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CHAPTER ONE



TROY KNEW BETTER THAN to push the NFL coach aside and signal the play himself for everyone to see. Troy was a secret. The Falcons were winning, 1713, but the Bears had the ball on the Falcons five-yard line, and there was time for one last play. If the Falcons defense held, the game would be over and the teams run at the playoffs would be real.

Youre sure? the coach asked, pain in his eyes as the smoke from his breath drifted skyward in the cold Chicago air.

The Bears offense broke the huddle and started for the line. Seth Halloway, the Falcons star linebacker, waved his hands to Troy and the coach, frantic for a defensive play.


Yes, Troy said impatiently. Theyre going to run the slant.

He knew adults doubted twelve-year-olds, anyway. His calls had been good enough in the last three games for the Falcons to end a losing streak and beat the Raiders, Tampa Bay, and New Orleans. Troy stared hard into the defensive coordinators eyes until the older man blinked, turned, and signaled in Troys play.

Seth nodded at the signal and shouted the play to his defensive teammates, cupping his hands over his mouth. The center snapped the ball. The defense blitzed. The quarterback dropped and threw the slant.

Seth Halloway leaped in front of the receiver and snatched the ball, securing the Falcons fourth win in a row.

Troy jumped almost as high as Seth. So did every other player and coach on the Falcons sideline. The defensive coach hugged Troy. Players smacked his back and hooted with joy. Some of them called out his name, and Troys face burned with pride.

They knew him and they knew what he did.

Even though officially he was a ball boy, the players knew.

Troy saw Seth in the mayhem and grinned, but Seth didnt grin back.

Come quick, Seth said, leading Troy by the arm and pushing through the crowd of NFL players and into the dark tunnel.


Why? Troy asked, searching Seths face. Lets celebrate!

That reporter, Peele, he saw you. Weve got to get you out of here before he ruins everything.








CHAPTER TWO



IM A BALL BOY, Troy said, reciting the line hed been given by the team owner and coaches.

He saw the defensive coordinator of an NFL team talking to a kid in a parka and a hat before every call was made, Seth said, limping and looking over his shoulder. But Peele doesnt know who you are and he doesnt know your mom works for the team, and we need to keep it that way.

Troys mom appeared in the sea of shoulder pads, torn tape, grass-stained jerseys, and bloody knuckles. Her fingers clutched a clipboard tight enough to make them white. She threw a worried look at Troy. As part of the teams public relations staff, she worked with the media all the time. If she thought the man after Troy now would hurt them all if he could, Troy knew it to be true.

That way, she said, pointing down the opposite tunnel from where the players streamed, cheering and chanting on their way to the locker-room victory celebration. Hurry. Ill slow him down. Kenny Alberts going to help us. Dont worry, Troy. Ill meet you at the airport, at the Delta desk.

Kenny Albert the TV announcer? Troy asked. Im not going to the airport with the team?

You cant ride the bus. Weve got to keep a lid on this thing, Seth said, swinging open a metal door with a bang and leading Troy through a room where red and blue cables lay snaked across the floor.

But were not doing anything wrong, Troy said.

Sometimes that doesnt matter, Seth said, leading Troy out into an enormous garage where four huge tractor-trailers sprouting more cables stood in a row. Sometimes if it looks wrong, its just as bad, especially with a newspaper reporter. Especially with Peele.

As Troy and Seth dodged between the television trucks and their colorful spray of cables, several technicians patted Seth on the shoulder and said what a great game he played. Seth thanked them but never stopped moving toward the exit. Opening the metal door, he peered quickly out into the cold dusk, looking both ways before he grabbed Troy and hauled him out to a waiting black Town Car. In front of the limo, a police car sat with the blue lights spinning silently atop its roof.

Whats the cop car for? Troy asked.

Police escort to the airport, Seth said. For Kenny.

Two men stood beside the Town Car, both hunched over against the cold Chicago twilight with their hands stuffed into the pockets of their dark overcoats. Troy recognized the dark-haired man from television.

Thats Kenny Albert, Troy said in a whisper to Seth.

Yeah, hes a friend.

Did he ever interview you? Troy asked.

Sure.

Hey, Seth, Kenny said, stepping forward. Great game. We had you for seventeen tackles, two sacks, and an interception. Looks like a run at the playoffs.

The announcer signaled the other man, who climbed in and revved the engine.

You okay with taking Troy? Seth asked. Brent Peele is looking for him. Things could get ugly.

Kenny smiled at Troy, patting his shoulder, and said, No problem. I told Tessa Id help. Shes his mom, right? Shes great, and I owe you for giving me the inside scoop on that thing with Coach Krock. Whose business is it who rides in my car, anyway?

Uh, Seth said, looking over his shoulder, Kenny, just keep him down low. Tessa doesnt want Peele to know hes her son or to get a picture of him for the paper or something. All Peele could see from the press box was a kid on the sideline talking to the coaches.

Hey, whatever you guys want is good, Kenny said. Here, Ill get my garment bag, and if we need to I can even cover him up.

Kenny popped open the deep trunk and hauled out his garment bag.

The sound of men shouting rose up from behind them. Seth spun and stepped in front of Troy, hiding him.

Seth! someone shouted. Hey, Halloway! Seth Halloway!

Its Peele, Seth said in a hiss.

Troy looked around in sudden panic. He heard Peele approaching. There was just one place to go where the reporter wouldnt see him. He dove into the trunk and curled up, signaling Kenny to close it. Kenny gave him a look of surprise, and Troy signaled the announcer to hurry. He watched Kennys hand grip the trunks edge and slam it shut.

The complete and sudden darkness sent a fresh surge of panic through Troys body, but a cry from outside the car, right next to Seth now, kept him from making a sound.

Seth! Peele shouted. Hey! Halloway!

What? Seth asked, his voice stiff and cold.

So, whats going on? Peele said, breathless, but loud enough to hear through the trunk. What are you doing here? Wheres that kid I saw you talking to on the sideline?

What kid? Seth said.

