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   1. The Last Hunter in a Raid Full of Healers
 
   Hairspray permeated the air and pom-pom strings littered the girls’ locker room like the aftermath of a particularly bad hurricane —if that hurricane happened to hit the Miss USA pageant, that is. The mood was dismal, considering that it was halftime of our school’s homecoming game. Normally at this time, Tawny and I would be pumping up the rest of The Squad and prepping them to run back onto the field.
 
   But not today.
 
   Today, our team was epically failing and needed more than just a few screaming girls in short skirts. They needed a miracle. A full-blown $40.00-expansion-pack-where-they-introduce-flying-mounts type of miracle.
 
   “Well, I’m not going to lie to you and say we’ll win for sure, but I will tell you that if we do all we can, we might actually stand a chance,” I said to the group of sullen cheerleaders lining the benches. The sea of drooping blonde heads showed a less than an enthusiastic reaction to my rallying attempt. They had even stopped applying their lip gloss.
 
   Things were serious.
 
   “Reagan, our yelling some bogus cheer isn’t going to make our team suck any less. It’s just going to make us look like idiots for cheering for a sinking ship,” Ashleigh whined from the back of the group. She wasn't helping my little pep talk at all.
 
   “Shut it Ashleigh. You’re just mad because you gained too much weight to be a flyer this year, fatty” Tawny threw back at her icily.
 
   I was definitely losing them. The chilly November air wasn’t brightening our spirits in a big way, but I was co-captain and I needed to fix this, since Tawny was obviously not taking her responsibility seriously.
 
   I was like the last DPS Ranger in a raid full of Healers. They were cute, but they were also squishy, and right now they needed someone to bring the power back to the guild. Or squad. Whatever you wanted to call it.
 
   Right, I needed to focus.
 
   I could be a butt-kicking level 85 Hunter on my own time, when I was in the privacy of my own room. There was absolutely no way I wanted to let that little secret slip out accidentally while I was trying to rally the troops. Friends or not, The Squad would eat me alive if they knew I played nerdy online games, and that would be the end of me. I would have committed social suicide.
 
   Luckily, I was kind of a pro at hiding my nerdy little secret.
 
   You see, there was the normal, pretty, popular cheerleader “me,” who got manicures and spent two hours doing her hair in the morning, and then there was the other “me,” who could kick your sorry noob butt in two seconds flat using only a keyboard and mouse.
 
   At times, I wished I wasn’t so obsessed with something as completely dorky as a video game. I mean, what self-respecting member of The Squad could call herself a true Pirate when she spent her weekends farming for gold and raiding with people she had never met?
 
   But in all fairness, it wasn’t my fault. The game—Voyager’s Quest—was so incredibly addicting, and it was slightly possible that I was a nerd at heart. I had just been fortunate enough (unlike most nerds) to learn at an early age that life isn’t like a movie. When you embrace what you love, you end up getting stuffed into a locker; you don’t suddenly become popular because your peers realize that they’ve been wrong about nerds all along.
 
   This wasn’t some after school special.
 
   I had an excellent sense of self-preservation and that meant being a mean girl by association. I was what I liked to call a “passive plastic.” I wasn’t a mean person myself, but because I stood by and let Tawny get away with whatever she wanted, I was just as guilty as she was.
 
   It was kind of a cop-out on my part, and it did suck a little, but you know what sucked more? Being shoved in a locker with gum in your hair.
 
   It could be pretty difficult balancing two lives, but I actually managed fine unless I was under a lot of stress—like being the co-captain of a cheerleading squad rooting for a losing team.
 
   I shook my head until my tight blonde ponytail swung back and forth, trying to clear my thoughts.
 
   “All right, we need to focus, not sit here and insult each other or our team. We’re going to go out there and we’re going to cheer like we mean it, because even if we lose, we’re going to a party at Tawny’s house after the game, so stop being a bunch of whining babies and cheer!” I yelled at them.
 
   The mention of an unsupervised party seemed to get them pumped, or at least made the situation seem less dire. With that, they all grabbed their pom-poms and ran out the double doors onto the field, screaming like they thought we’d win.
 
   +++
 
   We didn’t, of course.
 
   We got completely murdered.
 
   The final score of our oh-so-memorable homecoming game was 45-10, and from what I saw, the quarterback got sacked at least six times. That didn’t bother me too much though, since I had never really cared about our football team and its legendary losing streak. The Squad was awesome, and that was all that mattered. The fact that our team sucked so much only meant that more people watched us instead of the massacre happening on the field.
 
   So, in a way, I guess I was glad they were awful. More airtime for us, right?
 
   As my boyfriend Zane and I drove up to Tawny’s house in his new black truck, I gave him a play-by-play of the game. He claimed he couldn’t make it because he had homework to do, but we both knew that was a lie. Zane couldn’t stand football. He had a chip on his shoulder about football because it stole the name of his game—soccer. He felt that soccer was a real man’s sport and that they were the one who deserved to have The Squad cheering at their games, not the heavily padded babies on our football team.
 
   His words, not mine.
 
   Even though he was pretty childish about it most of the time, I had to admit that I did sort of agree with him. It would be nice to cheer for a winning team for once, although that didn’t excuse him from refusing to come to the games to watch me cheer. He was definitely always going to be in the doghouse for that one.
 
