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Stage One

Observation




One

Dear Monica,

Summer wasn’t the same without you. Instead of us bingeing on gelato at Scoops’n’Treets or you finally making a move on that cute lifeguard, I was inside my house wishing you were here. I’m still so angry you aren’t. But I know that anger shouldn’t be aimed at you. I know that now.

That’s why I’ve devised a plan. One that might make things right.

Hope you’re happier than I am.

Love, Chloe

THE FIRST TIME I wore this shade of lipstick, I was eleven. Monica had pulled at my chin to pop open my mouth, painting my lips with the brightest cherry red, her amber eyes following her movements carefully—an artist examining her work.

“Done,” she’d announced, flipping her auburn hair over a shoulder and tilting her head to the side, her blue-shadowed gaze taking in my appearance with satisfaction.

I’d swiveled in my chair to see my reflection in her mirror, contorting my face. “I look like a clown.”

Monica paused, looking serious before snorting with laughter. “A beautiful clown.”

Since then, my freckled face had lost the baby fat and my lips didn’t look so corny lined with red. Now they were almost menacing, especially when I pulled them into the confident smirk I’d been perfecting over the summer. Exactly the look I was going for. I gave one final glance at my reflection in the rearview mirror before putting my Audi into reverse and pulling out of the driveway.

Today was the first day of senior year, the first school morning that I wouldn’t see my best friend in the parking lot. It was usually routine that we met before class, ever since we’d started at Arlington Preparatory, the glamorous private school reserved for the children of Wandemore Valley’s elite, from company heirs to celebrity love children. Nestled in the canyon just north of Beverly Hills, the suburb was a haven for the most influential families of Los Angeles.

This semester I had a lot of work to do. Not academically. No, grades had always come easy for me. This work came in the form of a list. A list of people who were going to pay.

Arlington had a system. It wasn’t exactly a monarchy or a pyramid. No, it was much more complex than that. Monica and I had figured out that everyone could be sorted into one of five different groups, or levels as we called them.

Level Five was freshmen and social pariahs. It wasn’t somewhere anyone wanted to be. It was open hunting grounds, and those who resided at Level Five suffered everything from disgusted looks to being shoved around in the hallways.

Level Four was for anyone “uncool.” The harmless who didn’t quite fit in. In sophomore year, Monica and I had upgraded from five to four, where we sat at a table of outcasts in the lunch hall.

And then there was three. My safe zone. The level where you were too high to be targeted by bullies and low enough to be safe from a fall. Level Three was invisible. I was invisible, safe with only a handful of friends and far away from the drama. The only problem was that Monica wanted to be higher.

Level Two, the loudest level, was for the people who wanted to be Level One. They were the people who worshipped the ground people like Lola Davenport walked on, and they were willing to do whatever it took to impress the people on top. Halfway through junior year, Monica decided she wanted to upgrade.

Level One was as high as it got. The popular clique. If the whole school was a television series, the people on Level One were the main characters. The stars. They were the beautiful, the rich, and the mean.

The thing that made the Level Ones so powerful extended much deeper than their fortunes. They were charming, with dazzling smiles that made your heart stop. They looked like their clothes came right off the runways in Paris, holidayed in tropical paradises, and always seemed to be having more fun than everyone else.

It was practically impossible to break into their group, perhaps because each member of their clique served a purpose. Sophie was law enforcement, with a sneer that would bring anyone to their knees. Francis, her brother, had a much more deceptive evil—all charisma and clever remarks. William was his best friend, good looks and talent. As the captain of the lacrosse team, he gave them the power of the jocks. I hypothesized that he was the rational one, the one who noticed things Francis overlooked. That’s what Monica said, anyway.

Maddy was the daughter of a pop star, granting Level One the privileges that came with fame: limousines, and red carpets. Zach monitored all the gossip in Arlington, keeping Level One ahead of the game. And Lola oversaw them all. The six of them were, until now, unbreakable.

But I was determined to break them.

I wasn’t like Monica. Monica always wanted to be them. She wanted the spotlight, and she wanted the adoration that came with being on top. But to them, Monica was like a newborn foal trying to stand. She was cute, but she could be easily knocked over. And when they knew of someone’s vulnerabilities, the games began.

No, I didn’t want to be them. I wanted to destroy them. To expose them for what they were, to make them feel as humiliated as their victims, to make them pay for what they did to Monica. I wanted to show everyone what they did, no matter how hard they tried to cover it up.

