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      The weight room at Lakeview High stank. Industrial-strength cleaner couldn’t mask the reek of sweat, but Rook Radcliffe breathed it in deep. It smelled honest.

      “Line up,” said Coach Gonzalez, a faded Seahawks cap shading his eyes in spite of the fact that it was 6:45 a.m. and the sun hadn’t risen outside. Octobers in Washington were dark.

      Gonzalez pressed one end of his clipboard against his stocky torso.

      “Everybody should be able to squat more today than six weeks ago,” he said. “You’re warmed up. Let’s go. Nolan, beat 160.”

      Rook barely resisted scoffing as Nolan Becker stepped up with his tawny buzz cut, nervously popping his thumb knuckle. He was sixteen like her, and also a sophomore, but he was taller and built heavier. He should’ve been squatting way more than 160.

      Nobody here pushed like she was used to.

      Nolan loaded 170 on the bar, ducked under, and gripped it. His squat didn’t hit depth—no rep in a real meet. But this wasn’t Nationals, and no one cared but her. She watched, unimpressed, as he stood and racked it.

      Coach Gonzalez gave Nolan a beady look. “You could’ve done more.”

      Good, Rook thought. Somebody said it.

      Nolan shrugged. “You want 180?” his voice was quiet. “I’ll try.”

      “Next time.” Gonzalez waved him aside. “Destiny, beat 55.”

      “I’m texting my sister to bring me some Midol,” Destiny said, blonde beach waves falling forward, fingers moving fast on her glitter explosion of a phone. The thing looked like a rainbow had thrown up on it. Rook almost winced at the rhinestone glare. A tiny, cracked heart charm hung from a tassel, and near the camera, a pink cursive sticker read Stronger Than the Storm.

      “Put your phone away,” said Gonzalez.

      “Hold on.” Destiny’s tone was more flat than rude. She yawned, fingers still moving on her phone, pink nails tapping occasionally against the plastic, her face lit by the screen.

      “You want credit for zero period weight training, you’re gonna have to lift something. Or drop the class.”

      “Come on, Des,” said Nolan, passing a hand over his buzz cut in a brief, self-conscious gesture. “Squat 65. I’ll spot you.”

      “It’s too heavy,” said Destiny. “I’m tired.”

      Nolan raised his eyebrows. “You live next door. I’ve seen you carry eight grocery bags in heels. While texting,” he added.

      Destiny didn’t smile. She thumbed off her phone. “That’s life, right?” she said. “Pick up and shut up.”

      Rook barely nodded. That was life.

      AJ Ellsworth stepped up to the other side of the rack. He was as tall as Nolan, but broader. Built better, like he pushed harder. Sandy-haired and self-assured, with a crooked nose that worked for him. Rook watched him, unable not to.

      “Do it,” said AJ, shooting Destiny a grin. “Get over here. Let me see you hit this.”

      Destiny’s blue eyes moved from Nolan to AJ. Unreadable.

      She tossed her glitter bomb phone into her bag and stepped up to the rack. She gripped the bar, squatted, and stood so effortlessly that Rook had no doubt that she could have handled twice as much and was simply choosing not to try.

      AJ gave her arm a light punch when she was done. “Looked good.”

      She bit her lip, leaned toward AJ, and nudged him with her shoulder. It looked like flirtation, Rook thought—and Nolan didn’t seem like he approved. His worried glance flicked from Destiny to AJ and back again.

      “Ellsworth,” said Gonzalez. “Beat 200.”

      AJ loaded 230, ducked under the bar, and squatted shallow. Rook shook her head.

      Coach Gonzalez, however, looked a little more awake. “Fifteen percent increase,” he said with energy, giving AJ a look of approval. “Doubt anybody’ll beat that.”

      Rook snorted louder than she meant to. Everyone looked.

      AJ swept his eyes over her.

      “Something funny, new girl?” he asked. “Think you can get fifteen percent? What would that be for you?”

      Coach Gonzalez ran his pencil down the clipboard until he reached her name. “180.”

      Somebody laughed.

      Rook clenched. 180 was nothing. She wanted to step up and lift her real max. Freak them all out. But if people at Lakeview knew she squatted 350, someone would get curious. They’d start paying attention to her. If anyone figured out who she really was—who her mother was—she’d be swamped by paparazzi, just like back in New York.

