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Dedication

To Jeff and Danny, the best big brothers a girl could ask for.

I’m forever your biggest fan and nothing makes me happier than being your little sister.
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FRIDAY, MAY 23, 3:52 P.M.

This clock is trying to kill me.

Its faint tick . . . tock taunts me, like a literal bomb counting down to one of the most important and defining moments of the rest of my life. Maybe in a normal school, it would be the thought of summer. One last season with my friends before we all break apart for college. Melting ice cream cones and salt-textured hair; the scent of the ocean on our skin almost as strong as the sunscreen.

Despite my current rockiness in the friend department, there’s still a chance for my summer to look something like that. Except hopefully with my pockets padded with cash and the title of Wilde Academy’s Champion attached. But the only way to be named champion of the academy’s annual seniors-only competition is to win it.

And I can’t win if I’m not even chosen to compete in the first place.

“Hey,” a voice to my left whispers. Emmy whacks my arm lightly. “Chill out. You’re shaking the entire table.”

“I can’t help it,” I whisper back. “I feel like I’m going to puke.”

My heart thuds against my rib cage, keeping time with the ticking of the clock. Six more minutes until I can mow down every student in the hall to get to the bulletin board in the foyer to see if my name is on it. Maybe cry in relief if it’s there, and definitely cry if it’s not. Either way, tears will likely be shed.

“And don’t even think about skipping studying!” Professor Ruffalo reminds the class, snapping me back into the final anatomy lesson of my high school career. “Classes might be over for the year, but there are still two weeks of finals for most of you. Don’t start slacking now!”

Most of you. I scrutinize her features for any kind of tell that I’m not part of that, but her poker face is strong. Professor Ruffalo is one of the main faculty who chooses the twelve students—or, Challengers, as we call them—who compete in the two-week wilderness competition that takes place deep in the forest behind campus while the rest of the school slogs through final exams.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Emmy whispers. Her hand sneaks under our shared table to squeeze mine. My palms are slick with sweat from spending the entire class in fists in my lap. If she notices, she’s too much of a good friend to mention it. “If anyone’s going to get chosen, it’s you.”

Academically speaking, I should get chosen. In a school as elite as Wilde Academy, everyone is vying for the coveted top-of-class spot. We don’t have honors like valedictorian because there are too many of us highly ranked. That’s what getting named Champion is for.

“Students have been slighted before,” I murmur back.

Emmy shakes her head, her ginger Dutch braids falling off her shoulders. “You’re in the top one percent, you’ve taken every extra-credit opportunity, I know you get ‘a pleasure to have in class’ on every quarterly write-up, and you’ve aced every single test in the two years since you’ve arrived. You’re a shoo-in.”

An uncomfortable pang spreads through me. Almost every test. “It’s based on more than just academics,” I quietly remind her. “There’s also the essay.”

An eight-page paper specifying why we want to be chosen to compete as a Challenger in the competition, what we’d do with the $600,000 cash prize, and what the honor of being crowned Champion means to us. Eight pages in which I stripped myself bare for judgment, admitting that had I never begged my parents to send me to Wilde the summer before junior year, maybe they’d have enough money to pay my sister’s hospital bills without listing my childhood home as collateral.

Most of the students at Wilde Academy don’t need the money—not like I do. But those who apply to compete desire the distinction of being a Champion and the privilege of giving the only student-led speech at graduation. And while they don’t need the money, who’d say no to six hundred grand?

“You wrote about needing the money to help your family and your sick sister,” Emmy says. “It’d be heartless not to choose you.”

My gut twists. “I—”

“Girls, do you have something to share?” Professor Ruffalo lasers in on us. We straighten in our seats. The hall floods with noise even though one minute slowly ticks down on the clock. Some classes got let out early.

“Just happy summer!” Emmy exclaims, brighter than a ray of sunshine.

Professor Ruffalo opens her mouth but is cut off as the bell chimes, signaling the end of class. Her poker face breaks into an easy grin. “I think I’ve tortured you all enough for one semester. I hope you have a fantastic summer, and to my seniors, I’ll see you at graduation.” I fly out of my seat, slinging my backpack over my shoulder. I think it hits someone, but I can’t stop to say sorry. Emmy’s on my heels, her arm looping through mine so she doesn’t get lost in the flood of students as we emerge into the STEM hall. Unlike Emmy, I have height on my side and can peer over most heads, but all it does is enhance my massive sense of FOMO. We have no choice but to ride the wave as everyone barrels toward the foyer.

“I don’t think you’re actually nervous about getting chosen,” Emmy says as we enter the foyer.

A sea of students separates us from the bulletin board by the stairs, blocking it from view.

“I think you’re nervous about what a certain someone will think if you do get in. When.”

“I don’t care what he thinks.” The words shoot out of me like missiles. As usual, Emmy has read me entirely too close for comfort. Her blue eyes bore into me, but I refuse to meet them. “He already hates me. It can’t get any worse.”

“You did throw a handful of mashed potatoes at him,” she unhelpfully points out.

“And he chucked a pork tenderloin at me!” I exclaim. “Everyone forgets that part.”

“I think everyone was kind of busy partaking in the most infamous food fight the school has ever seen.”

A food fight that resulted in my first real relationship shattering and landed me in Principal Watershed’s office. I was the only student to ever instigate such an atrocity at Wilde Academy, and I had to be reprimanded as such.

After I pulled the “my sister has cancer” card, Principal Watershed finally settled on five days of in-school suspension that wouldn’t go on my permanent record. I had to spend it picking the spring harvest in the greenhouse, then catch up on the lessons and work I missed. But it could have been so much worse.

“Did you know I found a green bean in my bra that night?” Emmy continues as we push closer to the bulletin board. “A place where green beans don’t belong. Ever.”