Observe, blackmail, initiate, infiltrate, intelligence, collect, and expose. I had it all planned out. An undercover exposé, one Monica would be proud of. One that would make things right.

“Chloe Whittaker. That is not you.”

I couldn’t prevent myself from jumping as a figure slid into my peripheral vision. I’d chosen a table upon the mezzanine overlooking the cafeteria, hoping it’d be the best place to observe the Level One clique eating lunch without being noticed. But clearly I hadn’t hidden myself well enough.

“Jack,” I said through gritted teeth, my shoulders relaxing slightly and the corners of my lips raising in a small smile at the familiar face.

Jack Thomas’s dark eyes zigzagged as he assessed my appearance. “Makeup? Since when?”

I let my mouth curl further into a smile. “Do you like it?”

He snorted. “It’s quite an improvement.”

“Thanks,” I responded with a tight smile as he greeted me with a hug.

Jack was sweet and unbearably awkward. He’d somehow managed to remain acquainted with me throughout high school, despite how little effort I’d put into hanging out with anyone but Monica.

“So, what are you doing up here? Spying on Level One?”

“Don’t say that,” I grumbled. The Level designations belonged to Monica and me. “I’m just enjoying the quiet.”

“Right . . .” he said, his voice trailing off a little. “It must be really hard coming back without her here.”

I didn’t respond, avoiding his gaze and letting my attention drift back toward the cafeteria.

It was enormous, with a high ceiling and large tables spread neatly around the hall. Today it was filled with conversation of adventurous summers and laughter as groups of friends reunited. As if by some unspoken law, Level Ones sat at the table in the center.

The table was occupied by Arlington’s six elite, each member’s name printed onto my list. Almost fully occupied. The seventh seat, which had housed their past experiments, was empty today. At one point in time, it had belonged to Monica.

My eyes found William Bishop, a tall boy with a sharp jaw and dark brown hair. At the moment, William was the most important member of the group.

Because William was my in.

Over the last few months, I’d been carefully mapping out what made each member of Level One tick. Sophie wore secrets like armor, teasing the outside world with a plethora of possible scandals, plenty of potential dirt to be dug up beneath her designer heels. Maddy was the opposite. She was an open book, almost to the point of being an exhibitionist, and I hoped her recklessness would become a powerful tool. Something I could use to catch clues. Lola and Francis ruled the kingdom, but I knew there was more to their relationship than met the eye. And with those two at the peak of Arlington’s hierarchy, there was far to fall when it came to unraveling their games. Zach was ego-driven, and that trait alone meant he’d be easy to knock down. Large egos meant easy self-destruction. And William?

I narrowed my eyes, taking him in. Of all Level One, his reputation appeared the most pristine. That was, until I investigated his family.

My father had showered me with countless gifts throughout my lifetime, but none was as important as the one I’d stolen from his emails two weeks ago. His news corporation had plenty of unpublished stories, thanks to his company accepting some hefty bribes. Dad’s business was dirty, sure, but not quite as scandalous as what I’d found. Charles Bishop, the long-term mayor of Los Angeles, sabotaged his opposition’s campaign by paying off his rival’s assistant, quite possibly the sole reason he wound up in power to begin with. William’s dad was a fraud. My leverage.

“Hey, Jack?” I asked, tearing my gaze from Bishop. “Is there anything on this weekend?”

The most valuable thing about Jack was that he was Level Two through and through. His life revolved around Level One and their social calendar.

“The twins are having a party on Friday since everyone’s finally back in town,” he said.

“Oh, really?” I raised a brow nonchalantly.

“Are you going to come?” Jack asked, surprised.

“Maybe.”

“You totally should. It’s senior year. You have to start being a part of these things, you know?”

There was no way I could miss an opportunity. I needed to confront William Bishop on his own, and everyone knew it wasn’t difficult to get a Level One boy alone at parties.

William was last on my list. In fact, I’d debated for a while whether to add him at all. Even though he was just another spoiled rich boy who ruled the school, he was probably the only one of them who was kind to Monica.

But even then, his kindness wasn’t enough to stop what they did. I’d never tried blackmail before, but there was a first time for everything.

“You’re right,” I said to Jack. “I’ll definitely make an appearance.”