      She only had to think it, and the memories flooded in, filling her head. Cameras flashing. Strangers in her face, demanding answers. Trying to climb the courthouse steps, to keep her head down as she moved through the gauntlet of reporters who crushed in on both sides, her own breath white in the frozen air, Greta’s hand gripping the back of her coat, steering her toward the huge doors as she winced at their shouts.

      Did she really pull the trigger, Ms. Chase?

      Ms. Chase! Look over here! Did you see your mother with the gun?

      She couldn’t go through it again. She would keep the weights light, and no one would ask any questions.

      She loaded 180. Her ego begged her to keep adding. She eyed the 45s, wishing she could slide them on and melt all their faces off.

      “Don’t do it if you’re not ready,” Gonzalez warned. “This isn’t a dare—I don’t want to see you getting hurt.”

      Rook almost laughed at him, because that was hilarious.

      “Ellsworth, help me spot,” said Gonzalez, when she didn’t back down.

      “Oh definitely,” said AJ.

      “Jesus Christ,” said Rook, incensed. “Like I need a fucking spot.”

      “Language,” said Gonzalez. “This is school, keep it clean.”

      Rook ducked under the bar and packed herself tight against it. Metal on skin. Tight grip. She squatted all the way to depth, in case the rest of them wanted to see what it was supposed to look like—and then she paused there for a few extra seconds. Might as well make it fun.

      “Help her,” said Gonzalez. He and AJ grabbed the bar and stood her up.

      Rook turned on Gonzalez. “Did I ask?”

      “You were stuck in the hole. Common problem, we’ll work on it.”

      Rook couldn’t take it. Hiding her strength was one thing. Being seen as weak was another. She was stronger than everybody in this place—they had no idea who she was, and she didn’t want them to know, but she wasn’t letting them stand her up like she was some beginner.

      Cool it. Don’t freak out. Stay small.

      “I’m going again.”

      “Next time.”

      Rook ignored him, unracked the bar, and squatted. She wanted to do another one. Another five—another twenty.

      She forced herself to rerack. It burned.

      “Damn,” said AJ, and now when he ran his eyes over her, it was a promise. “What else can you do?”

      “Radcliffe, sit down. Ellsworth, that’s enough.” Coach Gonzalez exhaled. “Juárez? Your turn.”

      Rook headed for the benches, past Destiny, who was already on her phone again. There were tears in her eyes, and when she caught Rook looking, she turned away, wiping them with a furious hand. She snatched up her bag and headed for the door.

      “Des,” said Nolan, who was also watching her. “Can I⁠—”

      “My sister’s coming,” Destiny replied, and was out the door before Gonzalez could stop her.

      As soon as Gonzalez was busy with the next student on his roster, Rook loaded plates onto the floor barbell. She could finally lift how she wanted.

      Wide grip. Deep breath.

      She bent, jumped, pulled—slammed her feet to the floor, dropped into a deep squat, and caught the barbell overhead. Arms locked. Back straight.

      The snatch was who she was. What she loved. As long as she could still do this, even if the weight was low, maybe she’d make it.

      The door opened. Chad Perkins swaggered in late, baseball duffel in hand, brown hair pomaded up too high for anybody to take him seriously. His buddy Keanu entered right behind him.

      Chad’s eyes fell on Rook, and he pointed at her, already gleeful.

      “Co-oaach, she’s doing it again.”

      “Nope.” Gonzalez turned on Rook, who dropped the barbell in front of her. “No unsupervised snatches in here, we talked about this.”

      Rook glared at Chad, who was too busy cackling at the word snatches to care.

      The intercom went off to call Gonzalez to the office.

      “Safety while I’m out,” he warned. He pointed to Rook’s barbell. “Unload that.”

      “But—”

      “You heard me.”

      He didn’t leave until Rook had unloaded all the plates and stowed the barbell. Frustrated, she grabbed dumbbells and propped her foot up behind her on a box so she could do split squats.

      “Dudes, you’re screwed,” Chad said, already on the bench, incline benching dumbbells. The other guys clustered around him. “I’m so glad I don’t play football like you losers. First Mateo dips, then you lose your QB? Cooked.”

      “Dips?” said Nolan, wincing. “Mateo died.”

      Chad truly sucked, Rook thought, as she bent her knee and sank low. She had shared space with a lot of insensitive jocks in her life, but Chad Perkins was the complete douche package. Ratting her out to Gonzalez for snatching? Screw him. She glanced at his dumbbells and smirked to herself. He was only benching 40s.

