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STORY SYNOPSES

 

 

“Like Mars and Venus,” a retelling of the myth of ARES AND APHRODITE, by Jane Watson, author of The Taming of the Dudebro
Alexandria “Lexi” Cypress is trying to enjoy her senior year and make sure her school has the best Homecoming ever. She may be the new girl at Mountainview High, but she is keeping busy with the cheerleading team, Homecoming Committee, and new friends. While she is the go-to girl for her fellow classmates’ romantic woes, she sees no romance in her own future as she’s been burned by love before. To her surprise, both Aidan Shields, captain of the Spartan’s football team and resident hottie (and supposed resident flirt), and a mystery admirer are soon vying for her attention. Can Lexi learn to open up her heart, and will she survive Homecoming?

“The Real Prize,” a retelling of the myth of ATALANTA, by Amy Bearce, author of the World of Aluvia series
Atalanta is a princess of the merfolk who would rather be a warrior than royalty. When her father, the king, tells her it’s time to marry, she agrees to a contest, the winner of which will be her groom. Then she craftily designs a race in which she knows no merman could beat her—in fact, they could die trying. But the risk doesn’t stop three determined young mermen from signing up, one of whom has some clever plans of his own.

“Light in the Darkness,” a retelling of the myth of ARTEMIS, by Selenia Paz, author of the Leyendas Trilogy
Having retreated to the deepest parts of the woods, Artemis is happy simply living in solitude with her dog, surrounded by nature. She tries not to think of the family of gods she left behind, of her father Zeus, or of the reputation that comes with being the goddess of the hunt. But it seems the Fates have a different plan in mind, and not even the woods will be able to keep her from this path—or help her forget who she truly is.

“Káto Kósmos,” a retelling of the myth of HADES AND PERSEPHONE, by Janina Franck, author of A Spark in Space
Káto Kósmos is dying. Mira’s only hope of saving her planet—and her people—is an android designed to nurture nature. But its theft does not go unnoticed and soon Mira is faced with an ultimatum: Return the android and let her planet die, or perish as an infuriated inventor sets his starfleet on her and her people.

“Slither,” a retelling of the myth of MEDUSA, by Dorothy Dreyer, USA Today-bestselling author of the Empire of the Lotus series
After escaping a devastating attack by Stone Mirror Bay’s most prominent VIP, snake enthusiast Meddie is given an enchanted necklace to protect her. But the powers unleashed from the necklace could prove to be deadly.

“Today’s Gods,” a retelling of the myth of ZEUS AND IO, by Sarah Dale, author of the Zodiac Cusp Kids series
River’s best friend, Simon, convinces her to try out for the Spring Play, “Today’s Gods.” It’s a student production, written by and starring the school’s perfect, golden, power couple, Rhiannon and Dane. Rhiannon has modernized the tale of Zeus falling for Hera’s priestess, Io. Of course Hera suspects, and so to hide his affair, Zeus turns Io into a beautiful, white cow. He sends her scurrying off across the countryside, dogged by Hera’s minions, Argus of the 100 eyes and the biting, stinging Gadfly.
	River is at first ecstatic to win the role, only to find herself trapped in a real life version of the play, pursued by Dane and harried by Rhiannon’s friends. And if being batted about by a couple of sociopathic high school gods wasn’t enough, River is also stressing out about her application to the exclusive Arts and Humanities focus program, and worrying about her dad, whose mission abroad has gone awry and he and his team have assumed radio silence.
	But as they say, the play must go on.

“Last Call at the Rim of the Central Well,” a retelling of the myth of ORPHEUS AND EURYDICE, by Leigh Hellman, author of Orbit
Two young men share a drink and a story in the neon shadows of Club Gaudia, a substreet bar in the seedy Six Rivers sector of the city. Dougal comes to the bar each night in search of his missing girlfriend and desperate for an audience with the club’s mysterious owner, who he is sure is the key to understanding her disappearance. One fateful night he shares his tale with Kenrick, a curious stranger who begins to challenge what Dougal has come to believe is true—about the fractured relationship that he’s still chasing and the girl who loved and left him. As he pleads his case for needing to know what really happened to The Mistress of Club Gaudia, he also must decide what his place in his own cracking narrative truly is.

“In Pursuit,” a retelling of the myth of ORION AND SCORPIO, by Jessica Gunn, author of the Storm Warden Chronicles
Pheme is secretly the infamous Orion, hunter of supernaturals, and dedicated to the clandestine Midnight Order. Amara is a member of the Peacekeeper Task Force, code name Scorpio, and one of the best at what she does. The Peacekeepers want peace between humans and supernaturals. The Midnight Order wants rid of the dangerous supernaturals. Caught between their vows and families, Amara and Pheme enter into a deadly game of cat and mouse, with neither knowing their dangerous enemy is their closest friend. Will they put everything on the line for love?

“With Dark Truths Draw Me,” a retelling of the myth of ARACHNE, by Mary Fan, author of Starswept
High-achieving Min Wong, a junior at the elite Olympus Prep, has one goal: get into one of the top three Ivy League universities. And she will do whatever it takes to stay on top. But after her classmate, the artistic Ara, dies by suicide, Min finds herself haunted by their former rivalry.

“Darken the Night,” a retelling of the myth of NYX, by Amy McNulty, author of the Blood, Bloom, & Water series
Phoenyx “Nyx” Douglas feels like a damsel trapped away. Suffering from a form of light sensitivity, she sleeps during the day, missing out on all the typical things the other teens in her town do. One night when her flighty father is out on a job, she falls for charmer Erebus Jones at first sight but then has a dream about a child she’s supposed to have with him in the future—and the peril that boy is in. With Ere’s help, she uncovers what it will take to save their future child: blackmailing the powerful town mayor and teaching him to fear her. The two teens are in over their heads as they uncover shocking secrets and cross the line between what’s right and what’s wrong—all in service of saving a child they can only have if their burgeoning relationship survives the danger they put themselves in.

“Feathers on the Wind,” a retelling of the myth of ICARUS, by Lyssa Chiavari, author of the Iamos Trilogy
Nicothoë is cursed. The daughter of a demigoddess changed by Hera’s wrath into a harpy, Nico has lived her whole life conscripted into the service of the gods and believing she is a monster. But everything changes when she meets Icarus, a boy who is desperate to free his father from the persecution of King Minos. Through their quest to liberate the unjustly imprisoned inventor, Nicothoë just may find freedom herself—but at what cost?

 

 

CONTENT WARNINGS

 

 

	“Slither” by Dorothy Dreyer—depiction of sexual assault

	“With Dark Truths Draw Me” by Mary Fan—depiction of suicide
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“Sing, Goddess, the wrath of Achilles, and his devastation.” 

After we read Homer’s The Iliad in my Greek Mythology class in college, those words echoed in my head not only when I would walk into that classroom, but for years to come. I always found something stirring and profound about those words—especially when I would sing them in my head, as our professor taught us to, since epic Greek poems were performed aloud in the original language to an audience in the form of a song so long ago. 

Just as those words have stuck with me, mythology and stories from ancient Greece have withstood the test of time—when you hear names like Zeus, Aphrodite, Arachne, and Icarus, you know who they are. Even if their myths differ depending on the source, you still immediately recognize their names. Greek myths have something for everyone—happiness, sorrow, victorious triumphs, danger and mystery. Putting together an anthology of Young Adult stories based on these classic myths is something I have been brainstorming for several years, so it is my and the other authors of Snowy Wings Publishing’s pleasure to present Sing, Goddess! and bring you eleven stories that echo these tales… with a new twist.
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“I think that’s all we have for today,” Ms. Demetrius said, glancing at the clock. “Class dismissed!”