Stage Two

Blackmail




Two

Dear Monica,

You’d think Arlington would be a little darker without its brightest star.

Okay, that was lame. I know. But point is, it isn’t. Nothing’s really changed since you left.

It’s like the start of sophomore year, when you dyed the bottom of your hair neon pink, expecting everyone to be in awe. I’ve always envied your fearless style. But nobody seemed to care. It’s like nobody here notices you unless you’re in with Lola Davenport.

Anyway, there’s nothing wrong with being invisible sometimes. It makes it easier to spy.

Love, Chloe

I FOLDED UP the patterned paper, my fingernails gliding against its edges. I promised her I’d write every day I could. All these letters would drive her crazy, but she should have been here anyway.

My eyes felt like they weighed a ton beneath the charcoal that coated them. It had cost me more than I was willing to admit to stock up my makeup collection, and now, wearing more makeup than I had in my entire life, I started to question whether it was worth it. But if I wanted to take down the Level Ones, I was going to have to blend in with them first.

After a week of eating my lunch with Jack and playing Level Two with his table of friends, it was finally Friday, the night of the Rutherfords’ start-of-semester party. Finally time to go past simply observing the Level Ones and make my first move.

It had taken hours just to shower and primp. My mother, ecstatic that I had the so-called privilege of attending a high school party, had stuck her head into my room at every opportunity, offering me tips and motherly reminders like Don’t take drinks from strangers!

I loved her deeply, really, but my mother could be too enthusiastic for her own good. And I meant enthusiastic about everything. I guess it would take an optimist to stay with my dad.

“Are you sure you don’t want to try the golden dress we picked out at the start of summer?” she asked, her chestnut locks bouncing against her shoulders as she darted into my room again.

“Yes, Mom,” I replied in a clipped tone. I knew the more reasons I offered for why I didn’t want to wear the dress, the more reasons she’d provide for wearing it. It was gorgeous, I’d give her that, with full sleeves and a skirt that fluttered around my knees, but it’d be social blasphemy to wear something last season. The Level Ones would pick it up in an instant.

Instead I was wearing an off-the-shoulder shirt with a patterned skirt and strappy heels, something that felt so unfamiliar it made me uneasy. My wardrobe before this summer was filled with denim jackets and simple silhouettes. I was never attracted to feminine florals or frills like the Level Ones. Though I was only showing a portion of my torso, combined with the amount of my legs visible, I felt exposed.

“Really, this is a pretty casual party. Just trust me,” I reasoned. Mom’s weak spot was the words just trust me. My dad used them on her all the time.

“Well, make sure you’re not out too late. And text me. Really, I don’t mind waking up in the middle of the night to pick you up.”

I gave her a weak smile. She wouldn’t have to worry. I doubted I’d be gone long. “Yes, Mom.”

I’d said yes when Jack offered to Uber with me to the party. The car pulled up outside my house at exactly half past nine, and he let out a low whistle when I slid inside.

“You look great, Chloe.”

“Thanks,” I said, shooting a welcoming smile at Jack as I climbed in next to Claire Waters. I’d known Claire since freshman year, and we occasionally helped each other with homework and exchanged small talk. We hadn’t spoken much since Monica’s rise to Level One. After that it had felt like my connection to our small friend group was fractured. Without my best friend, I’d been lost.

“Seriously, where did you get your top?”

My answer was forgotten when the stereo was turned up too loud for my voice to carry. No longer forced to make conversation, I tried to order my mind. I needed to get William alone.

Arlington’s elite attended parties regularly. The pictures flooded my Instagram feed every weekend, varying from small gatherings to huge events, catering for hundreds of drunk teenagers from Arlington and other private schools in the area.

The Rutherford house was enormous, to no surprise. It was only fitting that they lived in a mansion. After being dropped off, passing through the ten-foot-high gate guarding the perimeter, and making our way up a large, winding driveway, I saw the party was already well underway. People milled on the balcony above us and the front door was spread open to reveal a busy foyer.

Furniture had been pushed back to leave room for dancing, and I was sure the most fragile of the Rutherfords’ valuables had been moved to another floor. The kitchen had turned into a full-fledged bar, different spirits lining the table and large containers spilling with ice holding what looked like bottles of champagne.

“Come on, Chlo, let’s get you a drink,” Jack said, grabbing my shoulders excitedly.