“If you wanted to stuff your bra, I’ve heard tissues work great,” I suggest.

“Shut up.” She laughs, jabbing her elbow into my rib. “For what it’s worth, I can’t wait to see his face when your name is on that list.”

I can, I think to myself. I want to hurt him as badly as he’s hurt me, but not like this. Because no matter how in the right I am for wanting—no, needing—to apply for the competition, it doesn’t change the fact that he was equally valid for not wanting me to.

“I can look first, if you want,” Emmy offers as we finally cross the center of the foyer and the grand marble staircase that curves down directly across from the giant entry doors. On the floor beneath us is the Wilde Academy crest—a raven’s feather crossed with a fern branch. The feather symbolizes intelligence and wisdom, and the fern symbolizes wealth and prosperity. It’s the same design that’s on the top left of our Oxford shirts.

“Maybe that’s a good idea,” I whisper, my lunch threatening to come up.

Only a few bodies stand between us and the bulletin board on the wall to the left of the staircase. Another step brings me closer, but someone knocks into me, forcing me to stumble back.

“Watch it,” Dodge Chenney says, his usual sneer reserved just for me painted across his bullish features. “You’re looking at a future Champion.”

Of course he got chosen. Dodge, and probably all of his friends, had nothing to worry about when applying for the competition. Their politician parents are famous and wealthy and graciously donate large amounts of that wealth to the academy.

None of them are here on scholarship like me.

Partial scholarship, I reminded him one time after his on-and-off girlfriend Soph Gonzalez made a nasty comment about how those fronting full tuition are paying for my education. I’m one of the only students not covering my own entire enrollment, and they never let me forget it.

Unlike them, I don’t spend my summers vacationing in the Hamptons or Christmas break skiing in Aspen. And honestly, I couldn’t care less. Growing up in the miniscule town of Creekson in the shadow of Rosetown, a place full of some of the most ridiculously ostentatious displays of money in Massachusetts, made me realize most of the stuff rich people do is just for show. Not coming from outrageous wealth was never a sore spot for me. Until Cece’s diagnosis.

The thought of my bubbly fourteen-year-old sister sitting in a hospital with a stiff gown falling off her too-thin shoulders makes my throat close. I mentally shake away the thought.

“Congratulations,” I tell Dodge, not letting an ounce of emotion leak into my voice. He’s already brushing past me, leaving enough room for Emmy and me to push into the front line.

“Moment of truth,” Emmy says, stepping up to block it from my view.

As the milliseconds pass, hope and despair brawl inside me. My name has to be there. It just has to.

But when Emmy turns to look at me, her face is somehow paler than normal. Even the late-afternoon sun shining through the skylight overhead doesn’t warm her, instead highlighting her freckles stark against her ashen face.

“I’m not on it,” I assume, trying to keep my voice steady. I will not cry in front of everyone. But it must be the truth. Nothing else would warrant such a horrified look from her.

She opens her mouth, but no sound comes out. She looks more like a fish out of water than my best friend. “Um . . .”

I push her aside, needing to see for myself. My eyes skip down the list. As expected, Dodge is the first senior listed, followed by Soph, then most of his friend group. The name that follows is one I also expect, but it jumps out like a punch to the throat nonetheless. KEANA JAMES. As the other third of my roommate trio with Emmy and my former best friend, I knew she applied. But seeing she’s actually been chosen leaves a tang in my mouth, our fight from last month springing to mind. We haven’t had a real conversation since.

After Keana is another name that sets my teeth on edge. CARLOS WOOLF. We spent all of junior year and the first half of senior year in our tight-knit friend group. Woolf, as he goes by, was as much my friend as anyone else. But then the Breakup happened, and his loyalty clearly didn’t lie with me. He went from laughing with me to laughing at me, his teasing turned to taunting. He hates me nearly as much as Dodge does. They can bond over that while participating in the competition I should have been chosen for.

The next few Challengers aren’t necessarily a shock, but my money wouldn’t be on any of them to win. I can’t believe they’d get chosen over—

My breath stops, eyes finally flicking to the second-to-last line.

CHLOE GATTI.

“That’s me!” The words burst out of my mouth. I turn to Emmy, who’s watching me warily. “I’m in, Em! I got chosen!” Relief floods my body as a grin splits my face. I can’t wait to tell Cece that I’m now a Challenger in the annual Wilde Academy Wilderness Competition.

I don’t even care that I’m up against Keana, Woolf, and the likes of Dodge and his crew. Getting chosen was half the battle. The other half, I’m prepared for. I’ve studied past competitions, read up on every Champion, and pored over yellowing school newspapers dating back to its inception at the turn of the twentieth century. This is just another test to ace.

But Emmy still looks at me like I’m a bomb about to detonate.

“Why aren’t you happy for me?” I ask, trying not to let her kill my buzz.

She grabs my shoulders, turning me back to the list. “Look who’s competing with you.”

My eyes follow her finger to the paper, stomach sinking to my toes as I finally notice the name below mine.

The last Challenger is none other than my bitter, brooding ex: Hayes Stratford.
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Hayes was the one person in the entire school I was sure would never be caught dead applying for the competition.

I’ve never hated being wrong as much as I do now.

Anyone else. Anyone else. I’d rather be locked in the kissing booth at the Fall Founding Festival with Dodge, or stuck in the broken elevator in the living hall with Keana and forced to confront weeks of passive-aggressive behavior. If I could teleport to the top of Mount Everest just to fling myself off it, I would. And I hate heights.

But not as much as I hate Hayes.

“He can’t do that,” I seethe, although of course he can.

“Chlo,” Emmy warns, yanking on my arm. “Let’s go.”

