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If you’ve ever been made to feel unlovable because of your difference, this is for you. Look for beauty and love and you’ll find it.




‘To be loved for beauty is a poor reward; it is to love a mask, a temporary dress, a sham unworthy of the loving heart.’

Edmund Rostand




One

Face for Radio

Today’s Track: ‘I Need More (Radio Edit)’ by Haley Bennett

They say the soul is written across the eyes. If true, my ex-boyfriend’s soul was full of utter disbelief and revulsion.

‘You shouldn’t be here, Zella.’

As I glared at Dave Valvert, I wondered how my own face would look splashed across the front of a newspaper: Promising Soon-to-be Graduate Dismembers Arrogant Ex-Boyfriend. Bright Young Student Walked Out of Lake Pristine High School in Handcuffs.

But I had too many grand plans and most of them would be ruined if I committed a violent – if entirely justifiable – homicide against the boy who’d wasted a year of my life. Dating him had been a cry for help. I often looked into his face and wondered what on earth I’d been thinking. There was little to love about him because, like so many young men, he wasn’t fully cooked yet.

But bettering people is a thankless job, and I’d finally come to my senses and handed in my notice before the summer break.

Back when we’d been the school’s golden couple, we’d agreed to the job of co-hosting Lake Pristine High School’s radio station: Radio Panache. It had seemed like a fun venture.

Now, with Dave Valvert sitting across from me in the small studio space we would have to share for a year, it felt like a state-sanctioned punishment.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Dave repeated. ‘You only got this job because you were with me. Now you’re not, and the listeners will be able to smell the poverty coming off you through the radio waves. You should resign.’

I snorted inelegantly. ‘Me, resign? Never. Impeachment only. If you don’t like this, you leave.’

He glared, jerkily trying to adjust his swivel chair so he could look taller than me.

I watched in amusement as he bobbed up and down in his seat. ‘Need a little grease for that chair, comrade?’

‘I need this gig for my college applications,’ he spat. ‘That dolt from admissions at Mapesbury said—’

‘That your below-average test scores aren’t good enough?’

‘Zella!’

‘Your sunburns look ridiculous, by the way. Did no one explain the physics of sun damage to you? You have to take the ski goggles off sometimes, Dave.’

‘At least my family can afford to leave this stupid little asylum of a town for a bit. The Alps were beautiful, by the way. Not that you’ll ever get to see them.’

I winced. Dave always knew just where to land the blow. He didn’t know how to be witty; he’d only ever mastered words when it came to being cruel.

Maybe things were so bad between us now because we’d never been friends in the first place. Maybe a relationship without friendship was a flightless bird.

‘Guys,’ Priya, our radio producer, and a former friend of mine, spoke to us from the other side of the studio. ‘You both swore you would keep things civil.’

‘Yeah,’ I said bitterly. ‘On air!’

I lost Priya in the breakup.

All of our friends had chosen Dave. To be fair to them, I had been a bit of a loner when he’d plucked me from obscurity and deigned to date me. They were technically his friends before they were mine.

It looked like my final year of high school was going to be another very lonely one.

‘We go live as soon as this song is done,’ Priya told us. She wore a stern expression, one that promised retribution should either of us bring our argument into the broadcast.

‘I’m ready,’ I said, sliding on my headphones.

Within minutes, it became very clear that Dave Valvert would not be allowing me a word in edgeways. He prattled and he drawled, hauling the invisible listeners through a dreary ten-minute rant – a laundry list of his complaints about Lake Pristine. The girls weren’t as pretty as the ones he’d seen in France. The internet was too slow. The events the town put on were always too cutesy and weird.

‘I would just like to interrupt this diatribe,’ I finally said, cutting Dave off without any warning, ‘to say that I love this town and the people in it. You know. Just for some balance.’

Dave frowned as Priya gestured to the two of us, the ancient studio landline pressed to her neck. 

‘Do we have a caller already, Priya?’ I asked.

‘Better be someone interesting,’ Dave griped. ‘Unlikely when half the people at this school were raised in barns.’

Even though the whole point of the radio show was for fellow students to call in and discuss hot topics, Dave seemed put out at the prospect of having to hear someone else speak.

‘Caller?’ I said, smiling at Priya. ‘You’re live on Radio Panache!’

‘Thank you,’ said a deep, disembodied voice. ‘As much as I would rather talk to you, I have some words for the jabbering parrot I presume is sitting next to you.’

I gasped down a laugh and Dave made a strange choking sound.