“A drink sounds great,” I said, injecting my voice with equal enthusiasm.

“A shot,” he persisted as he led me to the large bottle of vodka.

The others had already been absorbed into the crowd. There must have been hundreds of people on the ground floor, and I recognized only a few of them. My task was becoming daunting.

Jack pressed the shot glass into my fingers and before I knew it he was counting down from three and the burning liquid was making its way down my throat.

“One for the road?” he asked as he turned away again to grab two paper cups.

“I’ll just have a soda,” I said quickly, my tongue desperate for something to remove the alcoholic tang from my lips. I shouldn’t be drinking anyway, not if I was here for Monica.

“Are you serious?” he asked, laughing in amusement. “Come on, it’s your first party, right? You have to let loose a little.”

I shrugged and filled my cup, sipping it tentatively as I surveyed my surroundings. I’d have to break away from Jack soon if I wanted to find my targets. If he was with me, he could easily get suspicious. Not to mention, a Level One would never be seen with a scholarship kid like Jack.

“You know, I always saw you as the quiet one,” Jack mused. “Something tells me things have changed.”

I didn’t know whether to feel insulted. “What makes you think that?”

“I don’t know. The way you’re dressing, and the fact that you’re even here to begin with. It’s like you’re finally done blending into the background.” He leaned back against the wall and observed me.

Over the course of the summer I’d gone from the awkward girl with bony legs and mousy hair to someone who dived into her allowance for designer clothes and makeup. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about my appearance before, I just never really tried. I could tell it was working in my favor too. I hadn’t missed the lingering glances and double takes when I stood by my locker. My physics teacher since junior year had even questioned who I was when I went to sit down in class.

But even so, I knew that alone wouldn’t be enough to crawl onto the radar of Level One.

Which is why I was going to use someone else.

“Maybe I never belonged in the background,” I murmured, playing the role I’d cast for myself: the ruthless girl ready for her turn in the spotlight.

“Maybe you didn’t,” Jack agreed. His dark eyes lingered on mine.

I gave him a confident smile. “I’m going to find a bathroom. I’ll catch up with you later?”

I sensed Jack’s surprise, but his expression didn’t falter. “Sure thing.”

Before I could find an excuse to chicken out, I dived into the crowd, finding enough space to maneuver to the staircase. It was dotted with people sitting, some on others’ laps and some looking as if they were already close to passing out. I ascended, knowing that the crowd I was looking for wouldn’t be lingering with the commoners down here.

I found twenty or thirty people on the large balcony overlooking the well-tended backyard. I recognized them instantly: Sophie clad in a sparkly dress and draped on a banana lounge and Lola and Francis making out on a nearby love seat. William and Zach were standing against the railing, consumed by laughter.

Others who seemed vaguely familiar from lacrosse games and interschool events had also made the cut. Everyone was beautiful and poised compared to the drunken teenagers downstairs. Confidence seemed to seep through the open sliding door.

How do I get in there? How can I break into their circle after seeing the damage they can do?

I took a step back, stumbling on my heels. I knew that behind the veil they cast they were ordinary, nothing truly worthy of being admired or worshipped. But I also knew they were dangerous, and one wrong step would leave me vulnerable.

If I wanted to get near enough to find my evidence, I couldn’t waste time floating on the sidelines. I needed to confront William Bishop and I needed to do it now.

I let my gaze linger on William, taking in his carefree posture as he spoke with his friend, an easy smile playing on his lips. Zach slapped him on the back, motioning to his cup and indicating he needed a refill, leaving William alone. My in. I let one final wave of fear pass over me before straightening. I needed to play the part.

I pushed my shoulders back and plastered a smirk upon my lips. One foot in front of the other, I told myself. Act like you’re supposed to be here.

“William Bishop?” I asked once I was in earshot.

Everyone knew that people like William belonged in fashion campaigns, not in high school. An assortment of optimized genetics and a knack for every sport the school had to offer gave him a frame to be pined over and a smile that stopped hearts.

He turned around, looking bored as his eyes traced me up and down. “And who are you?”

“My name’s Chloe Whittaker,” I said, trying to make sure to breathe normally. “And you’re about to know me very well.”

William straightened, intrigued. “And why is that, Chloe Whittaker?”

My lips curled as I tried to sound confident. “Would you like to find out?”

“I would.”