Silence followed before Peele said, Im not stupid. Youre running around the last four games like you know the other teams plays, and then I notice some kid on the sideline in the coachs ear and then you whisk him away. Who is he?

I dont know what youre talking about, Seth said. I got a plane to catch.

Sure, Peele said. So, whats in the trunk?








CHAPTER THREE



TROY FELT THE RUMBLE of the big cars engine and caught a whiff of exhaust.

None of your business, Seth said.

You dont think so? Peele asked.

I got a plane to catch, too, Kenny Albert said. Good luck next week, Seth.

You in on this? Peele asked.

I have no idea what youre talking about, Kenny said. Write that.

Troy heard the door shut.

An angry fist banged on the trunk as the car began to roll away.

Maybe I will, Peele shouted. Maybe thats just what Ill write.

The car picked up speed, made a couple of turns, and slowed. Then it swerved and sped faster, with the police siren wailing ahead of it.

When they finally came to a stop and the trunk sprang open, Troy heard the roar of planes taking off. He climbed out and wrinkled his nose at the smell of jet fuel. The cop car drove away, and Kenny popped out of the limo with his garment bag.

That Peeles kind of a jerk, Kenny said, trying to hassle you just because of Seth.

Seth? Troy said, stretching his legs.

He never told you? Kenny asked.

Troy shook his head.

I have to run to catch my plane, Kenny said, but walk with me and Ill tell you.

Im meeting my mom at the Delta desk, Troy said.

Its right near where Im going, Kenny said. Come on.

Troy walked alongside the announcer.

My producer knew Peele from college, Kenny said. Peele was actually a player, or he tried to be.

Where? Troy asked.

Marist.

Thats where Seth played.

I know, Kenny said, passing through the airport doors. Seth had a scholarship, but Peele walked on to try to make the team as a receiver. One day in training camp, Peele came across the middle on a crossing pattern. It was a clean hit, but Seth basically ended his career.


His career? Troy said, hustling alongside the announcer.

Not that he really had one, Kenny said, showing the woman at the security line his ID and boarding pass. Except in his own mind. But Seth hit him so hard, Peeles helmet flew off. The mask cut his lip and he still has a scar.

Wow, Troy said. Seths a hard hitter.

No one knows if Peele tried to get the job in Atlanta because of that, but ever since he got it, hes written bad things about Seth every chance hes had, Kenny said, taking his ID back from the ticket agent. It got really nasty at the end of last season when Seth was having a bad time with his knees. I dont know if you read any of it.

Yeah, but who cares what some guy writes? Troy said. Peele never even made it in college football.

It hurts, Kenny said. Plus, it can cost you money. Teams read that stuff. It almost cost Seth his job, to be honest.

The line started to move.

Well, buddy, Im heading in, Kenny said. You sure youre okay?

Yeah, Troy said, the desk is right there. Thanks for the ride.

Next time youll ride up front, with me, Kenny said, giving Troy a wink as he headed for the metal detector.


Troy watched the announcer for a second, then turned and searched for his mom, but he didnt see her. He swam the length of the Delta desk through a sea of travelers, scanning their faces but seeing no sign of his mom. He looked up at the monitor. The clock in the corner said 8:23. Troy knew the teams charter flight was scheduled to take off at 8:30. He bit into his lip and swiveled his head from side to side the way he did when he played quarterback and the other team blitzed him. If he couldnt find his mom, he had no idea what hed do.

He looked at the clock: 8:25. He began to run back and forth like a mouse caught in a cage.

There was no sign of his mother anywhere.

From within the packed crowd of people, a hand shot out, snatched his parka, and jerked him to a stop.

Startled, Troy looked up into the angry red face of a man with thinning blond hair and blue eyes. From one nostril of his sharp nose extended a white scar that tugged at his delicate pink lip.

Who are you? Troy asked, trying to break the grip that only got tighter.








CHAPTER FOUR



SHARP INCISOR TEETH SHOWED themselves in a mean smile as the man said, Im Brent Peele with the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Who are you?

Peele emerged from the crowd, tall and thin like a crane bird, with pants short enough to show the black socks he wore with his sneakers.

Howd you get here? Troy asked, unable to contain the question.

Im a reporter, Peele said. Ive got my ways.

Dipping his face down toward Troys, he asked, So, how is it you help the Falcons steal the other teams plays?

What are you talking about? Troy said. He looked around for help but saw only fast-moving adults in overcoats hurrying for their planes.


This team makes a turnaround too good to be true, Peele said, squinting, and it is too good to be true. Same thing goes for Halloway. He was washed up last year, and all of a sudden people are talking Pro Bowl. Hes no faster or stronger, same broken-down knees, but now hes always in the right place at the right time. Gee, how does that happen?

I dont know what youre talking about, Troy said, squirming to get away.

Do you read the coaches lips? Peele asked. What, you hack into the frequency on their quarterback radio?

Youre nuts, Troy said.

Wheres your father? Peele asked, looking around without loosening his grip.

Troys throat tightened. He had no father, not one he knew, anyway. His mother didnt talk much about the man who had abandoned them before Troy was born. This left Troy with a vague feeling of hatred for his father, but what bothered him even more was the contradictory feeling of wanting to one day find the man and impress him. So disturbing were these feelings that even the mention of his father by a strangersomeone he didnt even care aboutcut Troy deep.

Leave me alone! Troy shouted.

Easy now, Peele said, softening his voice. Youre just a kid. Youre not doing anything wrong here, but the team is. I know just what theyre doing, trying to keep people from suspecting by using a kid.

Youre crazy, Troy said, loud enough to make a few people glance at him on their way past.

Not quite, Peele said, lowering his voice even more, and if you keep shouting, someones going to call the police. I dont have a problem with that. Im a reporter after a story. Whats your explanation going to be?

Its a free country, Troy said.

Not for kids, Peele said.

Okay, okay, Troy said, going limp. Ill take you to my dad. Im supposed to meet him at the American Airlines desk.

American? Peele said, frowning. Thats in another terminal.

Well, I dont know, Troy said, raising his shoulders before dropping them.

