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"Cloud Nine: A Novel"

Written By: Jillian O'Brien-Arthur 


Chapter One:
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The morning sun rose over Rockaway Beach, New York, casting golden light across the Atlantic Ocean.

It was September of the year 3025.

From the window of the small apartment where she had spent the past week unpacking boxes, Agnes Taylor stared at the ocean and tried to convince herself that she wasn't nervous.

She failed.

Today was her first day at Mitchell Watson High School.

Her new school.

Her new neighborhood.

Her new beginning.

Agnes stood in front of her bedroom mirror, adjusting the collar of her light-blue school shirt. She had already changed twice that morning.

The first outfit had looked too formal.

The second had looked too casual.

This one, she decided, was somewhere in the middle.

"Okay," she whispered to her reflection. "You can do this."

The girl looking back at her seemed unconvinced.

Agnes was sixteen years old, a sophomore, and had spent most of her life in another part of New York. Moving to Rockaway Beach hadn't exactly been part of her plans.

Then again, very little about the past several months had gone according to plan.

Her family had relocated during the summer, and Agnes had been told that the move would be a "fresh start."

She had nodded when her parents said it.

She had even smiled.

But now that the first day had actually arrived, the phrase fresh start sounded much more frightening than it had before.

A fresh start meant nobody knew her.

Nobody knew what she liked.

Nobody knew what she disliked.

Nobody knew whether she was good at anything.

Nobody knew whether she would make friends.

And, most importantly, nobody knew Agnes.

She wasn't sure whether that was comforting or terrifying.

Her bedroom door opened.

"You ready?" her mother asked.

Agnes turned around.

"I think so."

Her mother smiled. "You look great."

"Thanks."

"Have you got everything?"

Agnes glanced toward the desk.

Her digital school tablet was sitting beside her backpack.

"Tablet."

"Check."

"Student ID?"

Agnes touched the slim identification bracelet around her wrist.

"Check."

"Lunch?"

"Check."

"Homework?"

Agnes paused.

"Wait. What homework?"

Her mother laughed.

"You haven't even started school yet."

Agnes smiled.

"Right."

Her mother stepped into the room.

"You know, you don't have to make everything perfect today."

"I know."

"You just have to get through the first day."

Agnes nodded.

"And maybe meet somebody nice."

Agnes gave her mother a skeptical look.

"Mom."

"What?"

"It's school. Not a matchmaking service."

"I didn't say you had to fall in love."

"Good."

"I said you might meet somebody nice."

Agnes shook her head.

"I'm leaving."

Her mother laughed again.

"Have a good day."

Agnes grabbed her backpack and headed toward the front door.

Before leaving, she looked back at her bedroom.

The room still didn't feel completely like hers.

There were unopened boxes in the corner. A few posters had yet to be hung. Her books were stacked in uneven piles beside the bed.

Everything felt temporary.

Maybe that was how she felt too.

Temporary.

As Agnes stepped outside, the morning air was cool and salty.

Rockaway Beach looked different from the place she had lived before.

The city had changed dramatically over the centuries, but the ocean remained the ocean.

The boardwalk stretched along the coastline, though much of it had been rebuilt with modern materials. Transparent solar panels formed portions of the pavement, collecting energy throughout the day. Automated transportation pods moved silently along elevated lanes.

Above the streets, small delivery drones traveled between buildings.

Holographic advertisements floated several stories above the sidewalks.

One displayed the latest generation of personal learning assistants.

Another advertised a new line of smart clothing.

Agnes barely noticed.

She was too busy thinking about school.

A small autonomous school shuttle stopped at the corner.

Its doors opened.

Agnes stepped inside.

"Good morning, Agnes Taylor," the shuttle's computerized system said.

She froze.

"How does it know my name?"

"Your student identification bracelet has been recognized," the system replied.

"Oh."

Agnes sat down.

The shuttle began moving.

She watched Rockaway Beach pass outside the window.

Students were everywhere.

Some walked together in groups.

Others rode bicycles equipped with small electric propulsion systems.

A few traveled on hoverboards that floated inches above the sidewalk.

Agnes saw students wearing Mitchell Watson High School jackets.

Some looked excited.

Some looked exhausted.

Some looked as nervous as she felt.

She wondered which category she belonged in.

Probably all three.

As the shuttle turned onto a wide avenue, the school finally appeared.

Agnes stared.

Mitchell Watson High School was enormous.