“Well, maybe it’s a private matter.” I let my eyes dart to the crowd of people surrounding us. “Here’s a little too . . . public.”

William raised his eyebrows. “You think you can seduce me that easily, huh?”

His jaw pulsed, and I realized he was observing me with curiosity rather than lust, which hadn’t been my initial goal. I’d expected to capture his romantic interest and lead him away from the throng of the party, but maybe that wasn’t as easy as I’d imagined. I’d have to lure him away in a more forward manner.

I narrowed my eyes, placing a hand to my hip. “Who says I want to seduce you?”

His lips found a half smile. “And now you’re playing games with me. Drop it, pretty. You won’t like it when I win.”

“Funny. Because, I don’t know that it’s possible for you to win.”

He moved his head to the side curiously and took a step closer. “And why is that?”

I took a step forward so I could lean up and meet his ear. To everyone else, we undoubtedly looked like we were flirting.

“I came across some fascinating business undertaken by our trusted mayor. Planting weaknesses in his opposition’s campaign. Bribery upon bribery. Pity if it landed with law enforcement.”

“Huh,” he said after a moment. If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. “I doubt you even know what you’re talking about.”

I pulled out my phone. I’d anticipated this. Locked behind a passcode in my camera roll was a screenshot of one of the highly confidential emails. Charles Bishop and the assistant of his opposition ensuring Charles would have an easy win when he ran for mayor last election. And those were just a few of his crimes.

William’s gaze didn’t falter. “A girl who comes with blackmail. Just my type.”

I didn’t say anything as he sighed, his hands diving into his pockets. His voice lowered. “Come on, privacy it is.”

I followed Bishop off the balcony and into the sitting room. He didn’t even hesitate to check that I was still following him when he split off down a hallway and into a guest bedroom.

“How did you get it?”

I cocked a brow, deciding that pacing around the expensively decorated room would be the best way to maintain my cool.

“Hey, I’m the one calling the shots here.”

“What are you, a cop or something?” he scoffed. “Chances are your parents’ business is as dirty as mine, Whittaker.”

“I never said it wasn’t dirty.” I smiled.

He muttered something under his breath, revealing how pissed he was growing. “How much?”

“Pardon?”

“How much for you to forget about whatever you know.”

“It’s not money I’m after.”

“Then what is it?”

I had to say, pissed off was a good look for William. In any other circumstance my legs would be jelly and my hormones going haywire. Instead, all I felt was the rage I’d been feeling since last year,

“I want a favor,” I said. “A big one.”

We circled each other, William’s arms folded defensively over his chest.

“I need you to get me into the in-crowd. Arlington’s elite.”

He gave a dry laugh. “You want popularity? How shallow.”

I tilted my head. Maybe it’d be best if he believed that my intentions were shallow. It’d be too late for him when he realized they were anything but.

“That’s none of your concern,” I said smoothly. “But if you want your father’s sneaky politics out of the news, you’ll find a way to get me in.”

William practically crackled with anger as he swiveled to face me, taking my wrist. I scowled, keeping my confident demeanor as I pulled my arm from his grip.

“Do you have any idea what you’re messing with?” he asked, the volume of his voice inching toward a flat-out yell. “How did you even get it?”

“I have my way—”

“Any more of this mysterious bullshit and I promise I won’t do anything for you,” he said in a cool, menacing voice.

“My father is CEO of a major news corporation,” I said, meeting his gaze with venom and omitting as many details as possible. “He stumbled upon some information, and while your family bribed him to keep it safe, you can’t bribe me. Not with money.”

“You’re using multimillion-dollar scandals to fuel your petty high school delusions?” The way William’s stare pierced me made my blood run cold. “There’s more.”

“And that’s my business, not yours,” I reminded him. “It’s your corrupt politics you should be worrying about.”

“My father’s corrupt politics,” he said. “Would you rather talk to him about this?”

I froze. The last thing I wanted was the mayor himself getting involved. Also, as much as he was a lousy father, I couldn’t have my dad getting in trouble for his security slip. “It wouldn’t be difficult, you know. What I’m asking. I’m sure you’d prefer leaving Daddy Bishop out of this.”

At least, I hoped so. I might not be able to fight his dad’s corrupt leadership, but I could overthrow his son’s high school reign.

He paused, his emerald eyes simmering in calculation. “So . . . you don’t want money. You want popularity.”