I hear her, but the words don’t click past my rage. It’s like I’m ten feet underwater and can see the light of the surface but I’m unable to breach it. Her anxious eyes dart toward the stairs.

“Chlo, we really should—”

I follow her line of sight. Suddenly, it makes sense why she’s trying to tug me away.

The stairs have cleared now save for the three boys walking down them. On the left is Philip James—Phlip for short. Keana’s twin brother and my toughest academic competition. Like me, Phlip got accepted into a premed program. Unlike me, he’s going to Harvard.

On the right is Woolf, his dark brown mocking eyes already settled on me. I set my jaw, determined not to shrink. Emmy silently tugs on my arm, but I can’t leave now. That will just confirm I’m itching to run. I refuse to give them the satisfaction.

Opposed to everyone else on the list of Challengers, Woolf doesn’t have the grades to warrant getting chosen. He’s intelligent enough—students have to hold a 3.5 or higher to stay—but with his knack for talking back to professors and racking up detentions, not to mention his frequently skipped homework assignments, he’s not the “star pupil” the school typically picks.

But like Dodge and Soph, Woolf has something I don’t—powerful parents with buckets of cash. His dad joined forces with Hayes’s to found the law firm Stratford & Woolf twenty years ago. Because of it, Hayes and Woolf grew up together, inseparable since birth.

Hayes.

He’s in the center, one step ahead of Phlip and Woolf. Unlike Woolf’s amused expression and Phlip’s analytical gaze, Hayes’s face is stone. His green eyes skate right over me, as if not even registering my existence. It shouldn’t still sting after two months of him pretending I’m not here, but it does. I hate him all the more for it.

As usual, he’s the picture-perfect boarding-academy student. While the girls need to wear plaid skirts in the signature dark blue, forest green, and black color palette, the boys get away with black slacks, their matching crisp white Oxford shirts tucked in, black suspenders optional and black ties preferred but rarely enforced. Hayes, of course, wears both the suspenders and the tie, his polished dress shoes gleaming almost as brightly as his perfectly styled blond hair pushed off his forehead. Paired with his pristine posture and unimpressed air, he looks like every bit the pretentious asshole he seems.

I despise knowing firsthand there’s so much more to him.

He descends the last step, coming to a stop mere feet away from me in the exact spot I was in moments ago. His eyes flick over the list of Challengers. If he’s shocked to see his name, he doesn’t show it. But then again, he has a poker face that rivals Professor Ruffalo’s.

Being this close to Hayes—closer than we’ve been in weeks—ignites a bright burst of anger in me. The audacity he has to spend the better half of spring semester shaming me for wanting to apply for the competition just for him to get in himself is so shady and manipulative that it’s almost comical. What a hypocritical, self-righteous, egotistical jerk.

My mouth opens, whether to hurl insults or ask what the hell his game is, I don’t know. But after two months of not saying a word to each other, I’m done getting frozen by his arctic shoulder. If he wants to be ice, I’ll happily be fire.

I inhale, ready to scorch him with words. “What the actual fu—”

“I wasn’t chosen?”

I’m interrupted by Phlip. Disappointment transforms his face, making his brows droop and eyes blink rapidly behind his glasses. “How was Ke chosen and not me?”

“Don’t act so surprised.” As if summoned by her brother’s words, Keana weaves through the already-dispersing crowd, a satisfied smirk on her lips. Seeing her name on the list, her grin grows. She spins to face her brother. “Sorry, bro. Guess you’ll have to take the L for once.”

Phlip’s eyes narrow, but comebacks aren’t his strong suit, and he stutters over a reply. “I’m not— That’s— I have better grades than you! I’m in the top one percent. Not you.”

Keana keeps her unbothered attitude in place, but I catch the way the jab makes her fists clench.

“They clearly were selecting Challengers based on more than just grades,” I say with a pointed look at Woolf.

“Right.” Woolf rolls his eyes. “Or maybe they were selecting Challengers based on who has the bigger sob story. Congrats! You took the cake.”

Rage boils inside me at the implication that my sister is no more than leverage. I take a step forward, but Emmy grabs my arm, nails digging into my skin to stop me.

Woolf catches the movement, a slow grin forming. He meets my eyes. “Checkmate.”

Before I can channel my fury into a reply, Hayes turns his back on all of us and ascends the stairs. Woolf bounds up after him, and they both stop at the landing at the second floor where the staircase splits into two sides. Hayes looks like all of this is entirely too boring and a waste of his time. He still hasn’t so much as glanced at me.

“Hell yeah! I can’t wait to mess shit up in the forest. We’ve got this thing in the bag.” Woolf whoops, slapping Hayes’s back.

Hayes barely registers it.

“Not if I can help it,” I mutter, but Woolf’s too self-absorbed to hear it, and Hayes is already retreating up the steps that lead to the upper floors.

“It should have been me,” Phlip says to Keana with an air of defeat. “Not everything is a competition, Ke.”

She snorts. “Rich coming from you.”

He gives her one last glare and follows Hayes up the stairs. Woolf lags on the landing, peering across the foyer.

The room isn’t half as crowded as it was when we got here, and most of the excited chatter has died down. The majority of seniors aside from us have left, either ecstatic to see their names on the list or disappointed they didn’t, if they applied. The remaining underclassmen milling about swap wide-eyed looks, murmuring to each other.

“Why would Hayes even want to apply for the trials?” one sophomore next to me quietly asks her friend.

“Wasn’t his brother the one who—”

The friend cuts off when she notices my stare, her mouth snapping shut. I’m sure it’s not lost on her the irony that after avoiding each other as much as possible, Hayes and I will be stuck together for two weeks starting tomorrow.