      “We’re good,” said Keanu, in his deep, calm voice, tying his long dark curls into a topknot on his head. “Ellsworth’s crushing QB.”

      AJ fist bumped him. “Thanks, bro.” His gaze traveled to Rook’s dumbbells, and when he saw that she had 60s, his eyebrows went up. He went to the dumbbell rack and picked up the 70s. Rook watched, amused, as he carried them back to his bench. What did he think he was going to do with those?

      She set down her weights, swigged her water, and switched legs for the other half of her set.

      Keanu bent for the curl bar, showing the tattoos on his knees and lower thighs more clearly. Tight, black, geometric patterns in thick, deliberate bands around his legs. They looked like they would have been painful.

      Chad put his dumbbells down and got up. “What’s the Indian kid doing?” he demanded, jerking his head toward a skinny kid who was struggling to press 20s.

      “Cambodian,” Nolan corrected, giving Chad a look like he was an idiot. “His name’s Sareth.”

      Sareth looked over at the sound of his name and found them all watching. He tossed his black hair out of his eyes.

      “Yes?” he said, his tone arrogant, despite how out of his depth he appeared to be. “Can I help you?”

      Sareth was an interesting guy, Rook thought, descending on one leg as she watched him. He didn’t look like he wanted to be here, and he definitely didn’t mix with the sports bros, but came off like he thought he owned the place anyway.

      She could get behind it.

      Nolan held his fists up, palms in. “Neutral grip, like this.”

      Sareth corrected his grip, and the dumbbells went up easier. He gave Nolan an appreciative nod.

      “Thank you.”

      Rook refocused on her legs. They were good and on fire now. She bit down and braced hard as she ascended, core tight, heart pounding. It felt good. She heard AJ’s voice.

      “Look at that.”

      “What, her?” Chad sounded unimpressed. “Whatever, that’s not even hard.”

      Rook knew they were talking about her. She descended again. Held it again. Let it burn, and let them watch.

      “You and Jill,” AJ said, after a moment. “Homecoming?”

      “She wants a corsage,” Chad complained. “Sixty bucks for a dead flower is dumb.”

      Rook had always thought so too. But she couldn’t agree with Chad for any reason, so she changed her opinion about corsages on the spot. They were awesome.

      “Get her one,” said Keanu flatly.

      “I heard Jill won’t even wear your letterman’s jacket,” said AJ, grinning. “Doesn’t want to be your woman, huh?”

      Keanu gave a low laugh.

      “She should wear it,” said Chad, indignant. “It’s a lucky charm.”

      “Softball made regionals without it,” said Keanu, curling the bar with a last shaking effort before he set it down. “Jill carried them on the mound.”

      Chad made a pshh noise. “I won State,” he said, and then he looked at his friends with seriousness. “You’re my catcher,” he said to Keanu, placing a hand on his shoulder like he was knighting somebody. He put his other hand on AJ’s. “You’re my shortstop. Ride or die.”

      He walked away. AJ and Keanu gave each other looks like they weren’t sure whether to laugh or throw something at the back of Chad’s head.

      “Tool,” muttered Nolan, yanking on his thumb knuckle.

      Neither AJ nor Keanu replied.

      Rook eyed Nolan as he picked up the curl bar. He wasn’t really in the center with the other guys. He was on the teams, he was in the crew, but he wasn’t in. Too quiet. Too nice to people. Only assholes made it to the top.

      AJ took over the bench and picked up the 70s. His neck and arms tensed as he lay back and tried to position the heavy dumbbells in his grip.

      So he was going to bench those? Okay…

      Rook followed his progress out of the corner of her eye.

      “Those are heavy, bro,” said Keanu. “Is that what you usually use?”

      “I got it,” AJ muttered, and he pushed the dumbbells up. His arms shook, barely. Rook watched him lower them—he had control, but not by much.

      Keanu pulled a jar of coconut oil out of his bag. Rook could smell it when he popped the top off and started rubbing it into his black tattoos.

      Nolan watched him, curious. “Did you get those in Samoa?”

      Keanu looked up at him and nodded.

      “Intense,” said Nolan, with a shake of his head. “I’m doing one when I’m eighteen, but nowhere near that big. Was it tough?”