Alexandria ‘Lexi’ Cypress grinned, closing her textbook and reaching for her pale pink messenger bag. Though she actually didn’t mind Ms. Demetrius’s class—AP Bio was one of her favorite subjects—her next period was Lunch, and she was starving. Probably because she skipped breakfast, her morning walk with her beloved German Shepherd-Labrador mix, Cupid, having taken longer than usual. He just had to keep pausing to inspect every large shrub or fir tree on their path.

You’d think after living here for six months, Cupid would be used to their new neighborhood in Mountainview, Oregon. But, no. He still sniffed the landscape with extra care and cast wary looks at the neighbors and other animals. It was almost as if he was worried that he wouldn’t be able to lead Lexi back home should they get lost in the sprawling neighborhood peppered with evergreen trees that towered over them, tangles of ivy climbing up their trunks. Poor Cupid. Moving to a small town in the Pacific Northwest surrounded by firs, oaks, maples, and lush greenery, versus the cliffs and sandy beaches of their home in California, took some getting used to—for both of them. When her father got a job transfer partway through her junior year of high school, Lexi was upset, especially when she learned that they would not only be moving out of state, but to a colder, considerably wetter, small town in Oregon. With long blonde hair that fell in soft ringlets down her back, bright blue eyes, and sun-kissed skin, Lexi was every bit the stereotypical beach girl. She even loved to surf and swim. Couldn’t her parents have at least moved to the Oregon Coast? The one bright side was that they had moved to the Western side of the state and were therefore not too far from the beach—just over an hour—but it still wasn’t quite the same. 

Lexi rose to her feet, smiling at Ms. Demetrius as she made her way to the door and into the crowded hallway. “Food, food, food,” she sang under her breath as she pulled her phone from the depths of her bag and turned it on, hurrying through the throng of students toward her locker. Blowing a lock of hair out of her eyes as she spun the combination, she had just opened the door and begun switching out her books when she felt her phone buzz. Sliding her thumb across the screen, her eyes quickly scanned the text.

 

Don’t forget, extra practice tonight. Got to get the Spider-Man stunt down in time to wow the crowd and show those Trojan cheerleaders who’s boss.

xo Erika

 

Lexi smiled. Erika Pomo was very enthusiastic about the big Homecoming game coming up, and even though she wasn’t the team captain, she had taken it upon herself to be extra helpful—getting everyone on the team matching hair ribbons (the nice kind that were already attached to a hair tie and glued in place, so no worries about the bow coming undone) and sending videos with fresh routines and cheers. She even sent texts reminding the squad members about practice—even though Hallie, the actual captain, already helped the coach post the schedule and made sure to send any necessary reminders. Still, Erika meant well, and the more help, the better, right? Taking a breath, she quickly typed, Of course, I’ll be there! :D

“Hey, Lexi.” 

Lexi turned to find Helen Swan standing there. “Oh, hey, Helen,” she began. “How’s it— ”

Hazel eyes shining, Helen eagerly interrupted, “I voted for you!”

Lexi blinked. “What?”

“I voted for you,” Helen repeated. “For Homecoming.”

Lexi tilted her head and gazed at Helen in surprise. “You did? I mean, thank you, that’s so sweet of you, but…” She paused, pulling a thick binder stuffed with papers out of her locker before continuing, feeling confused, “I’m not on the ballot.” 

Helen tucked a strand of thick, dark brown hair behind her ear. “I know that, silly. You were my write-in!” she said cheerfully. Homecoming was handled very differently at Mountainview High compared to Lexi’s old school. Seniors who had a certain GPA and participated in extracurricular activities were eligible to run for king or queen themselves, or they could cast write-in votes for their fellow classmates. As long as they met the pre-requisites, write-ins could technically win. But why on earth would Helen waste her vote on Lexi—the new girl?

Well, come to think of it, Helen was her closest friend at Mountainview High. But still. Finally, the irony struck her as she said, “But I chose you as my write-in!”

Helen giggled, giving Lexi’s shoulder a playful shove. “Oh, stop! Me?”

“No, I’m serious,” Lexi insisted as they fell into step beside each other and made their way to the cafeteria. “You’re totally Homecoming Queen material.”

Helen shook her head. “So are you! You’re so popular. Everyone either knows you or wants to know you.”

“That’s just because I’m the new girl,” Lexi reminded her, pushing open the double doors and heading into the breezeway between buildings. “You’ve been here since Freshman year. You went to middle school with most of our class! Everybody knows you.”

“But that’s just my point. They know you too,” Helen pointed out. “You’ve been here barely a year, and you’re already one of the most popular girls in our year. You made the varsity cheerleading squad—that’s super competitive at MV High, and impressive for a transfer student.”

“Yeah, because I was a cheerleader back at Cythera High,” Lexi retorted. She had been cheering for her old high school in her hometown in Cythera, California since Freshman year. She thought back to the perfect dark orange and white uniforms they’d had, pleated skirts, with a black stripe down the bottom. At least she’d gotten to keep her shiny silver and orange pom-poms as a memento after she transferred schools. Not that her new cheerleading uniform wasn’t equally cute, with the straight crimson red skirt and halter top, and matching crimson and gold pom-poms.

Helen shrugged. “I’m just saying, don’t be surprised when you take home the crown.”

Lexi ducked her head, not wanting Helen to see that she was holding back laughter. Homecoming Queen? As if.

“Ack, look out!” Helen cried suddenly.

Lexi lifted her head just as a football whizzed through the air and connected with her shoulder. “Ouch!” she exclaimed, the binder she’d been clutching falling to the ground.

“Are you okay?” Helen asked, before scooping up the football. “All right, which nitwit threw that?”

Massaging her shoulder, Lexi was about to respond when she heard several male voices clamoring at once.

“Whoa, man! You hit Lexi!” one of them said.

“Good job, dude. Take out one of the cheerleaders,” another voice added.

“Dammit! Is she okay?” Lexi recognized the voice of Aidan Shields, quarterback and team captain of the Spartan’s football team. She watched as he jogged over their way, flanked by half the football team. 

“What kind of toss was that?” Parker Hecuba asked incredulously as he followed Aidan.

Mason Gerard, the Spartan’s burly fullback, scoffed. “Maybe if you learned to catch, Parker. Good thing you don’t play wide receiver.”

“Shove it, Mason,” Parker retorted, running a hand through his curly brown hair.

Aidan slowed his steps once he reached them. “Hey, Lexi, sorry about that. The ball was meant for Parker, not you ladies.”

Helen furrowed her brow, looking to Aidan and then to the other players. “Maybe if you didn’t play in the breezeway this wouldn’t happen,” she said severely.

Parker looked sheepish under Helen’s stare. “Sorry.”

“I would have caught it, Helen,” Mason said in a smooth tone.

“We’re just practicing for the big game,” Aidan said with a grin, pumping a fist. “Got to be ready to crush those Trojans.”

Lexi lifted her eyebrows, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I don’t think this is what Coach Titan meant when he told you to practice more.”

“Ooh, you’re in trou-ble!” Lee Acheron, the team’s running back, ribbed Aidan.

“Hey, Lexi’s got to be used to it by now. We play way rougher out on the field,” Aidan lifted his eyebrows as he stared at Lexi, a playful grin gracing his handsome features.

“You play a little too rough if you ask me,” Lexi chided him as she reached up to massage her shoulder, thinking back to last Friday’s football game. She remembered watching Aidan as he called out the plays when the game was going into the fourth quarter, noticing how tense he was getting.