‘Who is this?’ he demanded. ‘And wh—’

‘No, no, friend,’ said the male voice on the other end of the phone. ‘You’ve said more than enough for today. I may be the only listener you haven’t lulled into a stupor. Okay, you went to France and skied down a mountain. That’s not a substitute for a personality, my guy – malheureusement. The English royal family go skiing. It’s frighteningly unchic. You’re asking us to listen to your diatribe about how uncool Lake Pristine is, as you wax lyrical about the ski slopes, but all we’re really doing is picturing you in neon salopettes. And dude, no one in winterwear can ever hold court when it comes to being cool. So sorry, Chalet Boy.’

I threw my head back and laughed, making sure to stay unmuted. Dave made a snarling sound but the disembodied voice continued.

‘And can I just say, on behalf of the entire student body of Lake Pristine, we are so glad that the beautiful Miss Zella Blass is finally free of you.’

The use of the word ‘beautiful’ gave me pause. But there was no time to question its sincerity as his speech scorched through the airwaves.

‘Seeing her escape your clutches was like one of those nature documentaries. You know, when the zebra gets dragged into the river by the crocodile and you just think, Oh, God, I hope that poor thing can break free – it’s got her in its ugly teeth. And she did! So, happy days for anyone with a conscience. We don’t have to watch you drone on and on at her in the canteen any more. She can finally eat in peace without the weird trust-fund kid chipping away at her will to live.’

This was the last indignity Dave could suffer. He threw me a look of betrayal and stormed away from the studio desk.

‘Uh oh,’ said the voice. ‘Judging by the sound of all that calamity, Chalet Boy’s minced off?’

I forced myself to dig deep and find my professionalism. ‘Whoever you are, that wasn’t very nice.’

There was a beat of silence and then, ‘You’re fibbing, Red. I can hear the laugh in your voice.’

‘Okay, yeah’—I smiled as I spoke—‘maybe I appreciate you intervening today. But I can handle my co-host, never fear.’

‘Yes, of course you can. But that doesn’t mean you should have to. The guy has the charisma of a broken printer!’

I exhaled. ‘Killian? It’s Killian, isn’t it?’

Killian Bergery. One half of a set of twins who’d arrived in Lake Pristine just over a year ago. Killian and Christian weren’t identical twins, but that was most obvious when it came to their characters. They were slightly alike without, and utterly unlike within.

It might have seemed to some like Killian’s sudden defence of me was an act of kindness. I knew better. He was a perfect troll. He lived for derision and scorn. Any compliments, any use of the word ‘beautiful’, should be filed away under facetious sarcasm.

‘Killian,’ I repeated, my voice a little sharper. ‘I know it’s you.’

There was a beat of silence, and then, ‘How’d you know it wasn’t Christian?’

True, their voices were indistinguishable. ‘Because Chris is the sweet one and you’re the one with the nuclear reactor in your vocab.’

Both twins were in the senior class with me and Dave, but Killian had spent most of last year heckling me in the corridors and throwing things at the back of my head in English. The Bergery twins were Dr Bergery’s sons.

Dr Bergery – host of the writing seminar that would guarantee me the university scholarship I wanted. My father worked for the council and my mother was a hairdresser. Their finances were good but not pay-for-three-whole-years-of-university good – and I didn’t want to end up in crippling debt either. I had my whole academic year mapped out, with meticulous little highlighted passages in my planner. I would host the show on Radio Panache, pass my advanced classes with flying colours, volunteer for my dad at the Lake Pristine Town Hall (including helping out with the Autumn Festival and Halloween celebrations) and find a way to get into that writing seminar.

Dr Bergery only allowed a select number of pupils to join. Some said the lucky five had already been chosen. Others said it had been written in stone since last year’s examinations.

But I wasn’t giving up. I wanted to be one of the five. I had to be.

Killian’s voice drew me back to the studio.

‘Uh huh. Point still stands, Red. Bad choice of boyfriend. You have a terrible track record.’

‘Off the line, please. Unless you want to drive away the only remaining host so there’s just dead air.’

‘An improvement for Radio Panache.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Point of information, for any students still listening to our first show of the autumn. My dad, Seth Blass, is holding auditions for his weekly Lake Pristine Medieval Faire, which opens this Saturday for the autumn season. As many of you know, my dear old dad is the social events co-ordinator on Lake Pristine Council. He’s a great guy and he needs knights, ladies and volunteers for this season’s faire. Get your butts down to the bandstand tonight by four p.m.’

‘BYOL. Bring your own lances. You know, for jousting.’

I flushed at Killian’s interjection. ‘Get off the line!’

The disembodied voice laughed heartily before hanging up.






Two

Swordplay

Today’s Track: ‘Hand Grenade’ by Hedley

I found the caller in question at lunchtime.