      Keanu nodded again, looking a little friendlier. “I get the next part when we go back. I hope next summer.” He glanced at AJ. “Who are you taking to Homecoming? Destiny, right?”

      “Nah.” AJ pushed the dumbbells up again. This time, when he lowered them, it looked a little rockier. “We’re not serious. Although, last night?” He laughed.

      Nolan stopped curling midway up and held the weight frozen.

      “Last night what?” he asked, voice quiet. “If you’re about to brag about her, don’t.”

      “What are you, her dad?” said AJ, shoving the dumbbells up with a hard breath. One elbow wobbled. “She can do what she wants.”

      Nolan set down the bar and walked away.

      AJ went for a sixth press—and failed halfway. He clenched his fists and shut his eyes, pushing like he meant it.

      Rook watched him fight for it, willing him to break through the sticking point. That was a money rep. Real gains only came when it hurt.

      “Up,” she urged.

      The word came from pure instinct. Years of gym time with real lifters. When someone fought, everyone got loud.

      AJ finished the rep with a huff of exertion, dropped the weights, and looked at her—intense. Attentive. Heat rushed to her face. Why had she talked to him?

      A horrible sound—part wheeze, part scream—made Rook spin toward the bench press.

      Sareth was on the bench, pinned under the barbell, eyes wide. Panicked.

      Rook’s gut lurched—she dropped her dumbbells and lunged. Nolan got there at the same time. Together, they hauled the weight off Sareth and racked it.

      “Hey.” Nolan crouched down. “You okay? Why are you benching without a spot?”

      Sareth trembled as he sat up. His black hair fell into his eyes. “Someone changed my weights. I went to refill my water, and when I came back, it was different.”

      From the corner, Chad snickered.

      Rook turned on him, furious. “Are you trying to kill somebody?”

      Nolan moved first. He was on Chad in three long strides and slammed him into the wall.

      “Don’t touch me!” Chad barked, but Nolan grabbed him by the front of his jersey. Chad wrenched away.

      AJ stepped in. He glanced toward Rook—then looked at Chad.

      “Apologize to Sareth.”

      Rook blinked. That was unexpected.

      Nolan too gave AJ a look of disbelief. “Seriously?” he said. “You?”

      “Yeah, seriously, Ellsworth?” said Chad. “I barely added any weight. It was ten pounds. If he can’t lift that, why is he lifting?”

      AJ’s eyes checked Rook again, and she realized what was happening. She was no dummy—he was playing it up. Acting like a good guy. Seeing if she’d notice.

      The bell rang for the end of zero period and Chad walked out, giving AJ an angry look. Most of the others followed.

      Nolan went back to Sareth. “Come on. Let’s hit the locker room.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “I’ll stick with you.” Nolan gestured for Sareth to follow him. “You’re good, I promise.”

      Sareth followed Nolan out, and AJ met Rook’s eyes.

      They were alone.

      In silence, Rook put away her weights. AJ wiped down his bench.

      “We’re even,” he said.

      Rook glanced at him. “How?”

      “Fifteen percent increases. We matched.”

      “Uh, you didn’t get fifteen percent.”

      “Uh, you watched me squat 230.”

      “I watched you fail depth. That wasn’t a squat.”

      AJ’s eyes glittered at the challenge. “So give me a do-over.”

      “I need to get to first period.”

      AJ’s gaze dropped to her mouth. “Do you?” he said. “I kind of feel like skipping.”

      Rook flushed. She knew that look, and she hated how much she liked it. She had never done drugs in her life—clean, disciplined, focused. Boys like him were her one vice.

      Look away, she told herself. He is not a nice guy.

      Like that had ever stopped her.

      “Can’t skip,” she lied. “History test.”

      “Who do you have?”

      “Mr. Nordmark.”

      “There’s no test today. I have him too.”

      Rook tossed her ponytail like she was swatting a fly and picked up her gym bag. When she stood and turned, she found AJ almost close enough to kiss her. Warning lights flashed in her mind.

      Do we need to discuss this? You heard how he talked about Destiny. You’re about to be a belt notch.

      “You’re not boring,” he said, almost like it surprised him. “Meet me later.”

      Sure, meet him later. What could go wrong?