“Hey, we play to win,” Aidan said with a cocky shrug. “But are you hurt?” He reached out to lightly touch her elbow, raising his dark eyebrows.

Lexi felt her cheeks grow warm as their eyes locked. “Um…”

“Yeah, do you need to go to the nurse, Lexi?” David Argyle, one of the team’s guards, asked in concern.

Tearing her gaze from Aidan, and trying to ignore how her pulse had mysteriously begun to quicken, Lexi stammered, “Um, yeah, it just hit my shoulder, that’s all.” Glancing around at the half-dozen pairs of eyes locked on her, she let out an embarrassed laugh. “Oh, come on, guys, I’m fine!”

The boys smiled in relief and began laughing and talking all at once. Helen rolled her eyes, tossing the football their way. “Be more careful next time!”

Parker held out his hands, but Mason stepped in front of him at the last second and caught the ball. “See you around, Helen,” he said with a wink, following the other guys down the breezeway.

Only Aidan remained, and Lexi realized that his hand was still on her elbow, deep brown eyes still locked on her. “I…” he began, before dropping his gaze to the floor. “Oh, shit, your books, sorry.” He bent his tall frame to crouch in the breezeway.

“Right.” Lexi tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before dropping to her knees, shuffling the papers that had spilled out of the binder into a pile.

“Whoa, did you draw these?” Aidan lifted one of the papers that had a sketch of an ancient Greek temple.

Lexi nodded. “I’m working on backdrop ideas for Homecoming.”

Aidan flipped through the papers, eyes taking in sketches of ancient columns, torches, and men and women dressed in chitons. “You’re on the Homecoming committee? That’s awesome.”

Feeling oddly hot under his stare, Lexi murmured a thank you as he helped her to her feet and handed back her binder of notes and sketches. “Yeah, it’s been a lot of fun so far,” she said, avoiding his eyes.

“Well, I’m even more stoked for Homecoming than I was before,” Aidan said. Lexi lifted her eyes just in time to see his grin before he turned and said, “See you later.”

“Bye,” Lexi called after his retreating form, wondering why her palms felt a little sweaty.

Helen cleared her throat, and Lexi turned to be greeted with raised eyebrows and a smirk. “What?” she asked defensively.

Helen batted her eyelashes, saying in a high-pitched tone, “Oh, Helen, why would little old me be chosen for Homecoming Queen?” Clasping her hands, she breathed, “When Aidan Shields, the most popular and hottest guy in school, was totally just flirting with me, why oh why would anyone think I could be Queen?”

“Har har,” Lexi replied sarcastically as they continued their walk to the cafeteria. “And, he was not flirting with me!”

Helen rolled her eyes. “Believe what you will, I know flirting when I see it. Half the team was after you. Especially the Spartan’s quarterback.”

Yet you didn’t notice that both Mason and Parker were flirting with you? Lexi thought incredulously, but instead simply said, “Because I’m a cheerleader! Of course they all know me. Knowing is not flirting.” 

“Oh, whatever. It’s not just that you’re on the squad. You’re gorgeous,” Helen insisted as they stepped into the bustling cafeteria and made their way to the lunch line. 

Nudging Helen with her binder, Lexi giggled. “No, you are! Your face could launch a thousand ships!”

Helen lifted her eyebrows, laughing as she lifted an apple from the lineup. “Where do you come up with these things?”

Lexi began laughing herself, following Helen to a lunch table. “Oh, I don’t know.”

“Hm, could Aidan be your Homecoming King?” Helen pondered as she opened a bag of chips.

Setting down her bottled water a little too forcefully, Lexi protested, “How should I know? And I’m not going to be Queen!”

“Sure, sure,” Helen said with an eyeroll. “Think about it. You’re a cheerleader, he’s a football player, you see each other all the time, it’s a match made in Heaven!”

Or in Hades, Lexi thought grumpily. The warm feeling she’d felt when he’d asked if she was okay, and how she’d gotten lost, just for a moment, in those deep brown eyes, washed all over her. She shook her head. “I doubt he likes me. Plus…” She thought back to the various football games where she’d witnessed him on the field. “Not only is he full of himself, but he can get so… intense. It’s like he has to win. We’re total opposites. Like Mars and Venus.”

“Fine, forget about Aidan,” Helen waved her hand. “You’re going to at least go to Homecoming, right?” Seeing Lexi pause, her hazel eyes widened. “What? You have to go!”

“I do want to go,” Lexi clarified. “But I don’t want to go with… just anyone.” She took a shaky breath, bad memories clouding her mind.

“You have your pick of guys to go to the dance with!” Helen said with enthusiasm.

“Yeah, just because I haven’t gone to school long enough to be wary of the shallow douchebags in our year like the rest of you.” Lexi pushed a lock of hair behind her ear, exhaling slowly as she stared down at her lap.

Sensing the shift in her friend’s mood, Helen reached for her arm and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Hey. They’re not all like Andrew.”

Eyes cast downward, Lexi nodded. To this day, remembering Andrew still stung. Having been there barely a semester, she had been so flattered when Andrew Shepard, the tall, handsome boy from her English Lit class, asked her to their Junior Prom. He had seemed so nice and sweet, and at the time, she’d even hoped that they might start dating.

That had all come crashing down when he tried to get a little too friendly with her at the dance. When she’d told him, politely but firmly, that she wasn’t interested in moving that fast, especially on their first date, he seemed apologetic and even a little embarrassed. 

It was what happened a few days later that made her temper flare whenever she thought about it. She’d caught him in the cafeteria, talking loudly to several other boys that he’d “scored with”—in his words—the hot new girl. She could tell by the whoops and boisterous laughter that he hadn’t just meant she’d kissed him—which she totally hadn’t—either.

 “At least you put that tool in his place,” Helen said, breaking her reverie. Her gaze flicked to the next cafeteria table over. “Right at that table, if I’m not mistaken.”

Lexi remembered what had happened next. After taking a deep breath to calm the hot tears that threatened to spill over, her anger overcame the hurt and she’d stomped over to the table of boys and lit into Andrew about being a creep who would only ever “score” with her in his dreams, and proceeded to give the cafeteria tray he was holding a whack, dumping his lunch on him.

“When the Jell-O oozed down his shirt—” Helen burst into fervent giggles. “His face—”

Lexi felt herself cracking a satisfied smile at the memory. “It—”

Helen smacked the table. “Got as red as the Jell-O!” After they both gave in to a fit of giggles, she finally took a deep breath and said, “That’s when I said to myself, I have got to befriend that girl!”

“Aw! I’m so glad you did!” Lexi smiled warmly at her friend. “Now—can you tell me if these sketches for backdrops will impress at the committee meeting after school?”

 “We already know they impressed someone,” Helen said slyly.

Lexi playfully smacked her arm. “You stop!”

 

* * *

 

Later that afternoon, Lexi, Erika and a handful of other students who had volunteered for the Homecoming Committee sat in a semi-circle of chairs on the stage of the school’s gymnasium. The committee was using the stage as their work station and storage space to get everything prepped for Homecoming. In addition, part of the Homecoming festivities would be a parade through downtown, so they were also tasked with designing a float to represent the school. Since the float was such a large structure that would eventually need to be connected to a car, they would be building it in the school’s shop class storage shed.

Mrs. Soleil, the committee’s faculty adviser, sat in the center of the circle, a notebook open on her lap as she went over things to ensure they were on track. “Has anyone given any thought to the photo booth area?”