Killian Bergery. Tall, broad-shouldered and sporting a mostly tidy mass of blue-black hair. He had a large nose, good skin and was generally pretty well put together. When he smiled, he sported two dimples and you would never know from looking at him that he was Satan’s apprentice, with a viperous tongue.

He was sitting with his twin and their friend Anderson Lebray, in their usual spot by the window. I picked up my tray, observing the three of them as they bantered and laughed, envying their good spirits.

It had been a couple of years now since I’d laughed with my own best friend. Max. Short for Maxine, a name she despised. She’d moved away from Lake Pristine and her sudden absence at school was ultimately what drove me to fall in with Dave and his friends.

Killian and his group now sat at the table where Max and I had always eaten lunch.

I was about to join the line for food, when my ex-boyfriend’s loud, booming voice suddenly disrupted the patter of the canteen.

‘Where is he?!’

I watched Killian freeze, a burger halfway to his mouth. He clearly knew who’d bellowed the words, but he winced as the entire student body of Lake Pristine fell into an expectant hush at the prospect of a public scene.

‘Oof,’ Chris said. ‘Maybe time to make a run for it, Kill.’

‘No need,’ Killian said casually. His eyes landed on me for a split second before he glanced at the canteen entrance.

Dave Valvert and his ridiculous suntan scanned the large room for Killian, and his glare turned to triumph as the two of them locked eyes.

‘What can I help you with, Dave?’ asked Killian, projecting his voice across the canteen. If they wanted a show, I knew he could give them all one. It was what he was infamous for. ‘Do you need some arnica oil for . . . that?’

He gestured to Dave’s sunburn, which caused a few titters to spread throughout the room. I watched, fascinated, along with everyone else.

‘Think I didn’t know it was you?’ barked Dave, ignoring the jibe.

‘Me doing what, Dave?’ Killian asked innocently.

‘Calling the radio!’ Dave thundered.

‘Now, David,’ Killian said, getting to his feet and stepping into the centre of the room. By doing so, he turned the canteen into an amphitheatre. The room was now his stage and he was clearly ready for a performance. ‘Radio Panache is open to all students, not just you and your monotonously dulcet tones.’

When Dave looked ready to murder him, Killian added, ‘Those are big words, I know. It means you’re boring, basically.’

Someone in the room laughed out loud. Dave’s eyes darkened.

I held my breath for Killian. I knew how much Dave hated to feel humiliated. His father had been his very first bully, and now he existed purely in the realm of other people’s opinions.

When he caught sight of me watching, it made him even angrier.

I felt a stab of guilt. I held his gaze, showed him that I wasn’t laughing along with the others. Something softened in him for a moment – but he quickly shuttered it, turning back to Killian with his mask firmly in place.

‘Think you’re funny?’ he asked coldly. He looked at Killian with disgust. ‘Freak.’

I let out a gasp.

‘You.’ Dave shoved one of the rugby lads on the arm. ‘What is he?’

The rugby player followed Dave’s direction, glancing at Killian. ‘Uh, a freak.’

It wasn’t the most emphatic of echoes, but it satisfied Dave.

‘Ashley?’ Dave added, referring to one of the ‘popular’ students. ‘What is he?’

Ashley looked a lot more gleeful in her reply. ‘A freak. For sure.’

Dave smiled. He and Killian both knew this could go on for ever. He could prod just about any one of his friends within the school, and they’d parrot back the word.

Killian seemed to be on the back foot. The one openly autistic kid in the whole school, outnumbered by the rest.

‘Like I said,’ Dave spoke again. ‘Nothing but a sad, pathetic . . . freak.’

There were murmurings of disapproval, but to my astonishment, a wide smile broke across Killian’s face. I couldn’t understand it. He somehow grew taller, stepping closer to Dave, whose gaze flickered in confusion.

‘You’ve done it now,’ Chris said softly, and their friend Anderson made a noise of agreement.

‘Freak?’ Killian repeated. ‘Is that all you can do? Is that what you’re bringing to this?’

He stole a glance to the audience that had gathered and his gaze passed over me for another brief moment. I held his eyes, wondering what he would do. Something unreadable moved over his face and then he glanced away.

‘I’m actually asking you,’ Killian continued, returning his attention to Dave, ‘before we start this and before, let’s face it, I finish it – are you sticking with “freak”, Dave?’

‘Yeah,’ Dave said, giving Killian a slow and deliberate look of disdain. ‘I am.’

Killian smiled once more, as his friends made appreciative noises of anticipation. ‘Well, okay then.’

He leapt up onto one of the lunch tables, grinning as the rest of the students hooted and hollered.