My chest rose. Was this progress? I’d never predicted it to be easy, but this was draining me. “Yes.”

Silence stretched for what felt like an eternity as William continued to assess me. He tilted his head to the side before finally speaking. “I’ll do it. But if you so much as slip up with that information . . .”

He didn’t need to continue his threat for its severity to register. The Bishop name alone had enough power to tear down anyone his family desired. My shield of blackmail was all I had to protect myself, and I had to hope it’d be enough.

William turned and left the room, and I struggled to match his stride. He was leading us toward the stairs.

“I need time to think this over,” he said. “If you’re serious, then I need to be serious too.”

“I don’t need you to think it over,” I said with frustration. “I want in. Now. Tonight. I’m the one in charge, remember?”

William shook his head before running a hand through his hair. “You don’t understand. It’s a complicated system.”

Trust me, I know.

“You’re going to make sure we do this properly?” I clarified. I needed him to be clear on this. I was depending on him.

“Yeah.” He shrugged, already moving toward the staircase.

“What am I supposed to do, then?” I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t keep waiting for this. I couldn’t depend on him keeping quiet when he had every chance to run.

“Wait. Stay out of their view.” He pointed toward the balcony. “We’re going to need to be careful.”

“How long will this take?” I asked.

William sighed and retrieved his phone. “Give me the weekend. I’ll make sure we talk before school. Put your number in.”

“I want yours,” I said defiantly. We exchanged phones. It felt strange, holding William Bishop’s cell. I thought of all the secrets it could hold.

“Stay out of trouble. You’re already causing enough.”

Oh, just you wait.

William left to return to the others before I could come up with anything else to add. I wasn’t happy that he needed time, and I was especially unhappy that I’d have to waste the rest of the party avoiding the other Level Ones.

If I wasn’t here to do my job, then I had no desire to be here at all. Not when I kept expecting to spot Monica in the crowd—I kept thinking I saw a swish of her red hair among the designer outfits or heard her gleeful laughter as a champagne bottle was popped. Every time I blinked and cleared my vision I realized that she’d never want to come to one of these parties again.

As I grazed my hand along the polished railing of the stairs, I looked curiously over the throng of people, wondering if they even missed her. With my eyes focused below, I failed to notice the figure in front of me until I had almost tripped over her.

“Shit!” her voice slurred drunkenly before she let out a giggle. “You scared me!”

Maddy Danton was a beautiful mess, her curls bouncing around her face. Something had caused her eyeliner to smudge and her lipstick had found its way onto the silk of her white dress. Even though Level Ones were known for their partying, it was unusual to find one looking anything less than perfectly pulled together.

“Sorry!” I said after only a brief hesitation, my voice dripping with the same drunk-girl friendliness. “God, I hope I didn’t hurt you!”

Her eyes darted over me as she did a once-over. “Just watch it next time, bitch! Love your top by the way.”

And with a breathless laugh she trotted away from me like we’d never interacted to begin with. Girls in the Level One clique spoke in only insults and compliments, both often laced with sinister intentions. For now, I’d consider her noticing me as a move in the right direction.

I used my vantage point to spot Jack. It wasn’t difficult. He stood out with his lanky frame. When he saw me worming my way toward him, he shot out an arm and hung it around my shoulder. Leaning in close, he yelled in my ear over the heavy music. “Chlo! You disappeared!”

“I bumped into some friends!” I yelled back. “But I really have to head home now.”

He frowned, as if disappointed, and maneuvered us toward a quieter corner of the dance floor. “Where were you?”

“I just caught up with some friends,” I said nonchalantly. If William cooperated, Jack would know what I meant by that on Monday. For now, vague answers were all I could give.

“From Arlington?” he pushed. “I saw you just came from upstairs.”

I shrugged and yawned, feigning fatigue as I pulled out my phone to punch out a quick text to Mom. “Yeah, I just used the bathroom up there.”

Jack seemed to accept my explanation and launched into a play-by-play of how a guy from Richmond Prep had used one of the Rutherford’s rare antique vases to chug his beer. I apparently hadn’t missed much by going off on my little mission. Nothing that would have helped me, anyway.

Mom picked me up on the street, casting me excited glances from the driver’s seat the entire ride home. I figured she’d be excited by the prospect of taking me home, giving her some involvement in my night. The heavy pop music was still echoing in my ears as we finally pulled onto our street, my mind faraway, analyzing the events of the party.