      No. She was stronger than this. She was supposed to keep her head down and stay off everybody’s radar—that was the whole damn point of uprooting her life and coming here.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Everything was wrong. Him, this school, this town, herself. Her mother. Gabe. Light weights. Pretending it was fine. Nothing was right anymore, and nothing mattered.

      “The graffiti wall,” he said. “You know where it is?”

      She nodded.

      “Meet me behind it after school.”

      Classy. Bet he just wants to chat.

      “Yes or no?” AJ urged.

      “I—shouldn’t.”

      “But?”

      The door swung open, and Coach Gonzalez walked back in. He scowled when he saw how close the two of them were standing.

      “For God’s sake,” he said, “get out. You’re gonna be late.”

      They left the weight room.

      “See you at the wall,” said AJ, as they went down the stairs. “Say yes.”

      No. You don’t fool me. I know who you are. I know what this is.

      “Maybe,” she said. Because if nothing mattered, then neither did this. She could do what she wanted.

      Even if what she wanted was a mistake.
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      Theo Locke sat in the guidance counselor’s office at the end of sixth period, squishing a stress ball in his fist and willing himself not to cry. He was tired of crying. It had helped, at first—it felt cathartic, the only release for the grief that sometimes felt like it would detonate inside him. After two months, crying had become mundane. Inadequate.

      “I’m checking in with students who had important relationships with Mateo Salinas. Is there anything you want to talk about?”

      Ms. Winter had come to Lakeview a few weeks ago. Her calm, grounded demeanor felt real—and under normal circumstances, Theo would’ve found her easy to talk to. But talking would change nothing. If he’d started walking sooner, he would’ve arrived in time to use the EpiPen. He’d calculated it again and again.

      The walk to Fenton Park: fourteen minutes. Mateo’s anaphylaxis lasted about fifteen.

      If Theo had started walking six minutes sooner, he would have made it.

      Six minutes. Less time than it took to microwave dinner. Such a small error. He should have been able to fix it. But he hadn’t known those minutes mattered, so he’d sat in his room playing a video game while Mateo died alone, suffocating.

      The most important test of his life, and he hadn’t realized it was happening until it was over.

      Those thoughts aren’t true, but the feelings are normal. Part of grieving is wondering if we could’ve done something to prevent the loss. But you couldn’t have prevented it, Theo. You didn’t fail to act—you just didn’t know. You’re punishing yourself like this is your fault, when you did everything in your power to help once you arrived on the scene. You called 911. You performed CPR. Short of being psychic, there is nothing more you could have done.

      “I have a therapist.” He kept his voice steady, debate-club controlled. “My parents are psychologists. I have help.”

      “That’s a lot of mental health support,” Ms. Winter said.

      She sounded kind. He didn’t meet her eyes.

      “But if you ever want to talk, or need a space to decompress, you can. Okay?”

      He nodded.

      “You’re carrying a heavy AP load for a sophomore. But you handled it well last year. Perfect grades.”

      Theo nodded again.

      “Sometimes, students at your level are afraid to miss class, no matter what’s happening in their lives. I hope you’ll give yourself space if you need it.”

      He crushed the stress ball. “Okay.”

      “Other students told me how close you were with Mateo. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Sorry for your loss. Like he’d misplaced a set of keys. Like Mateo was a suitcase left behind at baggage claim, instead of the best human being Theo had ever known. The loss was cavernous. It swallowed him whole.

      He turned to the counseling office window, where rain streaked down the glass in rivulets. He followed one drop, watching it slide, so his voice wouldn’t break.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Yes. We were close⁠—”

      It was all he could manage. He bit the inside of his cheek to make it stop, but it didn’t help. His eyes blurred until he couldn’t see the rain, and tears streaked down his cheeks, quiet and useless.

      Ms. Winter pushed a Kleenex box toward him. Theo dabbed his eyes, gritting his teeth to hold back the flood.

      “Based on what other students have shared, I get the sense that Mateo was extraordinary,” said Ms. Winter. “If I can help, I’m here.”

      The bell rang. Relieved, Theo picked up his backpack and walked out of school, ducking his head against the rain. His shoes grew wet as he walked onto the baseball field.

      The walk to his house was short, but every step reminded him that he was alone. Last year, he and Mateo had often crossed this field together, jumped the chain-link fence that separated the Lockes’ backyard from Lakeview’s campus, and spent afternoons in Theo’s room, gaming, studying, and laughing at everything and nothing until their voices grew hoarse.

      He couldn’t go home.