‘Freak!’ Killian announced loudly. ‘A word hurled at me and people like me so often it has now lost all meaning. Noun. Insult, meant to wound. But . . . highly unoriginal. Positively antique! But in a worthless, schlocky sense. Indicative of an intellect that hasn’t yet outgrown the playground, and an imagination that has had a guillotine brought down on its weak and fragile neck.’

Dave glowered as the room started to pulsate – students shifting and readying themselves for a scene. Even the catering staff were watching, clearly intrigued by the duel that was about to take place.

‘You could have said,’ Killian said with vigour from his higher ground on top of the table, ‘he’s so weird the stamp collectors get an inferiority complex around him.’

Unsure laughter started to ripple across the room, growing in confidence when Dave backed away from his opponent. He looked around at the rest of his fellow students, appearing off balance.

Killian went on.

‘You could have said, he’s so weird his imaginary friend sought a restraining order!’

The laughter was loud now. A few people heckled in delight, urging Killian to keep going.

‘How weird is he?’ yelled Anderson, playing along and setting Killian up for his next parry.

‘Okay, okay.’ Killian held up his hands, ushering in some quiet. ‘You could have said, he’s so weird he makes Tarrare look like an accountant.’

I smiled at that. I’d done a presentation on Tarrare in a class last term. I didn’t think anyone had listened, least of all Killian Bergery.

When Dave scowled, Killian spoke in a mock whisper. ‘Do you need me to wait while you look up who Tarrare is? It’s totally okay to google him, I know you don’t read books.’

‘Too mean, Killian,’ I said under my breath. ‘Too mean.’

More laughter. A few shouts of encouragement. Killian could see the word still swirling around in Dave’s mouth and so could I. He had nothing else. ‘Freak’ was all he could wield. It was the only weapon in his arsenal. He was neurotypical and Killian was autistic. It was all Dave had on the other boy. The world had given Dave, as the more privileged party, a few words to beat Killian with – but that only worked if Killian lay down and took it.

Killian wasn’t like that.

Clearly, Killian had met hundreds like Dave in his life. This was nothing to him.

‘He’s so weird,’ Killian went on, dancing in place as he towered over his angry adversary, ‘that Del Toro and Fincher are fighting over the rights to make a film about him. There you go. A pop culture one for you.’

‘Get down,’ Dave snarled. ‘Or I’ll—’

‘You’ll what?’ interjected Killian, something dark suddenly entering his voice. ‘Call me another boring, uninspired slur? Let’s not. I’ll have heard it too many times before, from better people than you. Here’s some advice, Dave. Well, two pieces of advice. Number one, sunscreen!’

More snickers echoed throughout the room and even Dave’s entourage had started to move towards the exit.

‘Second! Don’t ever enter into a battle of wits with someone who’s actually armed. In this case, a jaded autistic nerd. You, Dave Valvert, are living proof that there’s no such thing as intelligent design. I envy people who haven’t met you.’

‘Enough!’ Dave choked out, moving to the exit. ‘Freak!’

The crowd of students groaned and jeered at his continued commitment to the unoriginal jibe but he was gone before they broke into applause for Killian. The latter laughed in surprise and gave a theatrical bow, peering up from his bent-over stance to meet my stare.

I gave a tiny shake of my head. He merely grinned.

I didn’t clap but I did watch as Dave stopped by the door. He fixed Killian with a look that could only be described as cunning.

‘And Freak?’ he called out. ‘Don’t think I don’t know the real reason you have a problem with me.’

I frowned. Dave had always disliked Killian but I didn’t know there to be any actual beef between the two of them.

‘You have me there, David,’ Killian said, his voice a little less cocky. ‘No idea what you’re referring to.’

‘Sure,’ Dave drawled. ‘You’ve got no idea. We’ll see, won’t we?’

The rest of the canteen had returned to eating and chattering but I kept my gaze on Killian as he straightened his posture, the amusement slowly draining from his face. He hopped off the table and turned his back on all remaining onlookers.

When Dave and his friends were gone, I picked up my BLT and sat down at a table by myself. When a shadow fell over me, I didn’t bother to look up.

‘Afternoon, Red.’

I didn’t acknowledge the nickname. ‘Quite a performance.’

He slid into the empty seat across from me. ‘Lunch date for one?’

‘And I got a show with it, too,’ I replied, in a voice like acid. I looked up at him. ‘Lucky me.’

He winced at that. ‘I tried going easy on him, Red. Is that why you’re alone? Did I scare every last one of your lot away?’

‘The thing about breaking up with one of the popular kids,’ I said, covering my mouth as I answered while chewing, ‘is that you’re then exiled from the entire pack.’

‘They sound awful.’

I shrugged one shoulder and took a sip from my giant water bottle.

‘You didn’t like my help this morning on the radio?’

‘Go back to your table.’