From the landing, Woolf howls—he doesn’t have a shameful bone in his body—and spreads his arms as wide as his grin, stealing the room’s attention. “Well, everybody? You’re looking at this year’s class of Challengers for the Wilde Trials.”

The Wilde Trials. The infamous nickname students prefer for the wilderness competition due to the fact that Challengers have to compete in seven trials based off the seven traits the school values most.

It elicits the response Woolf’s looking for. A wave of cheers rise from around me. He raises his arms to build the hype, and the excitement swells despite the unease coating the room mere seconds ago. Still coating the room for me.

I should be that excited. I should be ecstatic. Instead, my short-lived relief has fled and rage has won over horror. I’m mad, furious, seething. Was Hayes’s plan all along to try to convince me not to apply for the trials so I wouldn’t be competition for him? He basically tanked our relationship over it.

More likely, applying is his way of getting back at me and making me so angry it smothers my every thought in an attempt to throw me off my game.

And all the worse? It’s already working. I can’t believe I ever felt anything for him aside from the intense desire to shove him out of an airplane, parachute slashed.

Satisfied with the room’s response, Woolf continues up the stairs. He only makes it a few more steps before he pauses. Looking over his shoulder, we lock gazes. With a condescending smirk toying at his lips, he mouths, “Good luck.”

I flip my middle finger at his retreating back.

Emmy’s already pulling me in the opposite direction. “He’s just trying to get a reaction out of you,” she tells me once we’re in the hallway. When she notices Keana following us, she corrects, “Both of you. Don’t rise to their bait. They’re just boys.”

Keana’s cool composure slips as she stabs her finger into the elevator button. “Why can’t Phlip ever be happy for me?”

Emmy sighs as we walk into the elevator. “His ego’s bruised, and he feels left out because Woolf and Hayes got picked. I’m sure he is happy for you. Deep down.”

Keana shakes her head so hard that her space buns bob, a few coils of black hair springing loose. “Deep down in the Mariana Trench, maybe. It’s not enough that he has the best grades in the entire school and our parents’ unconditional love and a full ride to Harvard. He can’t let me have this one thing?”

Best grades next to me, I think to myself, but that’s not something I should draw attention to. It doesn’t matter. Keana and Emmy are already in their usual cadence of talking around me, not with me.

“Maybe he’s slipping and hasn’t admitted it to you,” Emmy suggests. “Why else would Woolf get chosen over him?”

Keana huffs, blowing a loose coil out of her eye. “Slipping? Come on, Em, we’re talking about Phlip, here. He has a checklist for taking a shower. He’s never slipped a day in his life. Not like I have.” She shifts her weight, slowly rolling her left ankle and sucking in a pained breath. It’s been four years since her gymnastics injury that ended her Olympic career before it even started, but it still hurts her in more ways than one.

We stare out the glass panel of the elevator, the ground outside growing smaller as we rise four floors to get to the living hall where the dorms are. The window provides a scenic view of the miles and miles of northern New Hampshire forest that Wilde Academy butts up to. On clear days from the observation deck, we can make out the outline of the White Mountains in the distance.

Tomorrow, all the Challengers will be taken deep inside the labyrinth of spruces and maples and hemlock trees, where we’ll spend the next two weeks at Wilde Estate. It was the original academy founded by Diana Wilde in the early 1900s. Diana’s parents bought acres of land in northern New Hampshire toward the end of the 1800s, built their sprawling estate next to a lake in the middle of the remote forest, and then got tuberculosis before they could enjoy it, along with five out of six kids. Diana was quarantined from the rest of her family to avoid infection and lived in the library for months.

She was the only member of her family to survive. Instead of living on the big property alone, she turned it into a school for kids in need. Funny how that was the original intent behind Wilde Academy. Once she passed and the new school was built in the 1980s to expand the student population and make the campus more accessible to main roads and visitors, it had a demographic flip. By then, enough students had graduated and gone on to be successful that people were willing to pay big bucks to board their kids here. It went from being a school for children in need to hosting some of the wealthiest kids in the country.

As we exit the elevator into the living hall, I wonder what Diana would think of the school now in all its scrubbed red brick, cobblestoned path, advanced-tech glory, while her original family estate decays in the forest only to be visited for two weeks every year. Not to mention the change in economic background of most students. Me included, because while things might not be great at home, at least I have one.

For now.

“So when are we going to address the elephant in the room?” Emmy asks as we amble down the hall in silence. She brushes her braids over her shoulders so they hang down her back, all the way to her elbows. My dark brown hair used to do the same. The curls would make me shudder before realizing it was my own strands brushing my skin and not a spider crawling up my arm. Hayes used to laugh at me, asking how I could get scared by my own hair.

I wonder what he thinks of my hair now, chopped so short that the curly ends barely brush my shoulders. I like it more than I thought I would and am glad I didn’t go with my plan to shave my head so I could match Cece once her hair started falling out. The day Cece heard from Mom that I was doing it to surprise her, she FaceTimed begging me not to.

“You just broke up with your boyfriend. Or, he broke up with you. I don’t know, it’s confusing—” It was. Still is. “But you absolutely cannot shave your head. I don’t care if you think it’s solidarity or something heroic like that. You’ll look like you’re having a post-breakup menty b, and you can’t give Hayes that satisfaction. Go get a tub of Ben and Jerry’s Half Baked and cry your way through eating the entire pint in one sitting like a normal person.”

So I did, because, honestly, the decision probably was partially influenced by a post-breakup crisis. I had already cut off two ponytails, which the YouTube tutorial suggested, so the next weekend, I hopped the school shuttle to the nearby town with Keana and Emmy and let a stylist fix the rest, returning to campus with enough Ben & Jerry’s to feed a small army.

