then he stood and gathered his clothes from the floor around us. He zipped his jeans back up, then sat to pull on his socks and lace his sneakers. He left his chest bare. I watched the muscles shift across his back until the discomfort in my own reminded me I'd been lying on a hard, unforgiving concrete floor.

"We should find somewhere more comfortable," I said casually. As I'd expected, Matt's face closed up immediately. He yanked on his number-10 basketball jersey with a sharp pull. I pressed my lips together and started getting dressed. Once I'd pulled my chess-club shirt over my shoulders, I added: "The gym has those foam training mats. We could bring one over here."

"I told you, Tommy," he snapped, and stood. He shoved his hands into his pockets, sat down on the nearest bleacher, and stared at the empty court with that infuriating flat expression of his. "Too risky."






"Why?" I said, louder than I meant to. He inhaled slowly and gave me that reproachful look. "There's nobody in this whole goddamn school, Matt." His expression didn't budge. I stood up and shouted toward the empty court: "Hello? Is anyone there?"

He grabbed my arm and pulled me back down onto the bench.











He rubbed his face with both hands, stood, and paced in front of me. Finally he clasped his hands behind his neck and muttered:

"You're impossible. Maybe we should just end this. Once and for all."

I narrowed my eyes. My lips parted but nothing came out. It was remarkable how consistently he managed to make himself the only person who mattered in any situation. Sometimes it felt like I barely existed.


And honestly... maybe I was already tired of all of it.



I left the bleachers and walked away from Matty, breathing hard. I told myself the tears prickling at my eyes were just anger. When I reached the gym door and wrapped my hand around the handle, I heard him shout behind me — but I was too wound up to stop.






Matt started running after me. I had to move faster to make it out of that school before he caught up. He caught up anyway, in a corridor on the first floor. I crossed my arms over my chest, jaw locked, blood simmering. How could I be this stupid? How could I keep letting myself get ground down by something like this? Being alone would be better than staying in that fucking closet with him.

"Tommy! Tommy, listen to me!" He grabbed my arm again.

I shook him off and kept walking. My stupid sneakers made that high, squeaky pitch against the polished linoleum — mortifying when you were trying to storm off with any dignity. Matt fell back. I turned another corner and stopped.

I was sixteen. So was he. And we were acting like we were ten. I closed my eyes and leaned against the nearest wall — the one covered with printed notices and announcements.

I waited for him to catch up.

"I didn't mean it, all right?" he said, exasperated.

I stared at the glass panel on the teachers' lounge door across the hall. Silent and dark, like the entire school. Nobody usually stayed in Eastview past seven in the evening, and it was well past eight. That was the only reason we could be together at all — when the building was empty and there was no one around to see us.

"Yes, you did," I said back. I tried not to sound wounded. I failed. Matt moved a little closer. I pressed my hands into the pockets of my thick grey hoodie. "That's what you want, isn't it?" I finally looked at him. "To end this?" He said nothing. I pressed both palms to his chest and shoved him back. "Just say it!"

He looked at me with something stunned and almost contemplative
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