Both Lexi and Erika raised their hands at once. Erika crinkled her nose in a silent giggle as she locked eyes with Lexi when Mrs. Soleil called on her. “Well,” Erika began, “I was thinking we could have a little table with some props. But instead of goofy glasses or mustaches, we should have things that tie-in with our theme.” Seeing people nodding, she went on, “Like those Greek drama masks, and flower crowns!”

“Um,” Amber Shields, a petite girl with chestnut brown hair and large glasses, lifted a hand as she interjected, “Flower crowns aren’t associated with ancient Greece.”

Erika flicked her gray eyes to where Amber sat. “Yes, they are. Look at all of those goat dudes who wore them, or the drunk guy…” 

Pushing her glasses up her nose and sitting up in her chair, Amber corrected, “I think you mean satyrs and Dionysus, the god of wine and festivity. For your information, they didn’t wear ‘flower crowns,’” she said, making air quotes. “They wore wreaths crafted out of laurel branches.”

Erika rolled her eyes and looked like she was about to retort when Mrs. Soleil said, “That’s a great idea, Erika. Amber is correct, laurel wreaths are more on par with ancient Greece, but this is what’s great about a group of people coming together—we can all give each other input.”

Amber smiled.

“Any other thoughts?” Mrs. Soleil asked the group.

Lexi raised her hand again, taking a deep breath when Mrs. Soleil nodded to her. “I have been working on some sketches for the backdrop. I figured if everyone likes them, we can just paint a huge piece of butcher paper.” She held up her sketches, and was pleased when the other students made sounds of approval.

“Those look lovely,” Mrs. Soleil said with a smile. “I especially like the columns.”

“And, to make the booth more three-dimensional, I thought we could have “real” columns,” Lexi said, running her hand over her sketchpad. “Like the ones we saw in the party supply catalog.” 

“I think our budget is much too limited for that,” Mrs. Soleil said gently. “Remember, we have to save enough for the decorations, the DJ, refreshments, as well as the float.”

“Sorry,” Erika whispered to Lexi.

Lexi shook her head. “Oh, I didn’t mean order them. I thought we could make them!”

Nodding slowly, Mrs. Soleil tapped her pencil on her notebook. “How would you suggest we make them?”

Smiling, Lexi said, “I was doing some research online last night, and I think we can make the forms out of chicken wire, and then slather them with papier-mâché.”

“And then paint them!” Phillip Marsden, a tall senior from the basketball team exclaimed with a snap of his fingers. “That would be sick! We could have a few all over the gym, not just by the photos!”

“That sounds like a great idea,” Mrs. Soleil said with a smile. “Relatively inexpensive materials, but we may have some of what you need in the supply room. All right, I think that wraps it up. I’ll leave you to get to work!”

The students rose to their feet and spread out to various work stations. Lexi headed to the back room on the hunt for supplies. Her eyes scanned the shelving units stuffed with bolts of fabric, bins of notions, and props from previous drama productions. When she ventured a little farther back, she noticed a pile of plywood, some short pieces of metal, and a large roll of chicken wire.

“Jackpot!” she cried in triumph. It was a very thick roll, which she hoped meant it had enough to make at least a few columns. Once she’d maneuvered to the corner to unearth the wire, she struggled to lift it. 

“Hey, let us help, Lexi,” Phillip and his fellow basketball player, Damon Russel, called as they jogged toward her. 

Lexi breathed a sigh of relief as Damon lifted the bundle of wire with ease. “Thanks. You’d think with all the lifting I have to do stunting for cheer, I’d be stronger,” she said with a breathless laugh.

“No sweat,” Damon said easily as he followed Phillip and Lexi back out to the main portion of the stage to set down the bundle of wire. “Don’t want our Homecoming Queen to get hurt.”

Phillip grinned. “Yeah, how can you wear the crown and dance the night away if you throw your back out?”

Lexi blinked rapidly, face flushing. After Helen’s declaration of nominating her for Homecoming Queen that day at lunch, she had countless people stopping her in the hallway or passing her notes in class, letting her know she was their pick for Queen. It still seemed a little hard to take in. “You guys,” she said with an embarrassed wave of her hand. “I’m not going to be Homecoming Queen!”

“C’mon, of course you are!” Phillip argued jovially.

Damon crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, who else are people going to vote for?”

“Well, you’re both very sweet,” Lexi said, hoping her cheeks weren’t too red.

“So…” Phillip began, “How tall do you want these things to be?”

Lexi chewed her lip and looked between both Phillip and Damon, who were easily at least six foot six. “Let’s say a little taller than you?”

Damon chuckled. “Deal.”

“Yoo-hoo!” Erika called to Lexi from where she was seated at the rectangular table set up toward the back of the stage. “Can you help me with these flowers?”

Phillip nodded to the roll of chicken wire on the floor. “Go help her, we’ve got this.”

“Thanks!” Lexi waved to them before joining Erika at the table. “Hey, Erika. What do you need?”

“Could you sort through those bins and find me some bling?” Erika asked, stacking various colors of paper. “I’m making 3-D flowers out of tissue paper, and I really want them to pop in the center, so they sparkle in the lights at the dance.”

“Oh, sure.” Lexi ducked under the table to pull out a bin filled with a jumble of beads, buttons, and metallic papers.

“So,” Erika began, hands crisply making accordion folds in layers of tissue paper, “You didn’t tell me you were running for Homecoming Queen.”

Focused on picking rhinestones and shredded papers out of the bin, Lexi replied distractedly, “Oh, you heard that? Yeah, I’m not actually running. Damon and Phillip apparently just voted for me.” And tons of other people. But she kept that to herself.

For a moment, the only sound Lexi could hear was the rumpling of tissue paper as Erika folded and fanned flower petals. “Well, that’s great,” Erika said finally before lifting her gaze. “But just so you know, I’m running, too.” She watched Lexi carefully, waiting for her to react.

Lexi was puzzled. Why would I care? “That’s great,” she said, hoping her tone reflected her sincerity. “Again, I’m not actually running.”

The crinkling sound resumed. “Cool,” Erika said, wrinkling her nose. “Not that I’m all that in to winning, or anything. I would just hate for things to be awkward, since we’re friends.”

Smiling easily, Lexi shook her head. “Of course.” She held out a fistful of shiny paper grass. “How’s this?”

Erika fanned out the flower and put a dash of glue in the center to secure the gold paper accents. Lexi admired how the various colors of tissue paper gave the flowers such a lush, dimensional effect. Erika smiled in satisfaction at her handiwork. “Stunning. Now to make about five hundred more.”

“Maybe we should enlist the football team,” Lexi said with a giggle. 

Erika waved her hand, rising to her feet. “I don’t trust those boys to have the patience to do all the cutting properly. I think I have a sharper pair of scissors in my locker,” she added, tossing the blunt red-handled scissors she’d been using onto the table. “Be right back.”

Lexi took the opportunity to pull free several sheets of tissue paper and begin on a flower of her own. She studied Erika’s handiwork. “Doesn’t look too hard,” she murmured.

“I don’t buy it.”

Lexi lifted her head to see Amber had appeared at her elbow. “What?” Lexi asked with a puzzled smile. “You don’t buy that I can make a tissue paper flower?”

Amber dropped into the empty seat next to her. “No,” she began in a low voice, “I don’t buy that Erika doesn’t care about who’s Queen. I’ve known that girl since middle school, and she’s very competitive.”

Lexi vaguely remembered seeing Amber’s name on a few awards throughout the school. She had a feeling Amber also had a competitive streak in her. “Oh, I don’t care if I win,” Lexi said with a chuckle. 