“What elephant?” Keana asks Emmy.

Keana waves her hand in front of our room door. Our room keys are built into the smartwatches every student is given upon arrival, though there’s still a lock for an emergency key. I follow her into our room, dropping my backpack on my bed.

Emmy stays in the doorway, arms crossed. “Really? Do I need to spell it out for you?”

She doesn’t, because Keana and I are more than aware, but we’re both too caught in a game of who can act more aloof. I’m not caving first.

With a huff, Emmy throws the door shut behind her and strides into the room. “Your ex-boyfriend is competing against you,” she tells me, as if I’m not painfully aware. She turns to Keana, whose bed is across the room from mine. “And your ex-girlfriend is competing against you. Along with her crappy, aggressive, pompous boyfriend and equally elitist friend group.”

Soph. She and Keana were together sophomore year, before I arrived at Wilde Academy. It’s likely part of the reason Soph, Dodge, and the rest of their friends immediately took a dislike to me. I became fast friends with Keana and Emmy when I was added to their dorm, which made me enemies with their enemies. It didn’t help that Dodge was already at odds with Hayes and Woolf because of their parents. The Stratford & Woolf firm took on a hefty allegations case against Dodge’s senator father, which has been ongoing for over a year now, causing plenty of tension between the three.

“What do you want us to do about it?” Keana tosses back at Emmy. “I’m not dropping out. Besides, without a laptop and internet to hack and meddle with, Soph has no upper hand.”

“I’m not dropping out, either,” I state. “What’s the worst that can happen? Hayes cold-shoulders me to death? Been there, done that.”

“I’m not saying one of you should drop out.” Emmy glances between us. From the apprehensive look on her face, I already know I’m going to hate whatever she suggests. “As two of the smartest girls in school, I don’t understand how you don’t see the simple solution right in front of your eyes: you should team up.”
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“Absolutely not,” Keana scoffs before even a full beat passes. The sting from the rejection is immediate, something I can only salve by being equally abrasive.

“I mean, I was going to say absolutely not, but why did you say absolutely not?” I snap.

“Hey,” Emmy warns. “This doesn’t need to turn into a fight.”

Keana ignores her. “I don’t want to team up with someone who thinks I shouldn’t have gotten chosen in the first place.”

“I never said that,” I counter. “Did you not hear me down there? I defended you.”

“With the little comment about how it’s not all based on grades? Yeah, thanks for that. You basically put me on the same playing field as Woolf.”

“What was I supposed to say?” I ask. “Phlip’s right. I’m not implying he should have been chosen over you, but it is weird he didn’t get chosen.”

“You didn’t need to say anything!” Keana explodes. “I don’t need you sticking up for me.”

“We’re getting off topic,” Emmy snaps. It’s unlike her, but it’s been happening more and more lately. She’s the peacekeeper of us, the gentle soul to balance out Keana’s theatrics and my heat. Now, she looks anything but gentle. “Think about it—Challengers team up all the time. It doesn’t need to be for long, just the first few trials. Enough to get ahead.”

“Then what?” Keana asks. Her brown eyes turn to me. There’s a tiredness to them I haven’t noticed before. “We team up and inevitably one of us stabs the other in the back?”

“You could stay together only through the turning point trial.”

“Trial four,” I say, thinking it over. There are benefits, of course, to partnering with Keana. With no idea what the seven trials are ahead of time, it’d be nice to have another brain to support mine. And, I suppose, to have a friend. Trial four marks the halfway point; a chance to get over the hump with help.

“No,” Keana says with an air of finality.

Emmy huffs, falling backward onto her bed. I try not to show how hurtful it is that I’d at least contemplate teaming up but Keana won’t. She walks toward the connected bathroom. Before going in, she looks at me.

“I can’t team up with someone who won’t admit the truth. I know you’re still mad at me for applying for the trials. I know you think my reason isn’t as good as yours. That no one’s is. But these aren’t your trials, Chloe. Other people, regardless of reason, deserve to compete. I can’t team up with someone who’s actively lying to me.”

The words dig deep, because of course she’s not just talking about me lying right now. The double meaning is clear in her eyes. Our conversation from last month stretches between us.

“Are you secretly still seeing Hayes?” she asked when we were alone after class one day.

Even his name sucked the air from my chest. The Breakup was only three weeks old, and similarly, I felt like a newborn. It was as if I had to relearn how to exist without him by my side, his presence not loud but constantly felt. People say that breakups feel like losing a limb. But I felt like the lost limb, discarded and useless.

I knew why she had asked. In my hand was our most recent math test bragging a 98 percent. It wouldn’t have been suspicious a month prior, back when Hayes was still tutoring me. But because our breakup broke that, too, I was on my own to conquer my worst subject.

“No. Hayes and I haven’t even spoken,” I replied to Keana truthfully.

Her next question, I didn’t answer quite so honestly.

“I’m getting an early dinner so I can spend the rest of the night prepping to leave for the trials tomorrow,” I say, my emotional rubber band too taut to stay in the room.

I pass Keana on my way to the door. Hand on the knob, I pause. “For what it’s worth, I am happy for you. Because you finally got what you wanted. A leg up on your brother. I just wish you could be happy with that. But if we’re being honest here, I don’t think any win will be enough for you.”

Her tone twists from tired to biting. “I guess that makes two of us.”

I slam the door behind me, striding down the hall. I make it halfway when Emmy calls my name, emerging from our room.

For a fleeting moment, hope sears my chest that she’s following me for once.

“Aren’t you coming to the party later?” Emmy asks.

My hope plummets. Of course she’s going to take Keana’s side. Because no matter how close I became with them, they will always have two years of friendship without me. I’m the outsider, and the bigger the wedge between Keana and me, the more I start to lose Emmy, too.