The main building was a mixture of glass, steel, and pale stone. A giant digital display hovered above the entrance.

MITCHELL WATSON HIGH SCHOOL

ESTABLISHED 2894

The school grounds extended for several blocks.

There was a football stadium on one side.

A performing arts center stood on another.

Agnes could see a music wing, an athletic complex, a library, and what appeared to be an enormous outdoor courtyard.

The shuttle stopped.

Agnes took a deep breath.

"This is it."

She stepped off.

Hundreds of students moved toward the entrance.

Agnes tightened her grip on her backpack straps.

She felt like everyone was looking at her.

They weren't.

She knew that.

Still, it felt that way.

She walked through the main entrance.

Inside, the school was even more impressive.

The lobby contained enormous holographic displays showing announcements.

A digital directory appeared on a transparent wall.

Agnes touched it.

SOPHOMORE WING — LEVEL 3

She followed the directions.

As she walked down the corridor, she passed classrooms where students were already gathering.

Then she heard laughter.

A group of girls stood near the lockers.

One of them immediately caught Agnes's attention.

She was dressed unlike anyone else in the hallway.

Her outfit looked as though it belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine.

She wore a sleek designer jacket, expensive-looking boots, and a pair of smart glasses that shimmered slightly when they caught the light.

Her handbag had a tiny illuminated logo.

Agnes had no idea what brand it was.

But judging by the way the other girls reacted, it was probably expensive.

"That's Scarlett," a girl whispered nearby.

Agnes glanced toward her.

"Scarlett who?"

"Scarlett Ivy."

"Who is she?"

The girl looked surprised.

"You really are new."

Agnes smiled awkwardly.

"That obvious?"

"Kind of."

Before Agnes could respond, Scarlett laughed loudly.

Several students turned toward her.

She seemed completely comfortable being watched.

Agnes continued down the hallway.

She found her homeroom.

Inside, students were taking seats.

Agnes chose one near the window.

A few minutes later, the teacher entered.

"Good morning, everyone."

The class quieted.

"I'm Ms. Reynolds. Welcome to sophomore year."

Agnes pulled out her tablet.

Ms. Reynolds began taking attendance.

When she reached Agnes's name, she looked up.

"Agnes Taylor?"

"Here."

"Welcome to Mitchell Watson High."

"Thank you."

A few students glanced toward her.

Agnes lowered her eyes.

She wished she could disappear.

Then someone sitting two desks away leaned over.

"First day?"

Agnes looked up.

The boy smiled.

"Yeah."

"Me too."

Agnes blinked.

"You're a sophomore too?"

"Yep."

"You don't look nervous."

He laughed.

"I'm just good at pretending."

Agnes smiled.

"Same."

"I'm Liam."

"Agnes."

"I know."

She raised an eyebrow.

"You know?"

"The teacher just said your name."

"Oh."

Liam laughed.

Agnes noticed that he seemed easygoing.

He wasn't trying too hard.

He wasn't showing off.

He simply seemed comfortable talking to her.

"So," Liam said quietly, "what brings you to Mitchell Watson?"

"My family moved here."

"From where?"

"Queens."

"That's not too far."

"No. But it feels far."

Liam nodded.

"I get that."

Before Agnes could ask him where he was from, Ms. Reynolds cleared her throat.

"Liam."

He turned around.

"Yes, ma'am?"

"Perhaps you could save the conversation for lunch."

A few students laughed.

Liam smiled.

"Sorry."

Agnes tried not to laugh.

When homeroom ended, students immediately began leaving.

Agnes checked her schedule.

English.

Then mathematics.

Then lunch.

After lunch came history.

She folded her tablet and stood.

Liam approached.

"Want help finding your next class?"

Agnes looked surprised.

"Sure."

They walked together.

As they moved through the hallway, Agnes noticed that several students greeted Liam.

"Hey, Liam!"

"Morning, quarterback!"

"Good game last Friday!"

Liam smiled and waved.

Agnes looked at him.

"Quarterback?"

He shrugged.

"Yeah."

"You're on the football team?"

"Starting quarterback."

Agnes raised her eyebrows.

"That's impressive."

"Sometimes."

"You don't seem very impressed with yourself."

"Should I be?"

"I don't know."

He laughed.

Agnes found herself smiling.

Then they reached her classroom.

"Here you go."

"Thanks."

"No problem."

Liam started walking away.

Agnes watched him for a moment.

Then she quickly looked away.

She wasn't sure why.