“But Erika does. Trust me, she wants that crown,” Amber continued. “And probably the one who will be King. Namely, my brother.”

That’s right. Amber Shields was Aidan’s twin sister. There weren’t many similarities between the two, and Lexi rarely saw them together. Then again, why would their schedules even overlap? Amber was constantly studying. She was a member of the debate and Academic Decathlon teams. Aidan practically lived on the football field when he wasn’t in class. Lexi couldn’t even recall seeing Amber at any football games.

“Well, just keep an eye out,” Amber finished, clearly displeased that Lexi wasn’t interested in what she had to say about Erika.

Lexi was sure she meant well, but Erika was one of Lexi’s first friends since coming to the school, and her teammate. She just couldn’t believe she was like that.

 “Want to help me work on these flowers?” Lexi asked, hoping to smooth the waters.

Staring at the various colors laid out on the table, Amber said, “You know, we should try to make some anemones. They pop up a lot in Greek myths.”

Feeling relieved that the tenseness seemed to melt away, Lexi smiled. “Sounds great!”

 

* * *

 

“The game is tied 10 to 10… the ball is in possession of number 17, Parker Hecuba,” the announcer’s voice came over the loudspeaker that night in the Mountainview football field.

Lexi shook her crimson and gold pom-poms together. “Go Spartans!” she exclaimed, performing a high kick.

“Our team needs some encouragement!” Hallie Peacock, the cheerleading captain, announced to her fellow teammates from her spot on the edge of the formation. “Spartans—aim high!”

Lexi inhaled, assuming the first move. “V-I-C-T-O-R-Y!” Pivoting as she hit a low v, she clapped as her voice resounded with the other girls, “Spartans, aim high!”

“Number 6 Quarterback Aidan Shields has the ball and is barreling down to the 52 yard line… one more touchdown and the Spartans win! Can he do it?”

“Oh my gosh, hurry, Aidan!” Erika squealed from her spot next to Lexi.

Lexi felt her adrenaline rushing, rustling her pom-poms and performing two high kicks in a row to help burn off the energy. 

“And score! Touchdown—and win—for the Spartans!”

“Spartans! Spartans!” The crowd chanted as Lexi and her crew let out cheers of excitement. 

Helen hurried down the bleachers breathlessly, bouncing up and down when Lexi turned to reach for her water. “That was so exciting!”

Lexi took a large sip, loving the cool feel of water soothing her dry throat. Cheering sometimes took a lot out of her, especially outside on these cool autumn nights. “I know, right?”

The football players came jogging off the field, clutching their helmets at their sides to bursts of applause. As Aidan approached the stands, Lexi couldn’t help but watch as he ran a hand through his short thatch of dark brown hair. 

“Whoo, yeah, Aidan!” She heard a group of girls call from the stands. She dropped her eyes. Of course. He had a horde of girls after him, as always.

“Hey, Lexi.” Aidan paused at the bleachers. 

Lifting her eyes in surprise, Lexi smiled and managed to say, “Good game. You were great out there.”

“Thanks,” Aidan said with a grin. “I’m always hustling, can’t do anything less for my teammates.”

“Especially since the big game is coming up, right Aidan?” Erika had appeared at Lexi’s side, tossing her red hair over her shoulder as she took a bite from an apple.

Lexi’s brow furrowed when she saw Aidan’s expression grow clouded. He looked almost…stressed at the mention of the Homecoming game.

The moment passed, and though Aidan was answering Erika, his eyes never left Lexi. “Yeah, it’s going to be an important night for all of us. We’ve got to crush the Trojans.”

There it was again, that intense talk. Lexi dropped her eyes, fiddling with the zipper of her duffel bag.

“You’ll be cheering for me, right?”

Lexi lifted her head, and her eyes locked with his. For a moment, she was lost in the deep brown pools. “Um…” She bit her lip.

“Of course we will,” Erika said enthusiastically, putting her arm around Lexi and giving her shoulders a squeeze.

Lexi dropped her eyes, her cheeks hot. He wasn’t talking to her. He was talking to the whole squad. 

“Oh, Aidan, I wanted to ask you something,” Erika said sweetly, releasing Lexi and taking a step closer to him.

Well, fine, then, flirt with Erika. Lexi scowled in annoyance as she watched the two of them. She turned back to the bleachers to complain to Helen about what just happened, when she paused. Where did Helen go? She began walking down the track, eyes skimming the bleachers, when she saw Helen talking to Mason. By the looks of things, they seemed to be getting pretty cozy. That’s when she noticed Parker was beside her, also watching them. Taking in his glum expression, she was pretty sure what this was about.

Tapping him on the shoulder, she asked, “What’s up, Parker?”

“Ugh, it’s nothing,” Parker said, shuffling his foot. 

“C’mon, you can talk to me,” Lexi said encouragingly.

Parker sighed. “Well, I waved to Helen and was heading her way to ask her something, when muscle-bound meathead cut me off.”

“What did you want to ask her?”

Parker avoided her piercing stare, mumbling something she couldn’t make out.

“What?”

“I wanted to ask her to Homecoming,” Parker said with a frustrated puff of air. “But I’m sure Mason is beating me to the punch.”

Lexi eyed the pair, noticing that Mason was standing very close to Helen. “Well, you don’t know that for sure. If you don’t get the chance tonight, just try to catch her in the hall or something.”

“No way she’d pick me over a guy like Mason,” Parker said dejectedly. “Face it. He’s the better player, and he’s got girls swooning all over him.”

Lexi chewed her lip, thinking hard. 

“Hey, I know,” Parker said, snapping his fingers. “You’re her best friend—how does a guy get a girl to pay attention, and realize he likes her and that she should go out with him?”

Lexi smiled. Parker must really like Helen. “Well, Helen is a hopeless romantic. I’m sure she would love it if you made a romantic gesture.”

Parker lifted his brows. “What kind of gesture?”

“I don’t know, maybe slip a flower in her locker, or write her a little poem or something,” Lexi mused.

“Is that what you’d like?” Parker asked suddenly.

Lexi furrowed her brows. “What?”

“I just mean,” Parker continued hurriedly, “is that something that only Helen likes, or would most girls—like yourself—be into getting romantic notes or gifts?”

Lexi smiled. “Lots of girls like sweet, thoughtful gestures. It shows a person cares, and is putting thought into getting their attention, you know?” She paused, then shrugged. “I guess there could be some girls who don’t like it, but I know both Helen and I would.”

“So… a gift, or a little note may be a good way to ask you girls to the dance?” Parker asked, foot shuffling back and forth across the track.

Furrowing her brow at his choice of words, she asked, “You mean Helen?” She couldn’t help but stare at the way his shoe kept dragging across the track.

The shuffling stopped. “Yes. Right. Helen. Um—would she be into that?”

Lexi smiled. “Definitely. You need to go for it.” Seeing Parker’s hesitant look, she let out a grumble of frustration. “Before Mason does!”

Watching Helen and Mason, Parker nodded slowly. “Yeah, you’re right. We’ve got to at least try to make our feelings known, right?”

Unsure of why he was speaking in plurals, Lexi said, “You’ve got it. Take a chance, Parker, you might be surprised.”

Snapping his fingers, Parker took a couple of quick steps in the opposite direction. “Thanks Lexi. He was right, you really are awesome!”

Furrowing her brow, she called after him, “He? He who?” But he was already hurrying away. 

Shrugging, Lexi felt more confused than ever, but happy she could at least help.