      He cut left, toward the graffiti wall. It stood at the eastern edge of campus, separating a dead patch of grass from a dense thicket of woods, its concrete surface covered with the names, artwork, and gang signs of this year’s senior class. Though Lakeview kids called it a wall, it didn’t have a uniform height. It was more like a bar graph, with sections that started low and could be climbed like steps.

      Theo climbed up until he reached the top of the wall, a dozen feet off the ground. Up here, no one would see him unless they were really looking—thick falls of cedar branches hid him from view. He lay down on the concrete, using his backpack as a headrest, and shut his eyes against the raindrops that slipped occasionally through the greenery. Unlike his tears, the rain felt good on his face. Cool. Impersonal. He breathed in and out slowly, letting the smell of the woods in. Letting quiet and rain work on him.

      The snap of a branch below him jolted him out of his trance. He rolled onto his side and peered down through the cedar sprays to see a girl standing behind the wall, hidden from campus. Theo readjusted himself, rolling onto his stomach to see who it was. She wore her brown hair in a ponytail, and he couldn’t see her face well, but he didn’t think he knew her. She dropped her backpack and gym bag onto the dirt.

      Ten seconds ticked by. Thirty seconds. After a minute, she gave a tch of irritation, got down on the ground, and started to do push-ups—strict, military push-ups, one after another, without slowing or breaking form. Then she got up, planted her hands on the ground, and kicked her feet up over her head to rest her heels against the wall. She bent her elbows until the crown of her head touched the ground, then straightened her arms, lifting herself into a handstand. She did it again, and then again, and she made it look easy. Theo didn’t think he could have performed a single one of those things without falling on his head.

      “Good. You’re here.”

      The girl kicked her feet back down to the ground and wiped her hands on her leggings as AJ Ellsworth walked up to her. Theo had been friends with him back in elementary and middle school. Now they rarely hung out unless they ended up at the same party, and AJ was usually too busy trying to have sex with someone to be much of a conversationalist.

      The girl smoothed down her ponytail. “I’m about to head home.”

      “Hold up.” AJ grabbed the front of the girl’s hoodie and brought her close to him. She let him do it.

      Then he tried to lift it up.

      It took Theo a second to register what was happening, and when it did, he panicked.

      Oh shit. Was this about to be a hookup? He had to get out of here. But it was a dozen feet down.

      He stayed locked where he was. Trapped. Rain bled through the cedars and onto the back of his neck, rolling down his skin, making him shiver.

      “Jesus, we’re at school,” said the girl, blocking AJ’s hands.

      “Nobody can see us. I’ll do it too.” AJ removed his own hoodie and t-shirt, knocking the baseball cap off his sandy hair as he did. His state championship baseball ring dangled from a gold chain and glinted against his bare chest.

      The girl pulled off her hoodie and threw it onto her gym bag. AJ grabbed her waist. Kissed her. She made a sound—sharp, almost hurt.

      Theo’s pulse spiked. Did she need help?

      She pushed AJ up against the graffiti wall and kissed him fast. Hungry. Something about it was still off—her hands ran all over him, searching, like there was something she couldn’t find.

      Theo rolled onto his back as quietly as possible, wincing. He didn’t know how to get out of here, but he didn’t want to watch them do whatever they were about to do. He didn’t want to hear them either. He pushed a hand into his pocket, silent, looking for his earbuds. He dug them out, and they slipped out of his hand.

      Crap.

      They clacked to the dirt in front of the wall, on the other side from where AJ and the girl were making out. Theo waited for one of them to notice the sound and look up, and say something. Yell at him, maybe. He glanced down to see if they saw him.

      They didn’t.

      They were on the ground now, the girl straddling AJ, kissing him like she was trying to erase him. AJ’s attention was focused on getting under the girl’s shirt. Theo couldn’t see perfectly, but he was pretty sure AJ was trying to take her bra off.

      He cringed and closed his eyes. He should have just gone home. Maybe he should say something. But now it had been too long—now they’d think he was a creep who had been trying to watch them.

      Analysis paralysis, huh?

      The voice in his mind sounded like Mateo. Laughing. Nudging him.

      Make a choice, brother. Come on, do something. It’s not that hard. Worst-case scenario, they both yell at you. Who cares?

      “What’s your name again?” AJ said. “Brooke?”

      “Rook.”