Maybe because she suddenly felt embarrassed.

Maybe because something about him had caught her attention.

Or maybe she was simply happy that somebody had been kind to her.

Either way, she walked into class with a strange feeling in her stomach.

She didn't know it yet, but that brief hallway conversation would become one of the most important moments of her sophomore year.
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By lunchtime, Agnes had learned three things.

First, Mitchell Watson High had an unbelievably complicated cafeteria system.

Second, the school's students seemed to know one another extremely well.

Third, finding somewhere to sit was much harder than she had expected.

Agnes carried her lunch tray through the cafeteria.

Every table seemed occupied.

She finally spotted an empty seat near the windows.

She sat down alone.

For a few minutes, she ate quietly.

Then someone sat across from her.

It was Liam.

"Mind if I sit here?"

Agnes smiled.

"Sure."

He placed his lunch on the table.

"So, how's your first day?"

"Not terrible."

"That's good."

"Although I nearly got lost twice."

"Only twice?"

She laughed.

"Okay. Three times."

"That's normal."

They continued talking.

Agnes learned that Liam had lived in Rockaway Beach most of his life.

He loved football but also enjoyed music.

He played guitar occasionally.

He wasn't sure what he wanted to do after high school.

"Everyone keeps asking me," he said.

"About college?"

"College. Careers. Football. Everything."

"Do you know what you want?"

"No."

Agnes smiled.

"Me neither."

"Good."

"Good?"

"Means I'm not the only one."

Agnes laughed.

Across the cafeteria, Scarlett Ivy watched them.

Her expression changed.

She had seen Liam sitting with Agnes.

The new girl.

The girl nobody knew.

Scarlett's closest friend noticed.

"Are you okay?"

Scarlett smiled.

"Of course."

But she wasn't.

She had known Liam since sixth grade.

She had watched him become one of the most popular students in school.

She had cheered for him at football games.

She had attended school events with him.

She had imagined that eventually he would realize that they belonged together.

And now some new girl had arrived.

Scarlett looked at Agnes.

Her smile disappeared.

"Who is she?"

Her friend shrugged.

"Agnes Taylor."

"New student?"

"Yep."

Scarlett looked back at Liam.

"He hasn't even known her for a week."

"Today is literally her first day."

Scarlett didn't answer.

She simply watched them.

Meanwhile, Agnes had no idea she had just become the center of someone's attention.

She was too busy laughing at something Liam had said.

For the first time that morning, she didn't feel like a new student.

She felt like she belonged.

And that feeling was something Agnes desperately wanted to hold onto.

She just didn't know how much it was about to change her life.
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Chapter Two — Three New Worlds

[image: ]


The next morning, Agnes Taylor woke up before her alarm.

For several seconds, she stared at the ceiling, trying to remember why she felt different.

Then she remembered.

School.

Yesterday had been her first day at Mitchell Watson High School, and somehow, it hadn't been nearly as frightening as she had expected.

She had met Liam.

She had found her classes.

She had survived the enormous cafeteria.

And, most importantly, she hadn't spent the entire day alone.

Agnes smiled.

Then she remembered the girl from the cafeteria.

Scarlett Ivy.

Agnes didn't know much about her yet, but she remembered the way Scarlett had looked across the room.

There had been something intense about it.

Agnes pushed the thought away.

She wasn't going to let one strange look ruin her second day.

After getting dressed, Agnes packed her school tablet and headed downstairs.

"Good morning," her mother said.

"Morning."

"How was yesterday?"

Agnes poured herself some breakfast.

"Pretty good."

"Pretty good?"

"Actually, really good."

Her mother smiled.

"Make any friends?"

Agnes paused.

"Maybe."

"Maybe?"

"There's this boy named Liam."

Her mother raised an eyebrow.

Agnes immediately laughed.

"Not like that."

"I didn't say anything."

"You were thinking it."

"I was thinking absolutely nothing."

Agnes shook her head.

"He's nice."

"That's all?"

"That's all."

Her mother smiled knowingly.

Agnes grabbed her bag.

"I have to go."

"Have a good day."

"I will."

As Agnes stepped outside, she felt considerably less nervous than she had the day before.

The morning air was cool, and the ocean breeze moved gently through the streets of Rockaway Beach.

When the school shuttle arrived, Agnes climbed aboard.

She found a seat near the middle.

A few minutes later, the shuttle began moving toward Mitchell Watson High.

Agnes opened her school tablet.