Come on, Peele said. This way.

Troy let the reporter steer him toward an escalator, riding it down with him. All the while Troy studied the signs to remember where everything was. Peele took him through a tunnel and up another set of escalators to the platform for the train that ran to the American Airlines terminal.

You want to tell me how much theyre paying you? Peele asked, his tone smooth and oily.

Troy shrugged and said, My dad will know.

You live in Atlanta? Peele asked as the train groaned into the station. Its doors banged open, and a computerized voice told everyone to get on.

Not really, Troy said, quickly taking a seat facing the doors.

Peele sat down next to him but kept a hand on the right sleeve of Troys parka. Troy unzipped the coat and wormed his left arm out of its sleeve.

The instant the doors beeped and started to shut, Troy stamped on the arch of Peeles foot, flew out of the parka, and launched himself toward the closing doors.








CHAPTER FIVE



TROY DIDNT STOP TO WATCH the train. He sprinted down the escalator and back through the tunnel into the Delta terminal and up again to the counter, turning this way and that in search of his mom.

He walked the length of the counter and had just started back toward the other end when he heard his name above the noise of the crowded terminal. He spun and saw a hand waving frantically above peoples heads.

Mom! he shouted.

She broke through the mob and hugged him tight. Are you okay?

Troy glanced at the clock: 8:42.

The plane, he said. Did it wait?

Maybe. Are you okay?


That guy grabbed me, Troy said, explaining what happened as they sprinted, hand in hand, through the terminal.

His mom flashed him a grin when he told her about stomping on Peeles instep and she said, You did good.

As soon as Troy and his mom reached the security gate, a Delta supervisor in a red blazer and a TSA agent hustled them past the line and down several back hallways until they were outside in the foggy light of the tarmac. The smell of spent fuel turned Troys stomach, and he plugged his ears against the scream of jet engines as they dashed across the grooved concrete. The Delta 727 charter sat by itself, away from the terminals. The team buses were chugging away, adding black clouds of diesel to the stench.

Troy pointed to the stairway being tugged free from the plane by a small tractor and said, Theyre leaving.

His mom said nothing but dragged him toward the tail of the plane, where a narrow set of stairs still remained, like a forgotten toilet paper streamer. They dashed for the stairs, but with about twenty feet to go, the steps began to slowly retract into the tail of the plane. Troys mom shouted and grabbed for the railing.

A flight attendant hollered something at her from inside the plane above them.

Were with the team! Troys mom shouted.


The flight attendants mouth dropped open. She pushed a different button and the stairs began to grind back down. Troys mom leaped up the steps, and he followed.

Im sorry, the flight attendant said. I thought we were supposed to leave without you.

The terminal was swamped, Troys mom said.

Seth was sitting only a couple seats from the back, wearing jeans, cowboy boots, and a white button-down shirt. The other players around him, big men who spilled over the edges of their seats and into the aisle, were already playing cards with one another. Seth set down his Coke and hustled into the galley, where Troy and his mom stood.

Peele thinks were stealing the other teams plays when they make their calls, Troy said.

Peele probably thinks he can win himself a Pulitzer Prize if he breaks a story and convinces people were stealing plays, Seth said. And if he can somehow ruin me in the process, all the better for him. The guy hates me.

Troy said in a soft voice, But were not cheating. Why cant we just tell Peele its me? That I know the plays from watching what they did before. That theres a pattern. Tell him its the same thing that every team does with computers when they study game film to learn the other teams tendencies? Tell him Im like this football genius.


Hell laugh, his mom said. Hes not going to believe us.

I can show him, Troy said, his face growing warm. No one believes me until I show them.

Except that Mr. Langan wants this to stay quiet, remember? Seth said. Thats part of the deal. If he knows Peele is on to us, he might just shut the whole thing down.

The pilots voice came on the loudspeaker and told everyone to find their seats and buckle in because they were cleared for takeoff.

Troys mom said, I better get up there with the rest of the staff. I wont say anything until we get a chance to talk more after we land.

Even though Troys mom and Seth were a serious couple, they tried not to let anyone on the teamplayers or front office peopleknow about it. Troys mom had gotten the job with the team on her own, before she even knew Seth, and she didnt want people to think anything different. So she sat up with the rest of the teams front office employees. Troy, however, as a ball boy and well liked by everyone, got to sit in the players section.

We cant let Peele stop us, Troy said to Seth after his mom had gone and the two of them sat in their own row, with an empty seat between them. We can make the playoffs if we keep going. Thats what everyone wants, especially Mr. Langan.


They want that, yes, Seth said, but they dont want trouble to come along with it.

I thought teams did anything to win, Troy said.

Some do, Seth said, but not Mr. Langan. He doesnt have to win. He wants to win, but its not going to make or break him if we do or dont. What he doesnt want is anything to hurt his reputation. Thats even more important to him than winning.

How would I hurt his reputation? Troy asked, buckling his seat belt as the plane lurched forward. What if I can prove to Peele that what were doing isnt wrong?

Troy remembered a time when no one except his grandfather believed him. It was only after he proved he could predict what plays the other team would run that the Falcons had let him help them win their last several games.

No. Im sorry, Troy. People will twist this around, Seth said as they rolled toward the runway. Especially someone like Peele.

Troy clamped his mouth shut tight, thinking about what Seth said. The planes engines began to roar. They lifted off the ground and an air pocket buffeted them sideways. Troys stomach flipped, and he dug his fingers into the armrest of his seat.

But he cant say its wrong when it isnt, Troy finally said. Im not doing anything wrong!

Buddy, Seth said, looking over at him with a funny smile, welcome to the NFL. They dont have to write the truth. They just want to sell papers. As soon as Peele can prove youre involved with calling the defensive plays, hell be able to blow it up into a huge scandal. Itll be ten times worse than that mess with the Patriots filming the Rams practice before the Super Bowl. No one is going to believe you can do what we know you can do. The damage will be done before the real truth ever comes out. Itll be the end for you, me, my career, and probably your moms job, too.