“I need to pack,” I lie. I already set aside most of the things I need for the next two weeks. All that’s left to do is put them in the suitcase I keep under my bed.

“It’s our last party as high schoolers,” Emmy counters. “You can’t miss the biggest one of the year. Especially now that you’re a Challenger.”

Alcohol is strictly prohibited on campus, with the severe consequence of immediate expulsion should you get caught. But despite being home to some of the country’s most forward-thinking teenagers, the truth is we are still just that: teens. We have to let loose somehow, and how better than with an end-of-year blowout in the one place on campus far enough removed from the rest of the school?

And so, on the last Friday of classes, the seniors, juniors, and extra-lucky sophomores (never freshmen—they’re snitches) head to the giant greenhouse tucked about a half mile into the forest. The newly declared Challengers are always treated as the guests of honor.

“Do a shot for me,” I say with a tiny salute.

She deflates at my rejection. I turn my back on her, because if anyone has the puppy-dog look mastered, it’s Emmy. But after what just went down with Keana, there’s no way I’m about to spend the night in the same greenhouse I served five days of ISS in.

“Chlo, wait.”

I sigh. Can’t a girl make a dramatic exit for once? But it’s Emmy, so I turn around. She glances into our suite and closes the door so it’s just the two of us.

“Please promise me you’ll look out for her?” she asks, big blue eyes pleading.

The sting is instantaneous, a slap I didn’t expect. Who’s going to look out for me? I want to ask. But I can’t muster the courage to be so vulnerable, especially in the hallway where anyone could walk out.

“I’ll try,” I say.

Her shoulders sag in relief. “Thank you. You’re a good friend.”

I’m really not, I think. But Emmy doesn’t know the specifics of my argument with Keana, though I’ve never understood why Keana didn’t share. I’m not about to, so I smile tightly and give her the most pathetic thumbs-up ever because I don’t trust my voice.

I make it safely inside the elevator when tears fall.

It’d be convenient to blame it on Keana and Emmy and how broken the three of us are, but that’s not the sole cause for the uncontrollable waterworks. It’s the memory of this same day a year ago that hits me like a bullet, driving deep into my splintered heart. The party.

My back collides with the glass pane, and I squeeze my eyes tight as if I can block it out. But memories are violent things, and I’m assaulted by the flashback. Meandering down the cobblestone path to the greenhouse with my fingers entwined with Hayes’s while Keana and Phlip bickered about something senseless like usual. Emmy and Woolf took up the rear, placing bets on who might get the drunkest at the party. Of us, it was unanimously Woolf. Of the entire school, Dodge had him beat.

Inside the greenhouse, a red SOLO cup pressed to my lips to hide my dopey smile as Hayes leaned down to whisper in my ear.

“Want to get out of here?”

I looped my hands behind his neck, pushing him outside and into the trees. We were nearly the same height, with him at six foot having only an inch or so on me. When my head tipped closer so our foreheads touched, I could feel his breath on my lips.

The ding of the elevator makes the memory ebb, and I make my way back to the now-empty foyer. Snapping a pic of the list, I text it to Cece. Guess who’s about to get even more insufferable? I say.

Barely twenty seconds go by before I get a response. OMG OMG? R u serious rn?

100000000%, I send back. I’m in baybeeee.

at the hospital w mom rn but call u later to screech. can i tell her?

I hesitate. I hadn’t exactly kept it from Mom and Dad that I was applying for the trials, but I also hadn’t been as vocal about it as I was with Cece, since we talk all the time. It’s not like I don’t think my parents would be proud, but there are a few . . . hesitations.

I want to tell her, I type back. Don’t spill the beans.

She messages back with at least twenty of the zipped-lips emoji, which I heart before stuffing my phone in my pocket. On my way to the dining hall, I pass through the Champions’ hallway. A reverence clings to the air. The walls are lined in textured forest-green wallpaper with framed senior photos of each year’s Champion and a silver plaque beneath them with their name and year. At the end of the hallway, I stare at the blank spot where mine will go if I win.

When. I need to think of this like it’s already done. Winning means money. It means saving my house and my parents from even worse financial burden than they’ve already experienced. It means making sure my sister can continue having whatever treatments are keeping her from getting worse.

Losing is not an option.

By the time I get my food from the mostly empty dining hall and finish eating it on the patio, I feel lighter. I don’t need to team up with Keana. She’d probably be a distraction, anyway.

When I get back to our room, she and Emmy are gone, which is much preferred. I shower, noticing that I can actually see our bathroom counter for once, which is usually covered in a million products.

“My twelve-step skin-care routine,” Keana said when Emmy and I once called her out on the organized chaos. She gestured to her dewy brown skin. “How else am I supposed to keep my glow?”

By the way her suitcase bulges, I’m guessing she doesn’t plan on missing a night.

I pack in peace, shoving everything I might need for the competition into the suitcase and leaving only my toiletries for the morning. Before my shower, I took off the silver chain I always wear. It’s the only time it ever leaves my neck. Now, I pull it out of my underwear drawer, where I hid it in case Keana and Emmy walked in. In the dim luminescence from the fairy lights strung across the ceiling of our room, the ring looped on it gleams.

Taking it with me is a bad idea. Especially given the company I’ll be keeping the next two weeks. I should leave it here. Better yet, I should throw it out.

I hold the chain with the ring dangling from it over the small trash can by my desk. All I need to do is let go. Drop it. Easy.

So why won’t my fingers do it?

“I don’t have a single thing to wear to the party,” Keana laments, throwing the door to our suite open. She and Emmy stride in, and I curl the chain into my fist before facing them.