‘Not until you tell me what you ever saw in that dipshit.’

Dave was . . . he was lonely and mad at the world. He and I were similar that way.

But that wasn’t Killian Bergery’s business. ‘No. Leave.’

He studied me for a moment but decided to change tactics.

‘So, I might swing by your dad’s auditions tonight.’

That did catch my attention. ‘No.’

‘Yes!’

‘Can you ride a horse?’

‘Sure. But don’t you think it’s crazy that people don’t need a licence to ride a horse? It’s not like a car; it’s a proper sentient being. And people are just allowed to hop on old Thunder, the angry Shire horse, and no one says a thing about it. He’s caused more whiplash than all the automobile accidents in this town combined.’

I gave him a withering look, refusing to be visibly amused.

‘So, tell your dad I’ll be there. Maybe put in a good word for me. You know, seeing as we’re friends.’

‘We are not friends,’ I replied.

‘Sure we are, Red.’

‘You spent all of last year throwing gum wrappers at my head. We are not friends.’

‘Well, that’s when you were off-and-on with that ignorant nepo baby.’

‘He’s going to take a hit out on you after what you just did to him.’

‘But I did it for you, Red. To avenge your honour.’

That did it. ‘Oh, fuck off, Killian Bergery! You did it to show off! The idea of beating someone over the head with your cleverness was too much to resist so you picked an easy target. Congratulations. Everyone in this room thought it was funny and that Dave had it coming. And maybe he did. But I don’t have to laugh just because everyone else does. In fact, a laughing mob just makes everything less funny to me.’

The speech landed like a sword into the dirt. I had to look back down at my food. Eye contact was hard for me at the best of times, let alone when I was actually saying how I felt. I could tell by his silence that I’d stunned him, so I waited, holding my breath. Some awful retort was bound to be incoming.

But the words never came. And when I finally glanced up, Killian was gone.






Three

Meet Cute

Today’s Track: ‘We Can’t Be Friends’ by Ariana Grande

Later that day, I pulled a white fisherman’s sweater over my head, started my playlist and made my way towards Lake Pristine. The high school was a good thirty-minute walk from the small town I lived in, and I had to walk through the woods to reach home. I didn’t mind, I liked the solitude. I always felt lonely in a crowd.

You never saw crowds in a forest.

The leaves were just starting to change colour, and the trees seemed to touch the clouds. I smiled to myself. The closest things Lake Pristine would ever have to skyscrapers. They kept out so much of the light but the occasional ray would still manage to seep through. There was something witchy about all of it. The long stretch of road, the towering woodland that felt like nature’s great parasols. I could smell bark and moss and the wet scent of autumn.

The odd car would pass me on the road and after a while, I spotted the unblemished ‘Welcome to Lake Pristine’ sign.

I smiled. Every time I saw it, I remembered when Max and I had thrown snowballs at it one winter and then been forced to clean it every day for a month.

She’d always joked that Lake Pristine reminded her of Hobbiton. I’d always joked that Hobbiton had way more going on.

As I made my way to the Lake Pristine Council Headquarters, I thought that Max had probably been right after all. The town was bustling with autumnal business. Mrs Montgomery was ushering her little ballerinas into the dance studio and all of the girls were dressed like pumpkins.

Mr Clayton was being ordered by his wife to check under her parked car for ice.

‘It’s just turned autumn, Mary,’ he barked, as he got down on his hands and knees. ‘Won’t be icy for months.’

‘Just look,’ she barked back. ‘We’re not driving that old thing until I know it’s safe.’

I grinned as I passed by, and turned onto Main Street.

The air had a little bite to it now. The water that trailed from the drainpipes into the gutters had a hint of ice inside it and people were wearing coats and scarves again, after a summer of beachwear and sundresses. I gathered my long red hair into a ponytail and slipped my hands into my fingerless gloves.

‘Afternoon, Zella!’

Ester from the market called out to me and I gave her a wave. She had a few Halloween costumes out for sale, but there was also a sign that read ‘No devils, don’t ask’ which made me laugh. An employee of hers was offering free samples of a new non-alcoholic cider and some gingerbread loaf. The locals all knew better than to try either.

Autumn was well and truly here.

I could see my dad standing by his office window in the town hall. He was gesticulating wildly and the sight made me smile fondly. When I let myself into his tiny corner of the council building, I saw that two other people were already meeting with him, and I recognized them both.

Jasper Montgomery, one of the most beloved women in Lake Pristine, and her boyfriend, Arthur Lancaster, owner of the town Arthouse.