CHAPTER SIX



WHAT DO YOU MEAN, no football practice? Tate asked on Monday, pounding a fist on the lunch table and glaring at Troy with her big brown eyes. This is the playoffs, the semifinals. We win Saturday and we go to the state championship. We have to practice.

Troy stuffed the rest of his ham sandwich into his mouth, chewed, and said, My mom called the office, and we have to meet with Mr. Langan at seven oclock tonight. Me, my mom, and Seth, too. Its important, Troy added, thinking about the ten thousand dollars a week the team was supposed to pay him, Seths career, and his moms job.

Well, we cant have practice without our star quarterback and our head coach, Nathan said, filling his own mouth with Doritos and crunching loudly. Nathan was the biggest kid in Troys grade and the anchor of the Duluth Tigers line. Troy and Tate also played for the junior league team.

Jamie Renfro, a tall boy with dark curly hair, stopped behind Nathan with a lunch tray in his hands.

Star quarterback? Jamie said with a mean smile. You guys are a joke. You got lucky just to be in the playoffs, and even luckier to steal a couple games, but your luck just ran out. The Dunwoody Dragons are going to eat you for a snack on Saturday.

Snack on this, Nathan said, opening his mouth to reveal a smelly glob of chewed-up Doritos, letting it fall into his open palm, and offering it up to Jamie.

Jamies eyes went wide and he retched like he might throw up.

Youre sick, Jamie said, walking away with a hand on his stomach.

Hes just jealous, Tate said, watching Jamie go, but you are kind of sick.

So? His dad shouldnt have quit as our coach before the last regular-season game, Nathan said as the glob slipped from his hand and plopped to the floor.

Gross, Tate said.

Nathans eyes went wide. He ran a hand over the stubble of his crew cut, scooped up the blob, and popped it back into his mouth with the rest of the mess.

Two-second rule, Nathan said, talking through his food, this time keeping it in his mouth.

Two-second rule? Tate said.

Troy shook his head and said, If its not on the floor for more than two seconds, you can pick it up and eat it.

I think Im going to be sick, Tate said, her face rumpled in disgust.

Its a good thing Mr. Renfro did quit, Troy said. Otherwise Seth wouldnt be our coach and we wouldnt have beaten anyone. We were lucky to get into the playoffs when Norcross got disqualified, but after that, its been all Seth.

And you, too, Tate said. Seth changed things around and made us a lot better, but Jamie couldnt have thrown all the touchdown passes youve thrown in the past three weeks. Good thing he walked away with his dad.

Its been all of us, Troy said to Tate. Youre the best kicker in the state, and Nathans a monster.

I like that, Nathan said, grinning large. The Monster. Did you guys know that this is the first time Duluth has ever had a team make it this far?

Thats why theres been, like, two thousand people at our games, Tate said. Everyones talking about us. We win Saturday and we get to play for the championship. You want to be a champ, dont you?

Sheesh, Ive never been a champ in anything, Nathan said, running his hand over his crew cut again. How come you cant meet with Mr. Langan earlier?

He stayed in Chicago on business, Troy said. He wont be back until seven. My mom and Seth are pretty nervous about this Peele guy.

On the bus ride to school that morning, Troy had already told them everything that happened over the weekend, filling in the blanks while walking the halls between classes.

I think it would be awesome to have this guy do a big spread on you in the newspaper, Nathan said. Maybe a color photo or something? Fame is fame. Look at all the pop stars.

Nathan, Tate said, quiet, but serious, half the pop stars lives are like train wrecks.

Well, they drive nice cars, Nathan said.

Tate rolled her eyes.

Its just one practice, Troy said. It wont kill us.

But the Dunwoody Dragons might kill us, Tate said. I heard Jamie talking in gym class right before lunch. His cousin plays on that team. Hes six feet tall.

Six feet? Nathan said through his food.

If hes as bad as Jamie, well be all set, Troy said.

If hes as mean as Jamie and that big and he plays on their defensive line, Nathan said, you better be ready to scramble.

Youre not going to protect me? Troy asked. What is that?

Ill tryhit him low in the kneesbut six feet? Sheesh, Nathan said, swiping his hand over his bristles of hair.

Im more worried about our playbook, Tate said, and Jamies father giving it to the Dunwoody coaches.

Our playbook? Troy said, alarmed. Thats cheating. Even with Seth changing things up, we use the same number system, and half the plays we run I call at the line. If they get our playbook, we wont stand a chance. He wouldnt do that.

Oh? Tate said, raising her eyebrows. Wouldnt he? Wait till I tell you what else I heard.








CHAPTER SEVEN



TROY AND NATHAN LEANED toward her.

Sara Parks told Jamie in front of everyone that he and his dad were rotten to root for Dunwoody when we all live in Duluth, Tate said. So then Jamie went all red, told her that his dad made the playbook and he could do what he wanted with it. He said if Seth Halloway wanted to have a team, he could make up his own playbook.

But Seth has us running some new plays, Nathan said.

We run a lot of old ones, though, Troy said, scowling and balling up the cellophane from his sandwich. You cant learn all new plays in a week or two. Hes the one who quit on the team.

Well have to change our calls. Itll be like learning a whole new language. If we dont, theyll know where the ball is going every time we call a play at the line.

Nathan frowned and said, Yeah, didnt you call the play at the line last week on, like, every touchdown?

Thats because he can read the defenses, Tate said. Have you been paying attention to everything going on here for the past month? The Falcons hired him because he can predict plays. He knows what the other team is going to do.

Thats in the NFL, though, Nathan said, scratching at his crew cut.

Football is football, Tate said.

Sheesh, now I got a girl telling me about football, Nathan said, plastering his hand over his face.

Not just a girl, Troy said. A girl who won the punt, pass, and kick contest against the boys, and a girl who kicked the winning field goal that got us into the playoffs after some big lugI wont say his namegot a holding penalty that kept us out of the end zone.

Hey, that was an aggressive mistake, Nathan said.

Dont worry, Tate said to Troy, he doesnt mean it.

How could somebody be that low? Troy asked.