      “Where’d you move to Cedar Point from, Rook?”

      “What is this, a job interview?”

      AJ laughed. “You don’t want to get to know each other?”

      “No.”

      “Love that. You should come to Homecoming with me.”

      “No.”

      “You don’t want to go with the new quarterback?”

      Rook scoffed, and Theo understood. AJ wasn’t as smooth as he thought.

      “Party at Marna’s before the dance,” said AJ. “We go, we have a couple drinks. And privacy.”

      “Wow. Subtle.”

      She sounded tired. Bored, even. Then she sucked a breath that made Theo’s eyes snap open.

      AJ had rolled her onto her back.

      “Damn, your body is crazy,” he said. “I’ve never seen anything like you.”

      Rook’s eyes glazed. She lay under AJ, staring at nothing.

      Theo’s chest tightened. Something was wrong. She looked gone. He didn’t know what was happening, but he didn’t like it at all.

      He forced his mouth to work. “Hey,” he said, but his voice came out dry, the word scraped in his throat, almost inaudible. Neither of them heard it.

      Before he could try again, Rook came back to herself. Her expression shifted, fast and hard. She shoved AJ off her, and he pitched over onto the dirt. She got to her feet.

      “The fuck?” AJ sat up. “What did I do?”

      Rook yanked her hoodie back on.

      AJ got up. “You’re not leaving.”

      But she had already picked up her bags.

      “You were having fun,” AJ said. “Don’t act like it was just me—you were into it.”

      “And now I’m not.”

      “Don’t be like that.”

      She laughed, and it was hollow. The hairs stood up on Theo’s neck.

      “Hey.” AJ’s voice got quieter, like he was trying to calm a skittish animal. He stepped into her path, closer to her. “It’s okay. Tell me what you need.”

      Rook didn’t bite. “Try that line on Destiny,” she said.

      “So you’re jealous.” He laughed. “Is that what this is?”

      Rook tried to go around him. AJ sidestepped and got in her way again.

      “Move,” she said. “Now.”

      AJ’s eyes narrowed, but he moved. Rook strode past him.

      “You’re cold,” he said. “I thought you were different.”

      She didn’t turn back.

      AJ snatched his shirt and hoodie off the ground and dressed quickly. Violently. He stalked away toward the football field.

      Theo climbed down from the wall and jumped from the last step to the ground. He snatched up his earbuds from the dirt and shoved them into his pocket. The rain fell harder now, but he stripped off his jacket, sweating in response to everything he had just witnessed. He swung his backpack onto one shoulder and headed for home, too unsettled to notice how soaked he was getting.

      Who was that girl? What kind of name was Rook? What were those upside-down push-ups? And why had she thrown herself at AJ like that? She didn’t even seem to like him. She’d seemed, in the end, to know exactly what kind of guy he was.

      The whole thing left Theo with a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      He jumped the fence that stood between Lakeview and his backyard. He walked into his house, grabbed his meds and a Coke, and went to his room, where he fired up his computer and logged into Dragon Hunger. He usually played a mage healer, but today he was feeling something different.

      He started a new character. Battle Maiden class. Human. Brown hair. He searched through the hairstyles until he found something close to a ponytail, and then he pulled up the armor menu and scrolled through the hundreds of options he had collected.

      “Very impractical armor,” he muttered, as he chose what appeared to be a wet, lizard-skin bikini. “Plus 20 cold resistance… sure, that tracks.”

      He rested the keyboard on his lap and the mouse on the arm of his gaming chair, stuck his feet up on the ottoman that was duct-taped together and covered in crumbs, and launched the prologue.

      He’d been playing for an hour before it occurred to him that he no longer felt like crying.
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      At lunch the next day, Theo got the corn dog and chips. He headed through the commons, past his friends, avoiding eye contact. He didn’t want to sit with them and feel Mateo’s absence there.

      He found an empty table in the back corner, and sat alone.

      At the table nearest his, which was also nearly empty, sat the girl he had seen with AJ yesterday. Rook.

      She had a corn dog, a scoop of something potato-like, and a giant pile of salad. She picked up the corn dog, holding it away from herself like it might crawl off her tray, and began to peel the batter off it. Once it was naked, she took a bite, grimaced, and swallowed without chewing, like taking a pill.

      “Sick,” she muttered.

      “Um, hi.”