She had received a notification.

WELCOME TO YOUR SECOND DAY, AGNES TAYLOR.

Below it was a list of extracurricular activities.

Agnes had always enjoyed music.

She had played around with instruments when she was younger, although she had never considered herself particularly talented.

Then she noticed something.

MITCHELL WATSON JAZZ BAND CLUB — NEW MEMBERS WELCOME.

Agnes tapped the announcement.

A short video appeared showing students performing onstage.

Saxophones.

Trumpets.

Drums.

Piano.

Bass.

The music sounded energetic and alive.

Agnes smiled.

"Maybe," she whispered.

She continued scrolling.

Another announcement caught her attention.

MITCHELL WATSON CHESS CLUB — FIRST MEETING TODAY.

Agnes had played chess since she was eight.

Her father had taught her.

She wasn't a championship-level player, but she enjoyed the strategy.

Then she found one more.

GLEE CLUB AUDITIONS — THIS WEEK.

Agnes stared at the announcement.

Three activities.

Three completely different worlds.

She wasn't sure she could handle all three.

But perhaps that was exactly what she needed.

A chance to find her place.
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When Agnes arrived at school, she headed directly to her locker.

The digital lock recognized her bracelet.

ACCESS GRANTED.

She opened the locker.

"Morning."

Agnes turned.

Liam stood beside her.

"Morning."

"You survived your first day."

"Barely."

He laughed.

"That's good enough."

Agnes smiled.

"So, what are you doing after school?"

"Football practice."

"Of course."

"What about you?"

Agnes hesitated.

"I'm thinking about joining some clubs."

"Which ones?"

"Jazz band. Chess. Maybe glee."

Liam looked impressed.

"Three?"

"Maybe."

"That's a lot."

"I know."

"You'll have to be organized."

"I am."

He smiled.

"Okay. I believe you."

Before Agnes could respond, a group of football players walked past.

"Liam!"

He turned.

"Coach wants you in the athletic wing."

"I'll be there."

One of the players looked at Agnes.

"Who's your friend?"

Liam smiled.

"Agnes."

The player nodded.

"Nice to meet you."

"You too."

The group continued down the hallway.

Liam looked back at Agnes.

"See you later?"

"Yeah."

He walked away.

Agnes watched him disappear around the corner.

She smiled to herself.

Then she realized someone was standing nearby.

Scarlett.

Scarlett was wearing another expensive outfit.

Today it was a white jacket with silver trim, matching boots, and a designer bag.

Agnes glanced at her.

"Hi."

Scarlett smiled.

"You're Agnes."

"Yes."

"I've heard about you."

Agnes didn't know how to respond.

"Really?"

"You're the new girl."

"That's one way to describe me."

Scarlett's smile remained.

"How are you enjoying Mitchell Watson?"

"So far, it's nice."

"Good."

There was a brief silence.

Then Scarlett said, "You'll probably get used to things."

Agnes sensed something beneath the words.

"Probably."

Scarlett adjusted her jacket.

"Have a good day."

"You too."

Scarlett walked away.

Agnes watched her.

Something about the interaction bothered her.

But she couldn't explain why.
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The school day passed quickly.

In English, Agnes participated in a class discussion.

In mathematics, she discovered that the teacher assigned more work than her previous school had.

During history, she learned about the transformation of New York City during the twenty-second and twenty-third centuries.

By lunchtime, Agnes was exhausted.

She found Liam sitting with several football players.

He waved.

Agnes walked over.

"Hey."

"Hey."

One of the players moved his backpack.

"You can sit here."

"Thanks."

Agnes sat down.

Liam asked, "So, are you actually joining all three clubs?"

"I think so."

"You're serious."

"Very."

"What made you choose them?"

Agnes thought about it.

"I don't know. I guess I want to try things."

"That's a good reason."

"What about you?"

"Football."

"Obviously."

"Maybe guitar."

"You play guitar?"

"Sometimes."

"You should join glee."

Liam laughed.

"Absolutely not."

"Why?"

"I don't sing."

"Everyone sings."

"Not everyone should."

Agnes laughed.

Liam smiled.

Across the cafeteria, Scarlett watched them again.

This time, she looked away quickly.

Her friend noticed.

"Scarlett."

"What?"

"You need to stop."

"Stop what?"

"Watching them."

"I'm not watching them."

"You've been staring at them for ten minutes."

Scarlett sighed.

"She's new."

"Yes."

"She doesn't know anything about Liam."