Whos low? Nathan said.

No, not you, Troy said. Im talking about Mr. Renfro giving our playbook away.

Because the only person who hates you more than Jamie Renfro, Tate said, is his father.


And I bet he hates Seth even more, Nathan said.

Like you said, Troy said, he shouldnt have quit the team.

He thought he was getting back at us by making us forfeit after Tates mom complained to the league about all his screaming and yelling, Nathan said, but we got the last laugh.

Then lets work on it after school, Tate said. We can go through the plays we run the most and start changing the names. And Troy, you can change the hot calls. We can write it all down and give it to Seth so he doesnt have to worry about it. He can just coach us on the football stuff.

Great idea, Troy said, smiling at her. We can go to my house.

And Ill make the dip, Nathan said.

Dip? Troy asked.

For chips and dip, Nathan said. I love those blue corn things your mom buys, and I got a new recipe: sour cream, garlic, chives, and Tabasco sauce. A mans gotta eat, you know.

When the school bus dropped them off, Troy and his friends walked the long dirt road to the small saltbox house where he lived with his mom, in a stand of towering pines by the railroad tracks. The gritty red clay lot in front where his mom parked the car stood empty except for a scattering of pine needles too stubborn for the wind. The old tire Troy used as a target for throwing footballs drifted gently back and forth in the pleasant November breeze, and the sky overhead blinded them with the brilliance of its blue.

Inside, Troy raided the fridge for sodas and Nathan made what hed begun calling his famous dip. Together they completed the changes to the playbook by the time Troys mom returned home from work. She looked tired, but she smiled and talked to Nathan and Tate, offering them more sodas as if she hadnt a care in the world. After a few minutes, Troys friends left, circling around back where a path led down through the pines to the tracks that allowed them to walk a straight shot to the Pine Grove Apartments, where they both lived.

When theyd gone, Troys mom slumped down at the kitchen table and let go a sigh.

Whats going on? Troy asked.

I hate to lie, thats all, his mom said, dropping her face into one hand and rubbing her eyes. In the morning, I set up interviews about the potential playoff run and how Coach McFaddens job might be saved. I didnt even see Peele. Then, about an hour after lunch, he showed up, limping around and talking about a kid who he knows is with the team who stomped on his foot. I told him I had nothing more to say.

Troy studied his mom, her long hair pulled back into a ponytail, her thin fingers curled around the edges of her pretty face. He knew her well, just as she knew him well, so instead of asking, he just waited. Finally, she spoke.


So, of course, she said, Peele went to my boss, Cecilia Fetters.

And she doesnt know about me, right?

No, his mom said, she thinks youre a ball boy like everyone else outside the players and coaches, and thats why I feel so bad, because I hate to lie.

But if you told Mr. Langan you wouldnt say anything about me to anyone, then you couldnt break your promise to him, Troy said.

So, I lied, his mom said, which I hate to do.

I guess sometimes you kind of have to, Troy said.

His mom shook her head.

Just when everything was going great for you, me, and Seth, Troy said, slumping down in a chair beside her. The Falcons on a playoff run? The Tigers in the semifinals of the state championship? Now this mess, and weve got to meet with Mr. Langan when we should be practicing. Why does some reporter have to ruin it all?

His mom just kept slowly shaking her head, then perked up suddenly and said, Oh, I forgot. Here.

From her purse, she removed a long white envelope and handed it to Troy.

What is it?

Look inside, she said. I know this will cheer you up.








CHAPTER EIGHT



TROY WORMED HIS FINGER into the opening and split open the envelope. He fished out the check and sucked in his breath.

The numbers jumped out at him.

Ten thousand dollars.

Wow, he said, glancing up at his mom and sharing her smile. Its real.

Of course its real, his mom said. Thats why I wanted you to see it instead of doing that direct deposit thing.

Troy had already earned twenty thousand dollars for the first two games he worked, but the money had gone straight into his bank account.

I like seeing it like this! he said. Thats a lot of zeros and a lot of money.


And not a bad deal for the team, either, his mom said. Ten thousand dollars per win? People would pay a lot more.

You think we should ask for more? Troy asked.

No, Im just saying, she said. A deals a deal. The whole thing is pretty unusual. Im just glad Mr. Langan agreed to try it out.

But this will be gone, too, Troy said. If Peele messes everything up.

That wont be gone, she said. Thats yours, and were putting it in the bank with the rest of it. You earned it, and no one can take it away. That can pay for two or three years of college at a nice state school if we invest it right. After a couple more weeks, your education will be taken care of, Troy. Its a big thing. Its worth a little trouble along the way, believe me.

Troy studied the number, thinking of everything his mom had done for him without the help of a husband, then looked up at her and said, I thought maybe you could do something with the money, Mom. Im gonna get a football scholarship. I wont need this. I thought maybe you could buy yourself a new car, or even get a bigger house.

Troys mom reached out and gripped his hand. Her eyes got shiny and a small smile bloomed on her face.

You are so sweet, she said quietly, but I dont need anything. This house, its small, but I like it.

I like it, too, Troy said. I didnt mean that, but you deserve it. I see other moms with expensive cars and diamonds and all that. Jamie Renfros mom drives around in a Jaguar and she doesnt even have a job. Youre the best. I should get you things.

Honey, I dont care what car I drive or jewelry I wear, his mom said, holding up her other hand. I appreciate you thinking of me, but well save this for college, in case you get a knee injury or something and the football thing doesnt work out. Or even if it does, you can buy a car for yourself. Believe it or not, it wont be long before youll want one.

Will you let me get you all that stuff if I sign a big NFL contract? Troy asked.

She smiled and messed his hair. Okay, thats a deal.

Troy grinned and said, Maybe Ill save up for a Mustang. How much is a Mustang, anyway?

More than thirty thousand, his mom said, standing. Lets get going. We can stop on the way and have a burger or pizza or something.

How about I buy? Troy said, waggling his eyebrows and snapping the check.