 

* * *

 

“Elevator!” Hallie called out the following afternoon at cheerleading practice. “One-two—”

Ensuring her feet were firmly planted on the safety mat they’d spread out on the edge of the football field, Lexi helped lift the team’s flier, Erika, to stand in Penny Berry and Hallie’s waiting hands.

Hallie nodded. “Good and clean. Now, Extension! One-two—”

Gripping Erika’s ankles, Lexi smoothly but quickly raised her arms to their fullest. She glanced at the other stunt formation to ensure they’d done the same.

“Let’s go, Spartans!” the team cheered. Erika and the team’s other flier, Diana Tsuki, as well as the cheerleaders who were not in the stunt, made the motions and clapped. 

“Let’s go, Spartans!” Lexi chanted, finding her gaze wandering over to the field where football practice was being held. The crimson jersey with the bright white number six on the back caught her eye, and she watched as Aidan pumped his fists in the air. Resounding claps and shouts of excitement echoed off of the field as the boys gathered for a huddle.

“Cradle!” Hallie’s next call snapped her back to attention. “One-two—”

Each formation tossed their fliers in the air, effortlessly catching them and setting them safely back on the ground.

“Good going, ladies!” Coach Niko exclaimed from where she sat in the bleachers.

“Was it clean looking enough, Coach?” Erika asked, tugging at the end of her shirt. “Because I’m sure we could make it even sharper.”

Lexi bit her lip when she saw Hallie tense. They’d been stunting for the past hour, first perfecting the big stunts they would be unveiling at the Homecoming game, then cooling down with several Elevator and Extension stunts. Her arms were starting to get tired, and judging by Hallie’s expression, she felt the same. They already had re-done several of the stunts at Erika’s insistence.

Lexi was relieved to hear Coach Niko reply, “No, that’s enough for tonight.”

The team spent the next few minutes rolling up the practice mats and gathering other supplies to haul back to the equipment room.

Turning the key, Coach turned to the crowd of girls and said, “Rest up, and I’ll see you at the next practice!”

 “Anyone want to go to Hercules Hut?” Hallie asked, referring to Mountainview’s local pizza place.

Pivoting on her heel and walking backward, Lexi replied, “Oh, thanks, but I’m grabbing dinner with Helen.” Her back collided with something, or someone. “Ack!” she exclaimed.

She felt a shiver up her spine when the person she’d collided with chuckled. She spun around.

“Hey, Lexi. I guess this is payback for me whacking you with that football, huh?” The corner of Aidan’s mouth turned up. 

Feeling her cheeks grow warm, Lexi stammered, “Sorry.”

Shaking his head, Aidan said with an easy grin, “No worries. How did practice go?”

“It went great,” Lexi replied, trying to ignore how her pulse had mysteriously quickened.

“I caught some of the big stunt. That was awesome. It looked tricky, though,” Aidan said, resting his football helmet against his side.

Lexi shrugged. “It’s a little more complicated than our usual stunts, but…”

“It should definitely show those Trojans who’s boss,” Erika chimed in.

Lexi turned with a start, not realizing that Erika had joined them. She glanced around, noticing that the majority of the other cheerleaders and the football team had drifted toward the bleachers where their gear was stowed.

“I’ve made sure that we’re paying extra attention to that stunt,” Erika went on, tossing her head to flick some red bangs out of her gray eyes. “It has to be just perfect for Homecoming.”

“Speaking of Homecoming,” Aidan began, tilting his head in Lexi’s direction, “Um, how is the decorating going? Amber mentioned you’ve been working on some pretty cool stuff.”

Lexi smiled, thinking back to that afternoon when they’d begun to paint the backdrop they would hang in the photo booth area. “It’s really coming together!”

“We’ve been working really hard on the planning,” Erika added.

“Oh, you’re on the committee, too?” Aidan glanced back at Erika.

Erika beamed. “Yeah, you’re going to love what we’ve dreamed up. Right, Lexi?”

Not liking the tense feeling that was building in her chest when Aidan turned his gaze back to her, Lexi nodded mutely. 

Aidan frowned, taking a step backward. “Well, I’ve got to head home,” he said. “See you girls later.”

“Bye, Aidan!” Erika called as Lexi pivoted to head toward the bleachers. Helen would be there any minute, and she needed to grab her stuff.

“My, my, our quarterback was certainly grabbing your attention. Again,” Hallie said to Lexi from where she sat on the bleachers, shrugging into her sweatshirt.

Lexi blushed, opening her mouth to stammer a reply when Erika spoke up. “Oh, I know, he’s always flirting with us. He thinks that just because he’s the hottest guy in school, he can have our undivided attention constantly.” She nudged Lexi’s shoulder. “Right, girl?”

Lexi furrowed her brow, unable to shake off the disappointed feeling growing in the pit of her stomach. He’s always flirting with us? What did that mean?

Glancing between the two of them with raised eyebrows, Hallie rose to her feet and hopped off the stands. “See you at the next practice.”

Lexi heaved a sigh, sitting on the bleacher and reaching for her rose-pink duffel bag. Pulling out her phone, she saw a text from Helen.

“I didn’t mean to burst your bubble,” Erika began, sinking into a spot beside her on the bleachers, “I know Aidan is really cute.” She heaved a sigh. “But he’s a huge flirt. He’s not really interested in you. To him, you’re the hot new cheerleader to go out with… just another notch in his belt.”

Lexi felt her chest tighten. Just like Andrew. Why did guys only view her as a conquest?

Erika’s forehead wrinkled as she leaned forward and reached for her wrist, giving it a sympathetic squeeze. “Sorry to break it to you like this, hon. I’m just trying to be a friend.”

Swallowing hard, hating how her eyes suddenly felt hot with unshed tears, Lexi nodded. “I know,” she managed to murmur. Her eye caught Helen walking down the track. “I have to go. Um, see you tomorrow.”

“Hey, how did practice go?” Helen said with a chipper smile as Lexi approached.

Gripping the strap of her duffel bag, Lexi shrugged, trying to put the conversation she’d just had with Erika out of her mind. “Fine.”

“About half of the football team were heading out when I got to the stadium,” Helen went on, twirling a lock of hair between her fingers as they made their way toward downtown. “I think Mason winked at me. You have to admit, a lot of the football players are pretty darn cute. I’m so jealous you get to check them out so often.”

Aidan’s handsome face flashed through Lexi’s mind, and her stomach twisted. “I’m practicing.”

Helen waved a hand. “Meh, details. Anyway, I can’t believe the dance is coming up so quickly! I wonder if anyone’s going to ask me…”

Seeing an opening, Lexi began in a light tone, “What about Parker?”

Helen pursed her lips. “Parker? Parker Hecuba?”

Nodding enthusiastically, Lexi said, “Yeah! He’s really nice, and super cute. Plus, he’s one of the best players on the team.”

“Wait.” Helen slowed her steps. “Is that why you won’t give Aidan the time of day?”

“Aidan’s a jerkface playboy,” Lexi found herself muttering.

“So now you have the hots for Parker?” Helen asked.

Red alert. Red alert. This was definitely not the direction Lexi wanted things to go. She may be peeved at Aidan for leading her on, but she had to remember the task at hand. Parker was her friend. Parker liked Helen. She needed to try and open Helen’s eyes to what a sweet guy Parker was, without betraying his trust that he liked her. She took a moment to collect her thoughts. Breathe, girl. “No!” Lexi protested. “I just got to thinking: Parker’s great, you’re my best friend, and the two of you have so much in common…”

“There you go again, Goddess of Love,” Helen replied with a teasing smile.