"You've known Liam since sixth grade."

"Exactly."

Her friend looked at her.

"Scarlett, maybe Liam just made a new friend."

Scarlett didn't respond.

She looked down at her expensive bracelet.

"I've waited a long time."

Her friend softened.

"Then maybe you should tell him how you feel."

Scarlett shook her head.

"What if he says no?"

There it was.

The insecurity beneath the confidence.

Scarlett could walk into school wearing a thousand-dollar outfit without blinking.

She could stand in front of hundreds of students.

She could command attention.

But telling Liam how she really felt?

That frightened her.
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After school, Agnes walked toward the music wing.

A sign appeared above the doorway:

JAZZ BAND REHEARSAL — ROOM 214

She entered.

About twenty students were already inside.

A woman standing at the front turned around.

"New student?"

Agnes nodded.

"I'm Agnes Taylor."

"Welcome. I'm Ms. Rivera."

"Nice to meet you."

"What instrument do you play?"

Agnes hesitated.

"I don't really play one."

Ms. Rivera smiled.

"That's okay."

"I thought you had to already be good."

"You have to be willing to learn."

Agnes smiled.

"I can do that."

Ms. Rivera handed her a digital music sheet.

"Try this."

Agnes looked at it.

She recognized the notes.

It was a beginner's saxophone exercise.

"I've never played saxophone."

"Then today is a good day to start."

A student handed Agnes a school instrument.

She carefully held it.

The first sound that came out was terrible.

A few students laughed.

Agnes's face turned red.

Ms. Rivera immediately raised her hand.

"Nobody laughs at someone who is learning."

The room became quiet.

Agnes took another breath.

She tried again.

This time, the sound was better.

Not perfect.

But better.

Ms. Rivera smiled.

"See?"

Agnes smiled too.

Maybe she could do this.
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After jazz band, Agnes hurried to the chess club.

The room was much quieter.

Boards covered the tables.

Students sat across from one another.

A senior named Daniel introduced himself.

"You play?"

"A little."

"How long?"

"Eight years."

Daniel's eyebrows rose.

"Then you're not a beginner."

Agnes laughed.

"I haven't played competitively."

"Doesn't matter."

He placed a chess piece on the board.

"Let's see what you've got."

Agnes sat down.

Within minutes, she became completely absorbed in the game.

The school disappeared.

The noise disappeared.

Everything disappeared except the board.

She studied Daniel's pieces.

Then she saw it.

A possible move.

Agnes moved her queen.

Daniel stared at the board.

"Interesting."

"What?"

"I didn't see that."

Agnes smiled.

He moved.

Agnes responded.

A few minutes later, Daniel leaned back.

"Checkmate."

Agnes blinked.

She had won.

"You weren't supposed to let me win."

"I didn't."

Agnes stared at him.

Daniel laughed.

"You're good."

Agnes smiled.

"Thanks."

For the first time since arriving at Mitchell Watson, Agnes felt completely confident.
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Her final stop was the glee club.

The rehearsal room was filled with students.

The club director, Mr. Bennett, stood at the front.

"All right, everyone. New members will perform a short vocal exercise."

Agnes's stomach tightened.

She wasn't nervous about chess.

She wasn't particularly nervous about jazz anymore.

But singing in front of people?

That was different.

One student after another performed.

Then Mr. Bennett looked at Agnes.

"Your turn."

Agnes stood.

She took a breath.

The room became quiet.

She began singing.

At first, her voice was soft.

Then it became stronger.

When she finished, nobody laughed.

Instead, several students applauded.

Mr. Bennett smiled.

"Welcome to the glee club."

Agnes smiled.

"Thank you."

She returned to her seat.

Her heart was racing.

But she was smiling.

She had joined three clubs in one day.

She had played chess.

She had tried jazz.

She had sung in front of strangers.

And she had survived.

As Agnes left the music wing that evening, she noticed Liam waiting near the main entrance.

"Hey."

She smiled.

"Hey."

"How was everything?"

"Great."

"Really?"

"Really."

"What did you do?"

Agnes counted on her fingers.

"Jazz band. Chess club. Glee club."

Liam stared.

"You actually did all three."

"I told you I would."

"You're impressive."

Agnes smiled.

"Thanks."

They walked outside together.

The setting sun reflected off the glass buildings around them.

For a moment, neither said anything.

Then Liam looked at her.

"I'm glad you came here."

Agnes looked at him.

"Why?"