Troy liked Whoppers with cheese, and thats what they had before heading out to the Falcons complex. Seth was still there; hed spent the afternoon getting treatment on his bad knee and lifting weights, and he met them at the side entrance where the staff and players came and went. He wore street clothes, but two bags of ice had been wrapped with an Ace bandage around the outside of his jeans. Troys mom handed Seth a bag of cheeseburgers, and he started eating one as they walked through the halls and upstairs to the executive offices.

Action photographs of the teams star players lined the walls. In one, Seth stared out at them, his eyes wide, his mouth twisted into a snarl behind the metal cage of his face mask.

Doesnt even look like you, Troy said, pointing up at the picture. Too mean.

Seth widened his green eyes and bared his teeth, growling.

Better, Troy said, laughing.

Live clean, play mean, Seth said, letting his face return to its normal mask of pleasant calm.

Angie, Mr. Langans assistant, showed them into the owners office, sitting them down on the leather couch and telling them she expected Mr. Langan any minute. Seth spread his food out on the coffee table and kept digging into the burgers, washing them down with a bottle of water.

I almost forgot, Troy said, tugging a folded piece of notebook paper from his pocket and handing it to Seth. Jamie Renfro has a cousin who plays for Dunwoody. We heard his dad is giving them our playbook.

Youre kidding, Seth said.

Troy shook his head. Tate and Nathan and I renamed our plays and all the hot routes, even the stunts on the defensive line.

So they wont know what were doing, Seth said, studying the piece of paper. This is great.

Troy grinned at his mom. Seth ate and nodded as he studied their work. He was just wiping his mouth on a napkin and stuffing the last of his garbage into the bag when Mr. Langan came through the door. He shook hands with them all, including Troy, before sitting down in a leather wingback chair and crossing his legs. The owners hair was short, neatly cut, and sprinkled with gray. His tan, lean face had a pleasant, almost sleepy look, except for the green eyes, as churning and alive as whirlpools.

Where are we? he asked.

As Troys mom explained what had happened, Mr. Langans face remained impassive. The only expression that disturbed it was a small smile and a flicker of his eyes when he heard about Troy stomping Peeles foot.

When she finished, he made a steeple of his fingertips and rested them against his mouth. Finally, he broke the steeple and said, I was afraid of this.

None of us said anything, Seth said.

Mr. Langan shook his head and said, No, I didnt think you would, and Im sure coaches McFadden and Mora didnt say anything, either. They have more to gain from this than anyone. I just didnt know how long we could go before someone started asking questions. You know when the Bears ran that slant play at the end of the game? The balls snapped and you just run right to the spot before the receiver even gets there and you pick it off? Well, that kind of jumps out at people.

Ive made plenty of plays just like that, Seth said.

Mr. Langan considered him a moment before he said, Ten years ago, you made those plays. But thats neither here nor there. Peele suspects something, and we have to deal with it. What I want to do is keep this under wraps as long as we can. We need to figure out a way to get Troys input during the game without him being on the sideline.

Thats easy, Seth said. We did that before, when we played the Raiders.

Yes, you did, Mr. Langan said, but no one was looking for Troy then. This will be different. Peeles not dumb.

But Peele thinks were somehow stealing the plays from the other team, Troys mom said. He thinks Troy is just the way we get the message to Coach Mora, not how we get the message about what to do.

So if we take Troy out of the equation, the owner said, Peele will have to find evidence that were stealing the other teams plays. Since were not doing that, hes out of luck. If we keep Troy out of Peeles way, hell never figure out what were doing.

But Mr. Langan, Troy said, his voice bursting with frustration, were not doing anything wrong.


But were doing something different, Mr. Langan said, something people are going to have a hard time explaining, and, believe it or not, doing something different scares people and gets them a lot more riled up than doing something wrong. People do the wrong thing every day.

As long as we can keep Peele from finding out that you are our football genius, we can just keep marching toward the playoffs.

What if he does find out? Troy said, unable to keep from asking the question. He couldnt help thinking of Nathans words about Peele doing a big spread on him in the newspaperabout fame and pop stars and the nice cars that famous people drive. Tates voice came into his mind as well, talking about their lives being train wrecks, but that wasnt true about everyone famous. Some famous people had it all, and lots of famous people were loved by everyone, even people they didnt know.

Maybe even a father they didnt know.

Mr. Langan returned the steeple of fingers to his mouth for a minute before he looked at Troy and said, If Peele can prove youre helping us call the plays, then well go to the NFL and see what they think.

Thats not so bad, Troys mom said.

Mr. Langan gave a painful smile and said, Its not good, either, though. First of all, we would have to stop using Troy while the league figures out how they want to handle it, and second, while they might not say weve done anything wrong, I know my fellow owners pretty well. If weve got something that helps us win, something that they dont have? Even if its not against the rules? They might make up some new rules.

So were okay as long as Troy doesnt get caught? Seth asked.

Thats right, Mr. Langan said. Just dont get caught.








CHAPTER NINE



TROYS SEMIFINAL GAME on Saturday came fast. Seth worked the Tigers extra hard the remaining nights that week. The rest of the team picked up on the new calls Troy would be making at the line so that if the Dragons really did have the teams playbook, the Tigers would be ready. And still, Troy wished he had even more time to prepare. This would be the biggest game hed ever played in, and the need to win it crept through his bones like the ache from a fever.

These guys cant be seventh graders, Nathan said, peering across the field at the Dunwoody Dragons in their all-red uniforms.

They look like a high school team, Tate said, removing her helmet and shaking loose her long dark hair.

Troy didnt say anything. He just stared and blinked, thinking that maybe the bright sunshine gleaming off their bloodred helmets might somehow be creating an optical illusion, making the Dragons look twice the size they really were.

Dont worry, Seth said, stepping into their midst and tapping the rolled-up paper that was their game plan against the palm of his free hand. Weve got a plan.

Better plan on lots of ice and ibuprofen, Nathan said. Sheesh.

You can block them, Nathan, Seth said. Just hit them low.

Id have to be seven feet tall to hit them high, Nathan said.