‘Jasper, I’m begging you,’ Dad said, leaning across his desk to clasp the young woman’s perfectly manicured hands. ‘You can’t do this to me. The Medieval Faire starts this Saturday. You’ve been the Lake Pristine princess in our jousting tournament for years! Ever since your sister gave it up!’

‘Christine didn’t give it up,’ Arthur pointed out. ‘She was politely asked to leave when she made those tourists cry.’

‘Yes,’ Dad acknowledged. ‘But Jasper, you’ve always been perfect. Please don’t abandon me.’

‘Seth!’ Jasper said, laughing incredulously. ‘I’m twenty-five now. I can’t make the time any more. And as for it starting on Saturday, I’ve spent the entire summer telling you I can’t do it. You’ve had more than enough notice. You stopped taking my calls in June!’

‘She’s right, Dad,’ I said. ‘I heard the messages on our machine.’

‘Whose side are you on?’ Dad cried out, and Jasper and Arthur laughed.

‘Besides,’ Jasper said, moving around me so she was standing at my back. I could smell her perfume and I watched in awe as she batted her long lashes and tossed her dark hair. She placed both hands on my shoulders. ‘I think you have a perfect replacement right here with Zee.’

I blinked, surprised that she even knew my name. Let alone a nickname. ‘Oh, I—’

‘Arthur Lancaster, you’ll pay for this!’ Dad called to the couple as they slipped out of his office, holding hands. ‘She never turned down town duties before you stole her away.’

Arthur laughed. ‘She’ll always be a princess to me, Seth.’

‘Get out, both of you.’

Arthur turned to give him a knowing look. ‘We’ve got a late-night Jaws rerun at the Arthouse this Friday, Seth . . .’

I smirked as Dad relented and then reluctantly grumbled, ‘I’ll be there.’

When we were alone, he gave me an appraising glance. ‘You would be a great princess, Zell.’

‘Don’t even try it,’ I said, smacking him on the arm with my Lake Pristine Book Festival tote bag. ‘I have classes, Radio Panache, and I’m trying to get into Dr Bergery’s writing seminar. I’m all extra-curricular’ed out!’

‘It’s only on the weekends, kid,’ he said. ‘Besides!’ He started scrolling on his ancient computer. ‘Aha! I got an email from Killian Bergery about an hour ago. He’s auditioning. If you both do this thing together, surely he’ll help you get on his mother’s good side.’

The words stopped me in my tracks. ‘Killian Bergery?’

‘The very one,’ Dad said, oblivious to my sudden change in tone. ‘Can’t you scratch each other’s backs, so to speak?’

‘You don’t even know if you want him for one of your knights.’

‘Oh, I do, kid. His dad’s been on my ass about budgets for months now.’

Charles Bergery. Deputy to the mayor of Lake Pristine. The Bergery family had such influence.

‘Fine,’ I exhaled. ‘But he’s snarky. One wrong word and I shove him off the horse.’

Dad’s face broke into a wide smile. ‘You’re the best. Come on. I’ll buy you dinner before auditions.’


Dinner consisted of microwaved burritos in Ma’s hair salon, Molly’s. My little sister Regine was in the middle of demanding to come to the auditions, even though my parents had told her no.

‘Swords, horses and lances, Reggie,’ I told her, finishing off my food.

‘And lots of hormonal teenagers,’ Ma added. ‘Too dangerous. You can go when you’re older.’

Later, as Dad and I walked from my mother’s small business to the town square, I marvelled at how beautiful Lake Pristine looked. It was a small town that never seemed to have an off-season. In the summer, it was a sweltering sauna made for frolicking in the lake and cooling down in the Book Festival tents. In the spring, the Maypole Fair brought floral auctions, beauty pageants for dogs and the Spring Fling Ball. In the winter, fairy lights lit up every inch of Main Street and the square was transformed into a giant maze and Christmas market.

Lake Pristine (and my father) filled the autumn calendar to the brim each year. As soon as the Book Festival was over, and the summer firework show complete, September and then October drew in and the Medieval Faire began. Weekends were now dedicated to knights pretending to fight, booth vendors selling fun little trinkets and jousting tournaments with real horses. The large town square lot, which had previously sported huge white tents for the book lovers, was now a medieval time capsule.

I admired Dad’s passion and enthusiasm. He just wanted everyone in town to have fun. I smiled at the sight of a merry throng of would-be knights and vendors, all waiting by the town bandstand for Dad to start the auditions.

‘Before we get into the mayhem,’ he said to me. ‘How was your first broadcast? Did your awful ex-beau behave himself?’

I hesitated before answering. My very decent parents had never liked Dave. That had made the whole affair exciting and rebellious in the beginning, but it had quickly grown tedious. ‘The truth would only upset you.’

He scowled. ‘I can bet. He’d better not be giving you a hard time now that you’re all back at school.’