He shrugged.

"I don't know."

A small smile appeared on his face.

"School's more interesting now."

Agnes smiled back.

Neither of them noticed Scarlett standing several yards away.

She watched them walk down the sidewalk together.

Her expression was no longer simply jealous.

It was determined.

She had spent five years believing that eventually Liam would notice her.

She wasn't ready to give up now.

And Agnes, still smiling as she walked beside Liam, had no idea that her second day at Mitchell Watson High had officially begun something much bigger than a new school year.

It had begun a rivalry.

And neither girl knew yet how far it would go.
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Chapter Three — The Quarterback
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By Friday morning, Agnes Taylor had begun to understand something about Mitchell Watson High School.

The school had its own rhythm.

Monday felt slow.

Tuesday was busy.

Wednesday was unpredictable.

Thursday seemed to disappear.

And Friday belonged to football.

Everywhere Agnes went that morning, she heard people talking about the game.

"The Harbor Hawks are undefeated."

"Do you think Osbourne will throw another touchdown?"

"Coach said the defense has been practicing all week."

"I heard the stadium is already almost sold out."

Agnes heard the conversations while walking through the main hallway.

She smiled.

She hadn't realized how important football was to the school.

At her previous school, sports had been popular, but they hadn't completely taken over the atmosphere.

At Mitchell Watson, Friday-night football seemed almost like a school holiday.

The hallway screens displayed the school's football logo.

A digital countdown appeared above the entrance to the athletic wing.

MITCHELL WATSON HAWKS VS. ROCKVILLE TITANS

TONIGHT — 7:00 P.M.

Agnes stopped to look at it.

A second message appeared.

SUPPORT YOUR HAWKS!

"You're going tonight, right?"

Agnes turned.

Liam stood behind her.

She smiled.

"Maybe."

"Maybe?"

"I don't know."

"You should."

"Why?"

"Because it's our biggest game so far."

"Are you nervous?"

Liam laughed.

"Absolutely."

Agnes hadn't expected that answer.

"You?"

"Nervous?"

"Yeah."

"You're the quarterback."

"Exactly."

He pointed toward the screen.

"Everyone expects me to play perfectly."

Agnes looked at him.

"You don't have to be perfect."

Liam smiled.

"That's easy for you to say."

"Why?"

"Because nobody's expecting you to throw a football in front of thousands of people tonight."

Agnes laughed.

"Fair point."

He looked at her.

"Are you coming?"

Agnes thought for a moment.

"Okay."

"Really?"

"Really."

Liam smiled.

"I'll see you there."

He walked toward the athletic wing.

Agnes watched him leave.

She didn't understand why the conversation had made her feel so happy.

She was going to a football game.

That was all.

At least, that was what she told herself.
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Later that morning, Agnes attended her first official jazz band rehearsal.

Ms. Rivera had given her a beginner's instrument earlier in the week and had been helping her learn the basics.

Agnes was improving.

Slowly.

But she was improving.

"Remember," Ms. Rivera said, "don't worry about playing perfectly. Listen to the people around you."

Agnes nodded.

The band began playing.

For the first time, Agnes felt as though she was actually part of the group.

The music surrounded her.

She listened to the rhythm section.

She followed the melody.

She watched the conductor.

When the song ended, everyone stopped together.

Ms. Rivera smiled.

"Much better."

Agnes grinned.

"Really?"

"Definitely."

One of the students sitting nearby gave Agnes a thumbs-up.

"You're getting it."

"Thanks."

Agnes placed the instrument down.

She hadn't expected to enjoy jazz band this much.

It was completely different from chess.

Chess required silence.

Chess required planning.

Jazz required listening.

It required reacting.

It required trusting the people around you.

Agnes liked that.

Maybe more than she expected.
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During lunch, Agnes sat with Liam again.

This time, she recognized several of the football players sitting nearby.

One of them was named Marcus.

Another was named Jordan.

They were discussing the evening game.

"Coach wants us to stay aggressive," Marcus said.

Liam nodded.

"We'll be ready."

Jordan looked at Agnes.

"You coming tonight?"

"Yes."

"Good."

Liam smiled.

"See? Everyone's excited you're coming."

Agnes laughed.

"Why?"

"Because we need more fans."

"That's not why."

Liam shrugged.

"Maybe."

Across the cafeteria, Scarlett watched.

She had spent the morning planning her outfit for the game.

She wanted Liam to notice her.