Every pass play we run is going to be a roll-out, Seth said, so you just trip them up. Troys faster than any of those defensive linemen, and he can throw on the run.

Are we going to use any running plays at all? Troy asked.

Seth shaded his eyes from the sun, squinting across the field at the Dragons. He cringed and shook his head. I dont think that would be a good idea. Go on, theyre calling the captains for the coin toss. You three get out there and give us some luck.

Their cleats sunk into the fresh turf, kicking up the warm smell of dirt and cut grass to mix with the scent of popcorn, hot dogs, and burgers cooking in the concession stand. The Dragons three captains stood nearly as tall as the referees, and the one Troy figured to be Jamie Renfros cousin was actually taller than three of the five adults. When Troy shook their hands, the cousin clamped down on Troys fingers and flashed him a wicked smile. Troy snatched his hand away and sneered right back.

They flipped the coin. Nathan chose tails. It came up heads.

How about best two out of three? Nathan asked the ref.

The ref curled his lip and said, What are you talking about? No.

Nathan said, You cant blame a guy for trying.

As they parted from the middle of the field, Troy felt someone tug his arm. He turned to see Jamies enormous cousin glaring at him through the bars of his face mask.

Well see how bad you want to play quarterback after I mash your bones, he said in a nasty whisper that the refs couldnt hear.

Seth rallied the team together in a tight circle and said, Look at you guys. All I see is a bunch of kids ready to lay down and get beat. Well, thats not going to happen. You guys got to realize where you are. We win this and were playing under the lights for the Georgia state championship on TV! Do you realize how many great athletes work their entire lives and never win a championship? Its something no one can ever take away from you, but you got to go get it! I dont care how big they are. You got to take it from them!

Seths face turned red and his chiseled jaw rippled with intensity. He stabbed his finger at the other sideline with the thick muscles in his arm bulging.

But youre bigger than everyone, Tate said quietly.

Seths face softened.

Not when I play Im not, he said, shaking his head. Im as small on an NFL field as you are against these guys. Its not all about size. Its about here and here.

Seth pointed to the center of his own chest, then his head.

Heart and brains, he said, pulling the game plan out of his back pocket and brandishing it at them like a kid showing off a straight-A report card. Me and your team captains? We got the brains part handled, but you guys got to have the heart. You gotta believe we can beat them, and I promise you, we will.

Now, bring it in here and lets hear it: Heart on three. Ready? One, two, three

Heart!

The word echoed through Troys skull. They broke the circle, and the kickoff team jogged out onto the field. Troy paced the sideline, willing the Tigers kickoff team to hold. Behind them, hundreds of fans from Duluth cheered and waved the blue and gold pom-poms Troys mom and the other moms had handed out to relatives, friends, and Duluth football fans. On the other side, a sea of red, twice the size of the Tigers fans, roared while performing a sweeping wave. Troy shuddered at the demonic sound the Dunwoody fans called their Dragon Roar.

Tate kicked the ball to start the game. End over end it sailed, high and far. The Dragons runner had to retreat ten yards to field it, but when he did, he turned on a jet of speed that left the Tigers defenders zigging in his zags. When the Dragons runner crossed the fifty, Nathan threw himself at his feet. The runner hurdled Nathan easily. Only Tate now stood between the runner and the end zone. Instead of trying to avoid Tate the way he had the other Tigers defenders, the runner lowered his shoulder and churned straight at her, looking to mangle her and plow her over on his way to a touchdown.

Tate, thin as a wisp of smoke but wiry and quick, darted forward with her arms spread wide, straight at the oncoming freight train.

Troy flinched and waited for the Dragon Roar.








CHAPTER TEN



TATE LAUNCHED HERSELF LIKE a javelin at the runners knees, upending him so that he somersaulted through the air, landing on his back with a thud Troy could practically feel.

The cheers came from the Tigers fans.

Tate sprang up off the grass and left the Dragons runner lying in a heap, twisting from side to side. As the Tigers battered kickoff team jogged to the benches, the Dragons coaches helped the runner to his feet and tugged him off the field.

The Tigers defense took the field with a war cry, half of them stopping along the way to high five Tate.

That was incredible, Tate! Seth said, slapping her shoulder pad. You just saved a touchdown.

Hey, Tate said, grinning from ear to ear, Im not just a kicker. Im a football player.

Troy slapped her five and told her she was awesome. Together they watched their defense take on the Dragons offense. Nathan, who played both ways, battled it out with the Dragons massive offensive line, sometimes even breaking into the backfield. But their size was too much for the rest of the defense, and it took the Dragons only six plays to march forty-four yards into the end zone and set off a Dragon Roar loud enough to make Troy cover his ears.

Look, Tate said, pointing toward the top row of the Dragons bleachers.

Troy followed the line of her finger and saw a big man and a tall boy with dark curly hair, each of them dressed in red, cheering with the rest of the Dunwoody crowd: Jamie Renfro and his father.

The rats, Troy said.

Seth came up from behind, put an arm around Troy, and said, Its gonna have to be a shoot-out.

Whats a shoot-out? Tate asked.

Both teams score every time they touch the ball, Seth said. Whoever has the ball last wins.

We have to score every time? Troy asked.

Seth pressed his lips tight, then lowered his voice and said, Unless we get a turnover, I cant see how our defense is going to stop them. The good news is that I know you can do it.

The energy in Seths voice went through Troy like an electric current, and as he ran out onto the field after the kickoff, he believed he really could do it.

Because they were going to call all the plays at the line, the Tigers offense didnt bother to huddle. The no-huddle offense would put extra pressure on the defense, making it harder for them to get plays signaled in from the sideline and to make adjustments to different formations. Troy knew the no-huddle offense would cut down on the Dragons ability to run complicated blitzes.

Hopeful, Troy lined up behind the center and called out his first play as part of the cadence.

Red Tango 17, he said, barking out the signals above the noise from the crowd. Red Tango 17

The Dragons defensive backs and linebackers crept up toward the line of scrimmage and shifted to the left, expecting the Tigers to run there. Troy broke out into a huge grin. It was all he could do to keep from laughing with joy.