      Theo flinched. He hadn’t noticed Colleen O’Hare approach until she slid into the seat next to Rook’s, phone in one hand, oversized water tumbler in the other. “Colleen.” She gestured to herself, sweeping a hand from her fuzzy sweater to her polka-dot skirt. “From second period. You’re Rook, right?”

      Rook dropped the corn dog and opened a milk box.

      Colleen shook back her red wavy hair and leaned in. “So what’s up with you and AJ?”

      Rook shrugged, and Theo listened to see how the interrogation would play out. Their tables weren’t far apart—and Colleen wasn’t exactly quiet. She’d been a first-rate gossip ever since Pre-K and was always trying to find out everybody’s business. The lunchroom was loud, but not enough to drown her out.

      “Are you two going to Homecoming?” Colleen asked.

      Rook swigged her milk.

      “Because if you are…” Colleen lowered her voice, and Theo couldn’t hear exactly what she said next. He caught party, and Marna’s.

      “And you could be more comfortable,” said Colleen, louder now, like she wanted people to hear her. “Because I get it, AJ’s hot, but the graffiti wall?” She wrinkled her nose. “Nope.”

      Rook gave Colleen a dead-eyed stare. “What?”

      “I heard it from AJ’s friend,” said Colleen, watching Rook’s face.

      “Heard what?”

      “That you two hooked up.”

      “AJ said that?”

      “Well,” Colleen sipped from her tumbler, “I don’t know exactly what he said, but some people are saying you had sex.”

      Theo almost choked on the chip he was eating. Sex? Was that how AJ was going to play this? Rook had walked away, so he’d smeared her in response? What kind of person did that?

      What kind of person lets it happen?

      Mateo’s voice again. Theo’s stomach hurt.

      You do, I guess.

      Rook stabbed her fork into her salad like she hoped it would bleed.

      “So it’s true?” Colleen nodded. “You’re new around here, so, friendly word of advice? AJ’s a player. Don’t get attached.”

      Theo expected Rook to protest—to tell Colleen that she hadn’t had sex with AJ, not even close—but Rook said nothing.

      He could help her, he realized with some discomfort. He could say something right now. Tell Colleen he’d seen everything, and the rumor wasn’t true. It would mean admitting that he’d stayed on the wall the whole time. He didn’t know if he could make himself do that. Could he explain that he hadn’t meant to be there? Would anyone believe that?

      He was so deep in his mind, he didn’t notice the ambush until it was too late.

      “You’re not eating?”

      Marna Hauterman sat down beside him. Theo had avoided her ever since the funeral; he didn’t want to talk to her, or Tuyet, or any of his real friends. He couldn’t stand to look into their faces and remember how dead Mateo was.

      “I know you need space,” Marna said. “I don’t blame you—I haven’t texted, or tried to talk to you in class, and I’m not trying to push you now… I just wanted to tell you, I’m thinking about you every day.” She touched his hand. “I’m not ignoring you. I’m giving you space until you’re ready, okay?”

      Marna was genuinely warm and empathetic. It was why he hadn’t gone anywhere near her.

      He looked at her, and that was the mistake. When he caught the expression of compassion on her brown, round-cheeked face, he gritted his teeth in self-defense. He didn’t want to cry in the cafeteria.

      “I don’t mean to make it worse.” Marna squeezed his hand. “I just wanted to tell you that if you need me…” She trailed off. “I’m having a party Saturday.” She sounded less than excited about it. “I just need to try to have fun again. To be normal, even though nothing is.” Her eyes drifted back to the cafeteria table where their other friends were still eating. “Maybe you could come.”

      Theo couldn’t imagine going back to his friend group, the group where Mateo had always been the nucleus, and acting like he wasn’t breaking apart. He glanced at the table where their friends sat, and Tuyet caught his eye. In her dark, unfiltered stare, he saw exactly what he was afraid of. His own grief, mirrored back.

      He looked down.

      “I know you’re sad,” said Marna.

      Theo laughed in a way that made her draw back.

      “You know I don’t mean it in a small way,” she said, her voice quiet. “I don’t know how else to say it.”

      His heel started tapping. He picked up a chip off his tray and cracked it into pieces. He didn’t want to have this conversation. Not here.

      “I know nobody misses him more than you and Tuyet.” Marna was near tears—he could hear it. “And I know there’s nothing I can do, I just wish there was, because I love you both so much
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