I climbed to the second floor before shedding my heels, rubbing the soles of my feet in the hopes the pain wouldn’t carry through to the morning.

I’d really done it. I’d confronted William Bishop. And God, it’d been harder than I thought. I could only hope he’d come up with something that worked for both of us. I hated relying on other people.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I slipped into my silky pajamas, but my night wasn’t over yet.

I pulled my laptop from my desk and climbed into bed before flipping it open and typing in the multiple passwords I’d secured it with. While I waited for it to unlock, my eyes wandered toward the list’s hiding place. One step at a time.

I smiled at the desktop background of me and Monica on the Ferris wheel at Santa Monica Pier last summer, but I didn’t let the memories distract me for now. I logged on to social media and began noting tonight’s interactions on the digital flowchart I’d created. It was important to track the Level Ones online. It was almost as significant as their real-life activity.

For example, after noting Sophie’s sudden lack of flirtatious likes and comments, I suspected she was sneaking around with someone. Sophie didn’t usually keep her own romantic encounters hidden within her treasure trove of secrets, so her hiding it was a big deal. If I could work it out, I would have the first weapon to bring her down.

I sighed, scrolling through their feeds. It was like they were obsessed with making people covet their lives. Once, Monica had even told me that they’d hired their own photographer to follow them around at parties, but all the research I’d done into it had led to dead ends. It was just another rumor.

“Soon I’ll make things right, Mon,” I whispered. “I haven’t forgotten what they did.”




Three

Mon,

Do you remember your first Level One party? I do. I helped you try on a gazillion outfits just for you to choose the first, the bright blue jumpsuit. You always loved bright colors, while I was all for textures. You invited me along, but of course I refused. I loved you, but I didn’t love high school parties. At least not back then.

Now I wish I’d gone anyway. Just so it didn’t come to this.

Love, Chloe

IT WAS ONE of the first weeks of freshman year, our shirts freshly ironed and our summer tans fading, when Francis Rutherford set his eyes on Lola Davenport.

The Rutherford siblings—a pair in which both twins were the evil one—with their ice-blond hair, chilling stares, and insane trust funds, were destined to be popular.

But even they couldn’t compete with Lola Davenport, her daddy heir to an American cosmetics brand and her mom, a Vietnamese industrial conglomerate. The Davenport name alone was worth more than Level One’s wealth combined. And most important, they were one of the most crucial investors to the Rutherfords’ international real estate company.

Whether it was that or Lola’s beauty that caught Francis’s attention, I don’t know. I just remember him taking her hand in his and asking her to be his girlfriend in front of the whole freshman class. It was cheesy, awkward, and it drew the whole school’s interest. Francis was charming. A heartthrob.

She said no.

After that, flowers started showing up everywhere, scattered around the campus, sitting on Arlington’s statues, poked into the vents of lockers, all labeled with her name.

And then, on the last day of the week, Francis arrived with the biggest bouquet I’d ever seen.

She said yes after that.

Their friends converged and others joined, the power couple the founders of a new clique. That was the beginning of Level One.

I was thinking of this—of how a group so popular and powerful grew out of such a cheesy gesture—as I killed time. Saturday was passing at a sluggish pace that left my skin crawling. I hated waiting for William to text. I wasn’t used to depending on people, especially people I didn’t trust. What could he be doing? Maybe finding a way out of my leverage.

With nothing to do but wait, I spent the afternoon finishing homework and scrolling through photos from the night before. It didn’t feel productive, though. My mind was busy running around in paranoid circles. If William knew how much keeping me in the dark was making me squirm, he’d leave me hanging forever.

I’d just rechecked all of William’s social media accounts for the hundredth time when my mom came knocking on the door to announce we were going for dinner. She was already dolled up, cooing in excitement and completely oblivious to my lack of enthusiasm.

“Your father sounded really excited on the phone. He’s made reservations at La Lanterne. Did you know that’s where he took me for our first anniversary?”

“That’s great, Mom,” I said, trying to inject some happiness into my tone for her sake. My mother was great at deluding herself, pretending everything was fine when our family was completely dysfunctional. But even so, I wasn’t about to burst her bubble. Besides, if Dad really had gone to this effort, then maybe tonight would almost be nice.

“That computer will ruin your vision, you know.”