He knew now for certain that Jamie Renfros father had given the playbook to the Dragons. But the new Red Tango 17 play would send Rusty Howell, the Tigers fastest man, straight down the field for a pass.

Hut! Troy said. Hut! Hut!

He took the snap and rolled to his right. Nathan and the rest of the Tigers line chopped at the defenders knees but slowed them only a little. The enormous Dragons surged toward Troy in a wave. He ran for his life toward the sideline. Rusty sprinted downfield, passing the defenders who raced toward Troy thinking the play was a run.

Just as the red wave of defenders was about to crash down on Troy, he set his feet and fired the ball.








CHAPTER ELEVEN



TROY WATCHED THE BALLS flight and Rusty racing toward the end zone with his arms stretched. The thought that maybe hed thrown it too far flickered in Troys mind, only to be snuffed outalong with everything elsewhen the Dragons linemen swamped him.

I cut my guy down like a blade of grass, but half the defense buried you and rang your bell, Nathan said, helping Troy to his feet.

What happened? Troy asked.

With me blocking for you? Touchdown. What else? Nathan said nonchalantly. Can you hold for the kick?

Troy wobbled a little on his feet but shook the cobwebs out of his head and started a slow jog down the field toward the end zone, where Tate was already setting up her tee for the extra point.

When Tate kicked it through to tie the score, the three of them ran off together, slapping high-fives and smacking shoulders with the rest of the team. Troy took off his helmet and pointed to Jamie Renfro up in the stands, grinning and giving him a big thumbs-up.

Looks like his head is about ready to explode, Tate said, giggling when she saw what Troy was doing.

Serves him right, Nathan said. The traitor.

The game was indeed a shoot-out, with each team seeming to score on every possession, but the rest of the Tigers touchdowns didnt come as easy as the first one. As the game wore on, the Dragons relied less and less on the plays they thought they knew and more and more on their superior size, strength, and speed. Still, Troys ability to read the defense, some good play by the Tigers receivers, Tates sure leg, and Seths strategy of having Troy throw on the run all worked. With less than a minute to go in the game, the Tigers were down by just seven points, 4235.

Troy worked the offense down the field on what would be the last Tigers possession. With only four seconds remaining, he hit Rusty in the end zone for a touchdown, making it 4241.

The Dragons crowd went silent, and the Duluth fans pumped out a roar of their own that rose and fell in Troys ears like ocean waves. But instead of celebrating with Rusty and his teammates in the end zone, Troy made a beeline for Seth, who wore a worried look.

Kicking the extra point would tie the game and send them into sudden-death overtime. If the Dragons won the coin toss, theyd likely score and win. The Tigers other option was to go for a two-point conversion by either running or passing the ball into the end zone from the three-yard line. That would win the game by a point and send them to the Georgia state championship.

What do we do? Troy asked Seth, gritting his teeth so hard that his cheeks ached.

The NFL linebacker looked down at him and asked, What do you think?

I dont want to win or lose on a coin flip, Troy said.

We cant run it, Seth said. Theyre too big. Itd have to be a short pass, but only the long passes have been working for us. I dont like our chances.

Then lets fake the kick, Troy said. Get them out of their regular defense.

Seths face brightened and he grinned at Troy. I love it.

Seth cupped his hands and yelled to his players, Kicking team!

Ill roll right, Troy said, his heart hammering away now, and send the ends up and to the right on different levels.

Like two Ls, Seth said, nodding.


Only I dont throw to them, Troy said. Thats something they might be ready for.

You cant run it in, Seth said. Theyll have a safety on either side.

I wont run it, Troy said.

The referee set the ball on the three-yard line and signaled Seth to get going.

Youre talking in riddles, Seth said, scowling.

A throw back, Troy said. Everyone would go to the right, but theyd send just one player back to the left, a classic trick play.

To who? Seth asked.

The kicker, Troy said.








CHAPTER TWELVE



TATE? WELL, I DONT call you a football genius for nothing, Seth said, grinning again and nodding. Theyll never pick it up. Go!

Troy sprinted out to the huddle. As he went to the line, Troy couldnt help glancing up at Jamie Renfro. Like the rest of the Dragons crowd, the Renfros were on their feet. Troy wanted to win for a lot of reasons. He wanted to be a star player. He wanted to be noticed by coaches and college scouts. But he also wanted to show Jamie Renfro and his coach-dad how foolish it had been to sit Troy on the bench all season.

The fans in both bleachers cheered wildly now, and Troy had to shout. He drew the play in the grass for his teammates as he spoke, then looked at Tate.

Tate, Troy said as loud as he could, looking into her big dark eyes, you fake the kick, actually swing your leg. Ill pull the ball at the last second and you take off into the end zone. Theyll all come for me, and youll be wide open.

Me? Tate said. Her eyes widened and glistened at him like glass.

You can do it, Nathan said, slapping her shoulder pad.

Tate rolled her lower lip under her upper teeth but nodded.

Troy broke the huddle. They jogged to the line. Tate set her kicking tee down in the grass and marched off her steps. Troy knelt down over the tee and looked back at her.

Tate smiled weakly. Troy smiled back and winked with an affirmative nod. He turned and signaled for the snap. It came like a bullet. Troy snared it and rested it on the tee for a split second before pulling it up just as Tate swung her foot.

From the corner of his eye, Troy saw his line collapse and a blur of red surge at him like a typhoon. He tucked the ball, jumped up, spun around, and sprinted for the right side of the end zone. The Dragons came fast. The safeties covered the ends, sticking to them like glue, but thats where Troy kept his eyes, knowing that if he looked at Tate it might give the trick away.

He was nearly to the sideline with defenders all around him and no chance at running into the end zone before he cranked his hips and head around and set his feet to make the throw. He held it as long as he could, then launched it an instant before being buried in red. Little comets of light exploded across his field of vision, then went out. In the darkness at the bottom of the pile, Troy grunted in dismay.

When hed let the ball go, Tate was nowhere to be seen.
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