I kept my thoughts to myself. School had always been an unmitigated social nightmare for me, ever since the crayons and face paints were exchanged for playground games and the whisper network. It was why Max and I had grown so close. Neither of us had ever been very gifted at socializing or obeying high school hierarchies.

When she’d moved away, my whole safety net at school had fallen apart.

Every friendship group I’d ever tried to rub along with had eventually grown tired of me. I’d been pretty close with Priya – had even helped her with her university applications, but that friendship was severed as soon as I’d ended things with Dave.

I, naively, hadn’t realized that breaking up with him meant being forced to break things off with my new friends.

I wished I knew why I’d never been good at friendships. I wasn’t big-headed enough to blame other people – I knew that the common factor in everything was me. I was clearly doing something wrong. Pushing people away without realizing it.

Max and I had talked about it once. The two of us had sat cross-legged on her bed and she’d told me she’d witnessed the way people would be drawn to me, only to violently reject me when I finally let them in. She assured me it wasn’t my fault.

‘Something about you intrigues them,’ she’d told me. ‘And when you can’t live up to their imagination, to the made-up person in their head, they drop you. I think it’s because you wear a guard in public, Zee. It forces people to project onto you. But that’s not your fault. The version of you that lives in other people’s insecurities isn’t your problem.’

Max was smart about things like that. She saw things that others couldn’t. I was never great at analysing people or understanding their motives, I got it wrong all the time. Not Max. She was a true observer. And God, I missed her.

I shook myself back into the moment to see Dad’s worried face. I wanted to tell him everything, but I’d stressed out my family enough in the past few years.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I said truthfully.

He studied me for a moment but then seemed to believe it.

‘Good,’ he said cheerfully. ‘High school can be the best time in a person’s life. Don’t let him ruin it for you.’

I sighed. He and Ma had met and fallen in love when they were eighteen. Married and had me at nineteen. They were still happy and in love at thirty-seven and couldn’t conceive of how different things were for teenagers now.

So I said nothing.






Four

Knight School

Today’s Track: ‘Layla’ by Derek & The Dominos

The auditions were chaotic.

I sat in one of the wooden rows in the small arena stands and watched as the knights lined up in front of me. I wrote down each potential cast member’s name but of course I knew most of them already. Lake Pristine was small and most of them were at school with me. Killian and his best friend, Anderson Lebray, stepped forward. I took their names and prayed that they’d move on without a sarcastic quip.

‘For the sword-fighting part of the show, can I pick the person I get to deface?’

I raised my eyes to wearily regard Killian Bergery. ‘No.’

‘It’s just, I have someone I’d really love to maim.’

Anderson smirked and I glared at them both. ‘Dave’s done quite a bit of stage combat, actually. He might maim you right back.’

‘Right,’ scoffed Killian. ‘I’m sure he has his own suit of armour. Passed down through generations of his blue-blood family.’

‘Knights weren’t necessarily blue-blooded,’ I said coldly. ‘But they were supposed to be chivalrous. So shut up. And stand over there.’

Anderson gave me an apologetic smile but Killian merely smirked. He sidled over to join the other prospective candidates and I spotted Dave with his rugby friends. He hadn’t even bothered to line up and put his name down.

I scribbled it on the clipboard anyway. The fuss he would make wasn’t worth the hassle of forcing him to abide by the rules.

‘All right, knights!’ Dad called out, causing the group to fall into a hush. ‘Pick up a wooden sword and find a partner. Swords used in the public performances will be more convincing, but for now, safety first. No actual stabbing attempts, please. That will earn immediate dismissal.’

Killian threw me a look and I gave him a sarcastically sweet smile. I watched him eye Dave and then think better of his earlier threat. He and Anderson started to duel and I could tell by how quick they were that Dad would be impressed. Killian was a natural with a sword.

Twenty minutes later, Dad had his cast. He handed me a half printed, half scribbled sheet of paper and I checked it over.

‘Agree?’ Dad asked me.

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Do I really have to—’

‘Yes, kid. None of the girls wanted to be the princess. We’ve got grog wenches and a couple of knights but no one wanted to step into Jasper’s shoes.’

I groaned. ‘Lucky me.’

Dad sent home all of the auditionees who he wouldn’t be using and instructed the remaining few to line up and get their roles and further instructions from me. Dave was at the front.

‘White Knight,’ I told him flatly.

‘Quite right,’ he snapped, snatching a cast member pamphlet from my outstretched hand and stomping off.

I rolled my eyes. ‘Next!’

I met with the new court jester, two background knights and one grog booth barmaid.

Then—

‘Killian Bergery,’ I said without glancing up. ‘Black Knight.’