Lexi laughed incredulously. “What?”

“Oh, that’s just what we girls call you,” Helen said matter-of-factly. “Since people always come to you with their romantic woes, and you seem to always have a solution. Except to your own.”

Lexi playfully stuck her tongue out. “I just want my friends to be happy! Is that so wrong?”

Helen bumped her shoulder. “Of course not! It’s just… take some time for your own happiness, too.”

Lexi paused to let her words sink in. Her own happiness? It was true, she really wished she could find a nice boy to date, but every time she got her hopes up, they all turned out to be jerks. Like Aidan. Her mouth went dry, and she reached to pull the water bottle from the side pouch of her cheer bag.

A piece of paper fluttered out of the pouch to land on the sidewalk.

“Here, let me get it.” Helen knelt to pick up the folded piece of paper and hand it to Lexi.

“Thanks.” Lexi furrowed her brow, staring at the unfamiliar notepaper. Putting her water bottle away, she carefully unfolded the paper, eyes taking in the straight lines of a handwritten note. Her heart gave a funny little leap.

“What is it?” Helen asked, watching her expression.

“Listen to this,” Lexi breathed, clearing her throat. “‘I know your eyes are as blue as the sea, and your hair is like golden sand. If only you would give me a chance, and I could hold your hand.’”

“Oh. My. Gosh!” Helen squealed. “A love note?! Who’s it from?”

Lexi’s eyes dropped down to the bottom of the page, and she frowned, turning the paper over. “I don’t know.”

Helen grabbed her arm. “Lexi—you have a secret admirer!”

Heart hammering and face flushing, Lexi shook her head. “I don’t believe it.”

“Oh, believe it! The Goddess of Love is finally feeling the pluck of Cupid’s bow,” Helen said with a grin.

The two girls continued their walk downtown, talking animatedly. 

 

* * *

 

“This had better be amazing,” Amber said a few days later as she, Lexi, Phillip and Damon walked toward the school’s shop class to work on the Homecoming float. “I have intel that West High has a Trojan Horse.”

“They’re riding a horse down Main Street?” Damon asked in confusion.

Lexi giggled as they weaved through a cluster of students lingering in the classroom working on their various projects. Amber rolled her eyes. “They’re building a Trojan Horse, Damon. Like in the Trojan War?” 

Damon blinked, clearly not following. “Oh. Right.” 

“Oh, hey, Lexi!” Parker looked up from the table saw as they passed by.

“Hi, Parker!” Lexi smiled and followed Phillip through the swinging doors that led into the back garage.

Phillip flipped on the lights. “How did you find out about their float, anyway?”

Pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose, Amber replied with a sly smile, “I tutored someone from West High last year. She couldn’t help bragging about it on her Instagram.”

“They’re doing an entire horse?” Phillip whistled as he took in their half-constructed float. They’d built a Greek chariot form out of chicken wire atop the trailer bed, and had begun the tedious process of gluing tissue flowers in their Spartan colors onto the form. The student body had selected Aidan to represent the school, dressed as Ares, Greek god of war and justice, and patron god of the Spartans in ancient times. Next to the chariot would be a dog, one of Ares’ symbols. “They do a giant horse, we do a little dog? This is so lame in comparison.”

“Oh, come on!” Lexi protested. “You just can’t see the end result yet. Our float is going to be amazing. Besides, the parade is not a contest.”

Damon shrugged, rifling through the boxes of materials. “I guess you’re right. What needs to be done?”

Lexi patted the cardboard cut-out she’d started of a dog. “Someone could help me make this poor boy more three-dimensional?”

“And I’ll keep working on the pomps,” Amber said, carefully climbing on top of the trailer bed.

“Pomps?” Damon asked, a confused look on his face. 

Amber sighed. “That’s the proper name for the tissue paper flowers.” 

Phillip rolled up his sleeves. “I’ll help with the dog.”

The group set to work, the room fairly quiet aside from the sound of sawing and hammering in the next room. Until they heard a crash.

Amber and Lexi shared a curious look, hopping off of the platform and hurrying to the shop class door. Damon and Phillip shrugged, continuing their work.

Lexi frowned as she watched Mason standing over a crouched figure. 

“What did you do that for, Mason?” Hector Smith demanded, staring at the pieces of wood on the floor.

“Because you take up too much space, Smith.”

Amber gasped when Hector’s face fell, but he squared his jaw and stood up, clutching the pieces of his project. “I have to work on my projects, too. If you don’t like it, use another station.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Mason said, cracking his knuckles.

Lexi flung the door open, about to go find a teacher when Aidan intervened.

“Hey, knock it off,” he said, appearing behind Mason.

Lexi’s eyes widened. She hadn’t even realized Aidan was there. He must have been working on a project when they arrived.

Mason rolled his eyes. “Whatever, dude, butt out.”

Inserting himself between Hector and Mason and crossing his arms over his broad chest, Aidan retorted, “I said lay off, Mason. Unless you want me to tell Coach Titan about this little incident.”

Mason scoffed. “You wouldn’t.”

Aidan drew himself to his full height. “Want to try me?”

Looking between Hector and Aidan, Mason was quiet for a long moment. Finally, he heaved a sigh and stormed out of the room. “Whatever.”

“That was a close one,” Amber murmured to Lexi.

Watching as Aidan crouched to pick up the remainder of Hector’s tools, Lexi nodded, heart hammering. What he did was really cool. 

Then she caught herself, remembering Erika’s warning. Liking Aidan would only lead to heartache. Then again, why should she care? She already had a totally sweet guy writing her romantic notes. Besides, she and Aidan were like Mars and Venus. Total opposites.

“Thanks,” Hector mumbled, rubbing the back of his neck.

“No worries, man. Don’t pay any attention to Mason. He’s just kind of…”

“An ass?” Hector asked dryly.

Aidan chuckled. “Yeah, that too.”

The pair turned and noticed Lexi and Amber lingering by the doorway.

The corner of Hector’s mouth turned up in a lopsided grin as he waved, and Lexi noticed with interest that Amber was waving shyly back.

“Hey, didn’t see you two there,” Aidan said, approaching the doors to the storeroom. 

Stepping inside, Amber began, “We were working on the float when we heard voices.”

“That was really cool what you did back there,” Lexi found herself saying. Then she reddened. Oh, God, how stupid did she sound right now?

Aidan shoved his hands in the pockets of his letterman jacket. “Nah, I really didn’t do anything. Hector’s cool. Mason just thinks that since we’re on the football team, we’re better than everyone else.” His brown eyes narrowed. “Bullshit.”

Wow. She was convinced that Aidan was just a swaggering jock. Maybe she’d misjudged him. “Totally. Um, so what do you think of the float?” she asked, trying to divert attention away from herself. She was sure she was blushing. Though why, she still had no idea. Remember your secret admirer, she thought desperately.

“Sweet!” Aidan exclaimed. “This is going to blow those Trojans out of the water.”

“It had better,” Amber said severely. “They’re building a horse,” she whispered to her brother.

“But will the god of war be riding the horse?” Aidan replied with a cocky grin, ruffling Amber’s hair. “Nope!”

Amber wriggled free from his grasp, attempting to smooth her ruffled locks. “I told you, stop doing that!”

Aidan chuckled, holding up a hand. “Sorry, sis, I’m just stoked. Between this bitchin’ float and the Spartans winning the game, Homecoming is going to be on fire!” 

Lexi cleared her throat, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Well, let’s just hope we win.”

Aidan stiffened, his expression growing clouded.