“Done packing?” Emmy asks brightly, ignoring the crackling tension between Keana and me.

“Yeah, but I’m waiting to talk to Cece,” I say, glancing at my watch. It’s after eleven. Cece should have called me back by now. “I thought you were already at the party.”

“The first thirty minutes are when the sophomores and juniors show up,” Keana informs me curtly.

She digs through the mountain of clothes in her closet. Emmy and I used to tease her that she was like the squirrel in Ice Age looking for the last acorn when trying to find a specific item in her avalanche of apparel.

“I can’t find my pink tube top. Have either of you seen it?”

She says it as if we’re the same size and I’d swipe it to wear. Where I’m curvy and tall, she’s lithe and lean. “Can’t say I have.”

My phone lights up, saving me. “Cece. Gotta go.”

Normally, I’d stay in the room, but that was before all the weirdness between the three of us, which I haven’t filled Cece in on. As soon as I’m in the hallway, I answer. “Hey, everything okay? What took you so long?”

“Yeah, yeah, everything’s fine,” she says in her typical Chill out voice. She’s in her favorite lemon-yellow hoodie and is curled up against her mountain of Squishmallows on her bed. Like me, she has olive-toned skin, but between her illness, the sweatshirt, and the lighting, her face has a sickly green tint. “There was a bunch of paperwork Mom had to fill out at the hospital since I got more tests done today, and then they wanted to go to dinner because I was so brave.” She gives me her most solemn martyr look; it pulls a laugh out of me. “Obviously, I chose Cheesecake Factory.”

“Obviously,” I reply. “Where else could you dine with such riveting decor?”

“You get it.” She smiles, but it’s edged with exhaustion. “Where are you?”

“On my way outside.” It wasn’t my original plan, but with everyone jazzed for the party, there are too many people coming and going in the hallways.

“I thought you would have called Mom or Dad by now,” she says.

“Did you tell them?”

“I’m no snitch. But Dad’s already snoring on the couch, and Mom’s been reading in bed for a suspiciously long time. I could wake them up—”

“No, don’t do that.” Relief flushes through me, doubled by the cool spring air hitting my cheeks as I step outside. “I’ll text them in the morning about it. It’s only two weeks, and then they’ll be here for graduation anyway. Which, are you cleared to come? If it’s too much, you don’t have to.”

“First of all, I wouldn’t miss your graduation even if the sky was falling down. Second of all, don’t change the subject,” Cece warns, though it’s hard to feel intimidated when she’s frowning so adorably. “You didn’t tell them on purpose, didn’t you?”

“Not true,” I say, though she’s hit the nail on the head. “More like I omitted some facts.”

“More like you didn’t want them to tell you not to apply.”

I hope the partial darkness hides my flinch at her bluntness. “You know how overprotective they can be.”

“Oh, don’t I know it. Mom doesn’t even let me get out of the car on my own lately. But maybe their overprotectiveness is kind of valid for this.”

“I’m not sure overprotectiveness is a word.”

Cece ignores me. “I saw Hayes on the list.”

No one’s around, but I walk toward the surrounding woods that line the back of campus just in case someone overhears.

“Yeah, Hayes,” I say, trying to keep my tone as casual as possible. “Surprise.”

“Wasn’t the competition the entire reason you guys broke up?” she puzzles.

Not even close, I think to myself. But that was the easiest explanation, especially after the food fight fiasco. It was certainly easier than explaining how my life felt perfect right up until that frigid February morning where I mentioned to Hayes that maybe, maybe, I wanted to apply for the wilderness competition.

The look on his face is branded on my memory, like I slapped him. “You’re joking,” he said flatly.

I shook my head. “They’ve made so many safety upgrades since—since the old trials. And they’ve tripled the prize money.”

“So many safety upgrades since my brother died, you mean?”

His tone was ice, so frigid it felt like the dining hall had dropped a few degrees. Even my eggs seemed colder, but I suddenly wasn’t hungry anyway.

“I’d be careful,” I said. It was the wrong thing to say.

“Like he wasn’t careful?”

I let the conversation drop after that. But then Cece’s expensive diagnosis was shared with me over a teary phone call, and suddenly the Wilde Trials went from being a nicety to the ticket to helping to pay for the hospital bills without burying my parents in debt. I had to apply. Hayes would come around. He might not ever like it, but he couldn’t hate me for doing something for my family.

Apparently, he could.

Weeks of tension finally boiled over in the dining hall, where, after another attempt at getting me to back down from applying to the trials, he huffed, “You wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for your scholarship.”

The cruelty of the words still digs beneath my skin, a punch he had never thrown before because he knew how sensitive I was about my scholarship. He was the one who constantly stood up for me about it when Dodge and Soph took jabs.

I don’t remember picking up the glob of mashed potatoes from my plate and launching it across the table at his head. I only remember the way he slowly blinked at me while gravy dripped down his cheek.

And how the entire dining hall devolved into chaos.

“It was complicated,” I answer my sister finally. “Plus, we would have never survived long distance with me going to Brown and him to Stanford.”

“I thought he applied to Juilliard for their piano program?”

“Composing program,” I correct. “I don’t know if he got in, but it doesn’t matter. He’s going to go to Stanford just like his dad did, and like his brother was supposed to, and will take over his dad’s half of the firm someday.”

She makes a face. “Sounds boring.”

“He thought so, too. I guess he changed his mind. Anyway, he really didn’t want me to apply to the trials.”

“Well, yeah, with good reason. His brother literally died, Chlo.”

“You know that was an accident,” I remind her, though that’s part of the reason I was so surprised Hayes applied at all. I can’t imagine spending two weeks in the same place where my sibling died three years prior. It just reinforces my belief that he must have applied to spite me. “Plus, the school has apparently made all these new improvements to the estate property so it’s extra safe. They’d never allow us back if it wasn’t.”