‘I’m the bad one? I can’t be the dashingly heroic one?’

I sighed. ‘No.’

‘Why were you eating alone at lunch?’

That again. I shrugged, smiling politely at two more of the grog booth volunteers as I took down their names. When they moved on, I finally answered. ‘Dave’s friends were mine while we were together, now they’re not. Not that it’s any of your business.’

Killian had moved into Lake Pristine just as Max had left. There was no point telling him that he and his friends had stolen our old table. Better he think of me as the weird loner girl than the girl who was no longer part of a pair.

‘Good thing we’re friends then, Red. You can eat with me from now on. And your dad mentioned you’re our new princess.’

God, he was irritating. Colour rose up my neck and I fixed him with a hard stare. ‘Guess I am.’

‘So if I win the joust—’

‘Which will be difficult, given you’re up against Dave or Anderson. Both were in the cast last year. They’ve got a ton of experience on you. Besides, it’s scripted. Black Knight always loses. He gets lanced, he loses. No trophy. No princess. Nothing.’

That same unreadable look fell across his face and he stared at me for a moment. Then, as if sensing that something was amiss, he quickly masked it.

‘Well, I’ll make up for that in fervour, Red. Don’t worry about that. I’ll win some other way.’

‘And don’t even think about going off-book. You start any more shit with Dave, you’ll be formally asked to leave court, if you know what I mean.’

‘I have a code to uphold, and his presence regularly violates it. So I can’t swear any oaths on that score.’

I shook my head, even more annoyed. ‘What do you have against him anyway? You barely know each other.’

His face grew serious again. He blew a dark curl out of his eyes and cast a look over to the ex-boyfriend in question. ‘He stole something from me and I need it back.’

I also glanced over to Dave, who was talking to the costume volunteers. ‘So go ask him for it.’

‘Not that easy, Red,’ he said coolly. ‘He doesn’t have it any more and he didn’t take good care of it, I’m afraid. It’s going to take real work for it to find its happiness again, so to speak. And for that, he has to pay.’

I barely heard him. I’d just seen that Dave had his arm around Sterling – the only friend of his who’d openly disliked me when we were together. I was sure she had a valid reason. Maybe it was my lack of eye contact. I found meeting people’s gazes so hard, as it would always remind me that I was being perceived. On the other hand, it always seemed like Sterling liked being looked at.

There was a reason that seeing her got my back up these days, even apart from Dave’s hand around her shoulders and the involuntary drop I still felt in my stomach due to it. But the fact was, she’d bragged early and often about her guaranteed spot on Dr Bergery’s writing seminar. She said her mother played bridge with her and it was already decided.

My parents didn’t have time to play bridge. Or go to bake sales.

Watching Sterling made me realize she always got what she wanted. Maybe it was time to go after what I wanted. I couldn’t just sit in the stands and watch; I had to actually pick up my sword and make a move. If childhood was coming to its end, I’d rather be a player than someone watching in the crowd.

I looked back at Killian. ‘Got five minutes to have a quick conversation about something?’

He blinked, some of the bravado in his face disintegrating. ‘Me?’

‘You’re the one I’m looking at.’

He was completely taken aback. But he swallowed and nodded.

‘Sure. Pete’s cafe?’

‘Done.’

I picked a quiet booth by the window and Killian slid into the seat across from me, clearly trying to appear as nonchalant as possible.

Theo Hannigan, a nice local kid, came over with a tiny notepad. ‘What are we having?’

Killian gestured to my side of the booth, silently prompting me to order first.

‘Banana milkshake,’ I said, giving Theo a bright smile.

‘Strawberry for me,’ said Killian. After Theo had taken our menus and left, he added, ‘I love red things.’

He expected me to roll my eyes or scowl at him, as I would have done in the past. Instead, I splayed my palms on the table and said, ‘I have a business proposition.’

He mirrored my body language. ‘Hit me with it. Unless you want to borrow my notes for Mercer’s class. You get slightly better scores than me, it wouldn’t help you.’

‘I don’t need to copy your notes, Bergery, and I’m marginally insulted by the insinuation,’ I said curtly. ‘I want something else from you.’

He swallowed. ‘Yeah?’

His voice sounded far deeper than normal. I suddenly spotted something on his skin, a sliver of scarlet. ‘You’ve got a cut on your neck.’

‘I do?’

‘Yeah.’ I leaned across the table and dabbed at it with a napkin. ‘It looks sore.’

He almost moved his hand to cover mine as I pressed the serviette against the narrow scrape but then seemed to realize that would be weird. He snatched it back and I tried not to be hurt by his obvious distaste. ‘We got to try on some of our chainmail and helmets
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