She had chosen a custom jacket with silver lettering, matching boots, and a designer scarf.

The outfit had cost well over a thousand dollars.

Her friend stared at her.

"You're wearing that to a football game?"

"Yes."

"You're going to get grass on those boots."

Scarlett looked horrified.

"Then I'll stay in the stands."

Her friend laughed.

"You know Liam isn't going to care about your shoes."

Scarlett's expression tightened.

"Maybe not."

She looked toward Liam.

"But he'll notice me."
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After lunch, Agnes went to history class.

She sat beside a girl named Maya, who had introduced herself on Wednesday.

Maya leaned over.

"Are you going to the game?"

"Yes."

"With friends?"

Agnes hesitated.

"I guess."

Maya smiled.

"With Liam?"

Agnes's face became warm.

"What?"

"I saw you talking to him."

"We're friends."

"Uh-huh."

"Seriously."

Maya laughed.

"Okay."

Agnes rolled her eyes.

"You sound like my mother."

"I haven't even met your mother."

"Exactly."

They both laughed.

But Agnes couldn't stop thinking about what Maya had said.

Was she really beginning to like Liam?

She wasn't sure.

She liked talking to him.

She liked that he made her laugh.

She liked that he treated her normally despite being one of the most popular students in school.

But did that mean she had a crush on him?

Agnes didn't want to answer that question yet.
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The final bell rang at three o'clock.

Students poured into the hallways.

Agnes returned to her locker and collected her things.

She was about to leave when she heard her name.

"Agnes."

She turned.

Scarlett stood behind her.

"Hi."

Scarlett smiled.

"Going to the game?"

"Yes."

"With Liam?"

Agnes paused.

"I'm going to watch the game."

Scarlett tilted her head.

"That's not what I asked."

Agnes frowned.

"Why does it matter?"

"It doesn't."

Scarlett smiled.

"I was just curious."

Agnes studied her.

"Okay."

Scarlett stepped closer.

"Liam and I have known each other for a very long time."

Agnes nodded.

"I know."

"He and I have been friends since sixth grade."

"That's nice."

Scarlett smiled.

"It is."

There was another pause.

Then Scarlett said, "I just don't want you to get the wrong idea about him."

Agnes felt uncomfortable.

"What do you mean?"

"Liam is friendly with everyone."

"I know."

"He doesn't always realize when people misunderstand his friendliness."

Agnes stared at her.

"Are you saying I'm misunderstanding him?"

"I'm saying you should be careful."

Agnes didn't know what to say.

Scarlett smiled politely.

"Have fun at the game."

She walked away.

Agnes remained beside her locker.

For several seconds, she didn't move.

She wasn't sure whether Scarlett had been trying to help her or intimidate her.

Either way, Agnes didn't like it.
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That evening, the Mitchell Watson football stadium was packed.

Agnes arrived with her mother, who had agreed to attend the game.

The stadium was enormous.

Thousands of spectators filled the stands.

Holographic displays showed the team logo above the field.

Music played through the stadium speakers.

Students wore school colors.

Some carried signs.

Others painted temporary designs on their faces.

Agnes looked around in amazement.

"This is huge."

Her mother smiled.

"Apparently."

Agnes found a seat.

A few minutes later, the team ran onto the field.

The crowd erupted.

Agnes immediately recognized Liam.

He wore the number 12.

He stood near the center of the field with the other offensive players.

The announcer's voice echoed through the stadium.

"And now, your Mitchell Watson starting quarterback..."

The crowd roared.

"Liam Osbourne!"

Agnes smiled.

She couldn't help it.

Her mother noticed.

"You seem excited."

"He's my friend."

"I didn't say anything."

Agnes sighed.

"Mom."

Her mother laughed.

The game began.

The Rockville Titans scored first.

The crowd became quiet.

Liam walked back onto the field.

Agnes watched him carefully.

He looked serious.

Focused.

The ball was snapped.

Liam stepped backward and looked across the field.

A defender rushed toward him.

He moved quickly, avoided the pressure, and threw the ball downfield.

A Mitchell Watson receiver caught it.

The crowd exploded.

Agnes stood with everyone else.

"Yes!"

Her mother laughed.

"You're really getting into this."

Agnes smiled.

"I guess I am."

The game continued.

Liam led the team down the field several times.

By halftime, Mitchell Watson was ahead.

Agnes watched Liam walk toward the sideline.

He looked exhausted.

Then he looked toward the stands.