Amber shared a serious look with her brother. “Don’t worry, Aidan,” she said soothingly. “We’ll win. I’ve been keeping a close eye on the recent scores. The Spartans have the stronger team.”

Relaxing slightly, Aidan finally smiled again. “Yeah, you’re right. Well, I’ve got to get going. See you. Lexi,” he said, locking eyes with her and winking before he left the room.

Lexi felt like she’d been zapped with electricity at his wink. Remember what Erika said, she commanded. Don’t fall for the flirting. “Well, that was a little… intense,” she said at last.

“Mm-hm,” Amber murmured distractedly, staring at her phone. “Sorry, I just got an e-mail from Dr. Mercer...” She gasped suddenly.

Lexi frowned, taking a step closer. “What’s the matter?”

“I just got the rough draft back for my Russian Lit paper,” Amber said in a hollow tone. “Oh my god. I was sure it was ‘A’ material.” She inhaled sharply, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

Phillip could hear the commotion from where he was perched on the float. “Is she okay?” he asked Lexi.

“She needs to sit down,” Lexi said, guiding Amber to a chair. “Amber, hey.” She rubbed her hand up and down Amber’s arm soothingly. “I’m sure your paper is amazing.”

Amber shook her head, eyes glazed. “No, it’s not good enough for Dr. Mercer, and if it’s not good enough for Dr. Mercer, it’s definitely not good enough for the Golden Owl award, and if I can’t even win a basic academic paper award like the Golden Owl—” Amber began talking so fast, Lexi was sure she was going to hyperventilate.

Damon hopped off of the platform, reaching for his backpack. “Here, Amber, have some water.” He held out the bottle, giving Lexi a helpless look.

“The Ivys will never consider me if I can’t even pull this off! Oh, God, what will I say to Mom and Dad…” Amber rambled on, pulling at her hair.

“Should I go find Aidan?” Phillip asked nervously.

“No!” Amber squeaked. “Please, don’t tell anyone.” She took a long sip of Damon’s water bottle, then closed her eyes, taking slower breaths.

“Scout’s honor,” Phillip said, holding up his hand. “It won’t leave this room.”

“Maybe I have time to fix this,” Amber said to herself, running her fingers nervously through her long, chestnut brown locks. “Maybe Mom and Dad will never know about this poor draft.”

“There you go,” Lexi said with an encouraging smile. “It’s just the rough draft! I’m sure you’ll get the grade you want.”

Lifting her eyes, Amber stared somberly at Lexi. “I don’t just want the grade, Lexi. I need it.”

“You’re like, the smartest girl in school,” Damon said, tilting his head to the side in confusion. “One ‘bad’ grade”—he curled his fingers into quotation marks—“won’t do any harm.”

“You guys don’t understand,” Amber said in a small voice. “There’s no such thing as failure in my family.”

Phillip and Damon exchanged concerned looks. “Don’t worry, Amber,” Phillip said finally, “I’m sure you’ve got this.”

“Yeah, why don’t we go to Dr. Mercer’s office right now?” Lexi said, putting her arm around Amber.

“But…” Amber’s wide brown eyes glanced toward their project. “What about the float?”

Damon bumped shoulders with Phillip. “Leave it to us. We’ll keep working on it.”

Amber finally braved a small smile, and Lexi helped her rise to her feet. “Thanks, guys.”

Lexi waved to Phillip and Damon as she walked with Amber out into the hallway.

 

* * *

 

Later that week, Lexi stood in front of her open closet, cradling her cell phone as she slid various hangers down the rod in search of her denim jacket. “Yeah, Dad’s still at work,” she said into the phone to her mother as she spotted the jacket. “Yes, Mom, I ate. You left enough food for three weeks, not just a couple of days,” she said with a giggle as she shrugged the jacket on.

“Well, I had to!” Mrs. Cypress protested. “You know your dad—he can’t even cook pasta properly.”

Lexi laughed, pulling down her bin of scarves from the top shelf of her closet and rifling through it. “I could have managed for us.”

“No, honey, you’re too busy. I was happy to take care of it. I don’t like being so far away.” Lexi’s grandmother had fallen and sprained her wrist several days before, so her mother was currently back in California staying with her for the rest of the week. While Lexi of course missed her, she and her dad had to laugh at the fact that her mom was constantly calling and texting both of them, probably to ensure they were still breathing. “I just called to say hi. What are you up to?”

“I’m about to head back to the school, to finish up some decorations for Homecoming,” Lexi said distractedly, selecting a pale pink scarf that matched her pink and white top, and wrapping it around her neck.

“At this time of night?” her mom asked sharply. “Do you really have to do this tonight?” 

Lexi sighed, cradling her cell phone between her head and shoulder as she shuffled through her messenger bag, checking to make sure she had the various assignments, notebooks, and textbooks she would need for school tomorrow. “Yes, Mom. Homecoming is almost here! I’m in charge of finishing up all of the silhouettes for the gym, but I didn’t get it finished in time. Extra practice.”

“Aren’t you afraid of spreading yourself too thin, honey?” Lexi recognized the subtle change in her mother’s voice, the one she began to notice not long after moving to Mountainview, when Lexi transferred into several AP courses, snagged a much-coveted spot on the Varsity Cheerleading squad, then was invited to join the French Club. Her mother had expressed concern that she was putting too much on her plate, barely giving herself time to settle in to their new house and town. 

If only Amber’s parents expressed the same concerns. Fortunately for her, the prognosis on her paper wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d thought. Dr. Mercer had just wanted to go over some weak points in the essay, and he still thought it could be a strong contender for the Golden Owl. Still, to feel so pressured to perform perfectly from your own family must be nerve-wracking. No wonder Amber was so high-strung. 

And it made her wonder about Aidan.

“Hey, you and Dad are the ones who plucked me out of the only town I’ve ever known and thrust me into this flannel-wearing wilderness,” Lexi retorted. Hearing her mother’s clucking sound of concern, Lexi quickly said, “I’m joking! Despite the weather being icky and damp, and having to trade my sandals for boots most of the year, I like it here.” Speaking of boots, she could not seem to locate the brown knee-length boot that matched the one she had just slipped on her left foot.

“Really honey?” Her mother sighed with relief. “I just don’t want you to push yourself too hard. I know that you’ve got the big game coming up, so I understand the extra practices, but maybe adding Homecoming Committee to your plate on top of everything else you’re in the middle of was too much for your senior year. Of course, your dad and I know you always give everything you do 110%, and your grades have always been amazing, but I would hate for them to suffer during what’s your most important year of high school due to spreading yourself too thin—”

“Mom, I’m fine.” She knelt to the ground, peering under her bed to see if the boot had ended up under there. “Seriously. I finished my homework already.” She glanced at the clock. Ugh. I’m running out of time to get all this done. Maybe she was overdoing it a tiny bit since senior year began—she’d been getting invited to more parties, school events, and even sports games she didn’t already cheer for. However, moving to a new school, let alone a new state at her age was hard. She was just glad she fit in, that people seemed to like her. Even enough to cast their vote for her for Homecoming Queen, which still surprised her. And apparently popular enough for someone to write her love notes…

Unbidden, she felt a twist in the pit of her stomach as she remembered what had happened yesterday afternoon after cheerleading practice.

“What did Parker just slip into your bag?” Hallie had stopped Lexi as she ascended the bleacher stairs.

Frowning, Lexi had asked, “What are you talking about?”

“Parker was just up here,” Hallie had gestured to the bleachers where the members of the team stashed their sweatshirts, water bottles, and duffel bags or backpacks. “And he put something in your bag.”

Lexi had frozen
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