She frowns. “I still don’t get why they can’t keep having them closer to the school like they did the past two years.”

My nose scrunches. “Then I’d have to sleep in a tent. And last year, a snake crawled inside one. I’d much rather be in the old estate, even if it’s creepy. Plus, when the trials were closer to school, it was easier for Challengers to cheat. They still had cell service.”

“You won’t have cell service?” She gawks. “I can’t talk to you for two weeks?”

“I’m sorry it will be the most boring two weeks of your life.”

“Meanwhile you’ll be running around the forest like Tarzan in a trial for . . . what’s one of the traits they base the trials off of again? Expert MLA formatting?”

I laugh, the kind of warm, full-belly one only my sister can draw out. “The seven traits the trials are based on each year are strength, collaboration, wit, ambition, fortitude, agility, and adaptability. You were close.”

“Not all of us have textbook memories like you,” she teases, but I can pick out the thread of insecurity behind it. Even before her diagnosis, Cece wasn’t great at school. She spent more of class doodling in her notebooks than taking actual notes.

“Thank God for that. It’d be a pretty bland world if everyone just mouthed off facts to each other all day.”

“You would love it,” she counters.

“Are you calling me bland?”

She giggles. “The blandest.” Her smile falls all too soon. “Just promise you’ll be careful, okay? I know you’re kind of doing this for me.”

“Self-centered much?” Though of course she’s right. “Besides, it’s not dangerous. I’m pretty sure one of the trials last year was, like, doing a group project but make it woodsy.”

“Sounds like your nightmare,” she points out. “Or is the nightmare part spending two weeks with Hayes?”

That part’s more like my sleep paralysis demon. But I don’t want her to worry. “I’ll be fine. It’s not like we have that much space separating us here.”

“If you say so. You’ll call Mom and Dad in the morning?”

“Sure thing,” I promise.

A yawn escapes her. If I tell her she’s tired, she’ll fight me on it. I have to cut this off even though I’d talk to her all night if I could.

“I should probably head back inside,” I force out. I hope Keana and Emmy are at the party by now. “But don’t worry, okay? I need you to believe that I’ll win, not flop.”

“I always believe you’ll win.” She smiles sleepily. “I love you, Chlo.”

My heart swells. “Love you back, Ce.”

We hang up, and I realize the chain of my necklace is still in my fist. I could drop it right here in the woods among roots and dirt, kick a few fallen leaves over it, and the ring would disappear forever.

But like the numerous times I’ve tried to get rid of it before, I can’t bring myself to do it. Slipping the chain over my head, I tuck it under my shirt so the ring rests against the bare skin of my sternum where it belongs.

As I walk back toward school, my gaze rises. I can barely make out the faint glow of the lights on the railing of the observation deck, an all-glass balcony that juts out from the roof. Even with my feet firmly planted on the ground, my stomach still swoops at the several stories between me and it. A shadow makes the light flicker, like someone might be up there. Everyone’s likely at the party, so it’s probably just the clouds moving across the barely-there moon.

My phone buzzes with an incoming text from Cece. A laugh escapes me at my poorly photoshopped senior picture with a crown on my head and the word Champion floating above it in Comic Sans.

rooting 4 u, she says with a heart.

Resolve floods me. I have to win for her.

I’ll do whatever it takes.
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“I hate goodbyes.” Emmy pouts, shivering against the morning chill.

We stand at the top of the stone steps leading down to the main walkway. At the end of it, a luxury bus waits.

“It’s just ‘see you later,’” I assure her as we hug. “We’ll be back in two weeks for graduation.”

I don’t mention how that will be the real goodbye. Maybe not for her and Keana, but probably for me. I’ll go home to Creekson, Massachusetts, for the summer before heading to Brown in the fall, and they’ll go home to New York. We used to brainstorm plans to visit each other at college, but that hasn’t come up in weeks.

Emmy pulls Keana into a hug next. I try not to notice how theirs is longer, but the sting is there all the same. The vibes in our suite this morning were even more bleak than usual. They got back last night when I was already asleep, and Keana barely spoke as we packed up the last of our things this morning. Though not typically a morning person, usually I can count on her to at least grumble a bit about the early hour.

When they finally part, Emmy grabs both of our hands, tugging us together so we form a human triangle. For a disorienting moment, it feels like before our friendship splintered, when we were all three equal slices of the same pie.

“I know you don’t want to team up,” Emmy says.

Keana and I make eye contact and rip our gazes away just as quickly.

“But there are bigger, meaner fish to fry than each other, okay? Remember who you should be competing against. The Cabinet.”

Emmy nods toward the bus where Dodge, Soph, Lainey, and Malcolm are boarding. We haven’t used the silly nickname Woolf coined for their friend group in months, dying with everything else post-breakup. It was hilarious given the political prowess of their parents.

“Noted,” Keana says dully. She glances at the double doors we emerged from, and suddenly her sullen mood makes sense. Phlip didn’t come to see her off.

I want to say something to Keana about it, but after last night’s argument, nothing feels right. We walk down the stone steps with our things in tow. I pause, looking back at the academy. I’ll miss it, I think. Not the last two months, but when I first got admitted to the school, life was a dream. Coming to Wilde Academy was a life-changing opportunity.

But now, the true life-changing event is just a bus ride away.

At the end of the path, Professor Ruffalo and Principal Watershed stand. Beside them are the four Champions who will act as our chaperones (see also: babysitters) for the next two weeks. Carly McAster, who won last year. Jarod Lee, the year before. Trevor Kostakis, who I never went to school with but won
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