For a moment, his eyes met Agnes's.

He smiled.

She smiled back.

It lasted only a second.

But somehow, it felt longer.
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During halftime, Agnes went to get something to drink.

As she walked through the stadium concourse, she saw Scarlett.

Scarlett was standing with several friends.

She was wearing the same expensive outfit she had talked about earlier.

When she noticed Agnes, her expression changed.

"Enjoying the game?"

"Yes."

"Liam's playing well."

"He is."

Scarlett smiled.

"He usually does."

Agnes nodded.

"I hope they win."

"They will."

Scarlett looked toward the field.

"I've been coming to his games for years."

Agnes didn't respond.

Scarlett turned toward her.

"I've watched him grow up."

Agnes understood what she was implying.

"You've mentioned that."

Scarlett's smile disappeared.

"Then you understand."

"Understand what?"

Scarlett hesitated.

"Nothing."

She turned away.

Agnes walked back toward her seat.

Something was becoming increasingly clear.

Scarlett wasn't simply being protective of Liam.

She was jealous.
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The second half began.

The game became more intense.

The score remained close.

With less than a minute remaining, Mitchell Watson was behind by three points.

The crowd was standing.

Liam walked onto the field.

Agnes held her breath.

The ball was snapped.

Liam looked left.

Then right.

He stepped backward.

A defender rushed toward him.

Liam threw the ball.

It sailed across the field.

A receiver caught it near the end zone.

Touchdown.

The stadium erupted.

Agnes screamed with everyone else.

Liam's teammates surrounded him.

The scoreboard changed.

MITCHELL WATSON — 27

ROCKVILLE — 23

The final seconds disappeared.

The Hawks had won.
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After the game, Agnes waited near the stadium entrance.

Her mother had gone to the car.

Students poured out of the stadium.

Then Agnes saw Liam.

He was still wearing his football uniform.

He looked exhausted but happy.

"You came."

Agnes smiled.

"I told you I would."

"Did you have fun?"

"Yes."

"Even when we were losing?"

"Especially then."

Liam laughed.

"Thanks."

Agnes looked at him.

"You played really well."

"Thanks."

There was a brief silence.

Then Liam said, "I'm glad you came."

Agnes smiled.

"Me too."

Neither of them noticed Scarlett standing farther away.

She watched them talking.

Her hands tightened around the strap of her designer bag.

She had spent years imagining Liam looking at her the way he looked at Agnes.

And now she was watching it happen.

Scarlett turned away.

She wasn't ready to accept it.

Not yet.

Meanwhile, Agnes and Liam continued talking beneath the stadium lights.

Agnes knew something had changed.

She didn't know exactly what.

But she could feel it.

Her new school wasn't simply becoming familiar.

It was becoming important.

And Liam Osbourne was becoming a bigger part of her life with every passing day.

For Agnes, the feeling was exciting.

For Scarlett, it was a warning.

And neither girl realized that the rivalry between them had only just begun.
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Chapter Four — The Three Clubs
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Monday morning arrived faster than Agnes Taylor expected.

After Friday night's football game, she had spent most of the weekend thinking about Mitchell Watson High School.

She thought about the football game.

She thought about jazz band.

She thought about chess.

She thought about glee club.

And, despite her best efforts, she thought about Liam.

She tried not to.

Saturday morning, she had told herself she wouldn't.

By Saturday afternoon, she had failed.

By Sunday evening, she had finally admitted something to herself.

She liked him.

Not just as a friend.

She didn't know exactly what that meant yet, and she wasn't ready to tell anyone.

Especially not Liam.

Especially not Scarlett.

Agnes sat on the edge of her bed Monday morning and stared at her reflection.

"You like him," she whispered.

She immediately shook her head.

"Okay. Maybe."

She stood.

"That's enough."

She grabbed her backpack.

She wasn't going to spend the entire day thinking about a boy.

She had three clubs to worry about.
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When Agnes arrived at school, the main hallway was already crowded.

Students hurried toward their classes.

The large digital clock above the entrance displayed 7:52 A.M.

Agnes walked toward her locker.

Before she could open it, someone tapped her shoulder.

She turned.

Liam.

"Morning."

"Morning."

"You look tired."

"So do you."

"Football practice."

"That's your excuse for everything."

He laughed.

"Fair."

Agnes opened her locker.

Liam leaned against the one beside hers.

"So, did you enjoy Friday?"

"Definitely."

"Good."

He smiled.

Then he noticed
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