I rolled my eyes, glad I was facing away from her so I didn’t have to paint on a smile.

The golden dress Mom had tried to convince me to wear to the party was still hanging on the back of my door, and I pulled it on just for her. Part of me was stupidly clinging to the flimsy possibility of tonight turning into a pleasant family dinner. Her enthusiasm was contagious, even if I knew deep down it was misplaced.

I hadn’t seen Dad all week. He usually slept until I went to school and then spent his evenings at the office. Some nights, I was convinced he didn’t return home at all.

I watched Mom from the corner of my eye as she drove us in the Mercedes Dad had bought her only months before. She had aged gracefully, partly thanks to a few surgeries and miracle creams. People said I was a mirror image of her in her youth, with warm brown eyes and chestnut hair. I thought she was beautiful, the corners of her mouth worn with smile lines from her wide grin. But her confidence had taken a nosedive when Dad had decided he preferred women under thirty.

“He did say he’d be a bit late,” Mom said when we entered the extravagantly decorated restaurant. It screamed expensive meals, ones that probably consisted of a few ornamental leaves arranged decoratively on a plate. Dad often thought spending money on us was the same as spending time.

Of course he’ll be late, I thought silently. He probably has to say goodbye to the secretary he’s been holed up with all week.

We sat at the table for three he’d booked by the window. Mom went into overdrive pretty quickly, filling the silence with yet another interrogation about the party.

“Were there any cute boys?” she asked with wide eyes, flattening her manicured fingers over the leather-bound menu.

“Hardly,” I said. I scrunched up my nose. “High school boys.”

“Oh, the horror,” Mom said sarcastically.

Really, it wasn’t high school boys that were the problem. It was just the ones at Arlington who had turned me off dating. This meant that I was one of the few senior girls who’d never had a first kiss, let alone a boyfriend.

“I was just like you at your age,” she went on. “Very cynical, always giving my parents attitude.”

“I don’t give you attitude,” I said pointedly.

Her amused smile let me know she wasn’t offended. Though Mom and I bickered, we were in some ways all we had.

Half an hour had passed, and the empty seat remained unoccupied.

“It’s probably traffic,” Mom insisted.

After another half hour I was beginning to grow tired of Mom’s excuses. I sighed, giving her the most sympathetic look I could muster. “We should just order dinner.”

I expected her to scold me for interrupting her rambling about repaving the driveway, but instead her smile wavered. “Yes . . . maybe we should.”

We were halfway through our tiny servings of French food when Mom’s phone chimed. I raised an eyebrow, waiting to hear whatever excuse Richard Whittaker had come up with this time.

“He can’t get away from work. He’s . . . He has to leave for an urgent trip to Seattle.”

Of course.

I wanted to question his excuse, but I knew Mom knew the answer as well as I did: he just didn’t care.

To him, affairs came before family. As long as he showered us with materialistic affection, all was right in the Whittaker household. I mean, his job running an international online news outlet was demanding, of course, but it still hurt that he chose it—and the lifestyle being a rich CEO came with—over his family.

“Come on, Mom,” I said after a few moments of silence. Her face had fallen, and she’d resorted to moving her champagne flute around in circles. “Let’s get some ice cream, go home, and watch TV.”

She nodded, and I took her hand in mine as we left the restaurant, the bill paid on Dad’s credit card.

I was peeling the top off a tub of coconut yogurt when my phone chimed Sunday evening.

Give me your address, I’ll pick you up in an hour to talk.

I wasn’t the least bit surprised when he pulled up in a BMW, but the contrast it gave to my scruffy attire was off-putting. Even though I had plenty of time to change, I decided to stay in my favorite ripped jeans, loved for their comfort rather than how they looked. They hardly screamed beautiful and popular, but then again William already knew I was an impostor.

Casting a look over my shoulder at my neighbors’ houses, hoping none of them would say anything to my mother, who was busy out at a girls’ night, I discreetly slid into the passenger seat. I briefly admired the luxurious interior before taking in the beautiful face of William Bishop.

“Evening, Whittaker,” he said stiffly as he drove off from the curb.

“Where are we going?” I asked, dumping the pleasantries.

“Nowhere anyone will see us,” he replied, his eyes a hauntingly dark shade as they flicked to his rearview mirror.

Something had changed. When I’d confronted him, he’d been
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