   Some supportive boyfriend.
 
   The thick beams of Zane’s headlights cut through the fog of the chilly Oregon night, but the thought of dipping into Tawny’s parent’s hot tub made the chill so worth it. It was one of the only ways to stay warm in Oregon, plus showing off my cute bikini always made me happy.
 
   “Rae, which swimsuit did you bring? The red one or the blue one?” Zane asked, acting more interested in that topic than he had in my whole speech about the football team.
 
   “It’s not blue, Zane, it’s teal,” I corrected, slightly irritated that he obviously hadn’t listened to a word I’d said. “And yes, I brought the teal one.”
 
   “Awesome,” he replied with a grin. I shook my head at him in annoyance. He could be such a boy sometimes.
 
   We ended up having to park pretty far away from Tawny’s house, thanks to the tons of uninvited guests who had suddenly decided to make an appearance. I could see kids from school running up the lawn in their flip-flops and bikinis even though it could only be forty degrees outside, at the most.
 
   Tawny’s parents lived in a huge house surrounded by even bigger pine trees. I always joked that her parents pretty much owned the whole forest, which was kind of true. Her dad was some sort of contractor and her mom was what we called a “professional writer,” although the only writing she did was writing her name on the back of a check.
 
   The good thing about her parents’ ridiculous amounts of money was that they were gone most of the time to different exotic places. They would just leave Tawny the credit card and say, “Be reasonable” which meant, “don’t spend more than $1,000 on a shirt.” I would be jealous if I didn’t benefit so much from it.
 
   I slammed the truck door, wanting to get into the hot tub before I turned into a human icicle, but my actions apparently upset my overly sensitive boyfriend.
 
   “Rae!” Zane whined. “How many times do I have to tell you not to slam the doors? This truck is brand new!”
 
   “Oh my gosh, Zane, it’s a truck. It doesn’t have feelings. Now hurry up before we freeze,” I threw back at him.
 
   Zane and I had kind of a love-hate relationship. We’d bicker all the time like an old married couple. but deep down we were really happy together. He’d get mad at me for spending too much time doing my makeup and correcting what he calls colors, and I’d get mad at him for talking about his truck like it had feelings . . . which it didn’t.
 
   Honestly, though, his dad bought him the truck as an early graduation present, and it had been love at first sight. I had to remind him which of us was his girlfriend sometimes.
 
   Once Zane and I made our way through the throngs of high school students and into Tawny’s backyard, we set our stuff down and I quickly stripped down to my teal bikini. I spotted Tawny almost at once, without even seeing her face. She was standing with one hand on her waist, her hip jutting out to the side like a supermodel.
 
   Tawny always stood like she was posing. In fact, it was the only way I could tell she was having a good day, most of the time. She was pretty awful to the majority of people around her, except for Zane and me, of course, so it could be hard to tell if she was in a sour mood or just being herself. The model pose gave it away most days. If she was really upset about something, she’d stop posing and start thinking, although that rarely happened.
 
   As soon as Tawny caught sight of me, her dark brown eyes lit up and her generous lips parted in a wicked smile. She tossed her black hair over her very tan shoulder and bounded over.
 
   “Ohmigosh Reagan, it’s about time you got here!” Tawny squealed. “Oh, cute bathing suit! Teal is definitely your color.”
 
   I shot Zane a look to say, “I told you so” before turning my attention back to the party.
 
   “Mom sent over a bunch of this spicy Mexican candy from wherever they are. Something about getting in touch with my heritage,” Tawny said with a roll of her eyes, as if this attempt were as pathetic as the time her mom tried to teach her Spanish. “So I’m throwing it in the cups of all the losers who shouldn’t be at my party,” she finished with a triumphant smile, indicating that I should be proud of her for this petty bit of cruelty. “I’ll do it when they aren’t looking, of course. Maybe you can distract them?”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” I said with a semi-fake smile.
 
   I loved Tawny—I really did—and most days I was happy to pick on the underlings with her, but standing out there in the freezing night air, all I wanted to do was jump into the hot tub.
 
   But of course, since I couldn’t find a good excuse to forgo the de-geeking, my relaxing night looked like it would turn into me aiding Tawny on her personal vendetta against the nerds. This only solidified my resolve to keep my popular life and gaming life separate. The last thing I needed was Tawny as an enemy.
 
    She could be a complete Troll.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   2. More Intricate Than a Steampunk Dream
 
   Saturday was a welcome relief from the long week at school. I had told Zane that I would be busy most of the day, which suited him just fine. He wasn’t a hovering kind of boyfriend. He was more than happy spending a day with the guys doing whatever guys did.
 
   Well . . . . doing whatever popular guys did, anyway. I knew exactly how nerdy guys spent their Saturdays, since I was with them most of the time.
 
   Tawny was a bit harder to convince. She had apparently tried to plan out a whole day of fun for us, but I informed her in the morning that I had some chores to do. Technically this wasn’t a lie, since my mom had asked me to put the dishes away only minutes before Tawny called.
 
   “Your life is a bummer,” she said very seriously on the other end of the line. It sounded as though she’d come to this conclusion after many hours of pondering and was now revealing it to me like a doctor telling a patient they had some awful disease.
 
   “I know. My mom’s a real slave driver, huh?” I responded sarcastically.
 
   “I’m just saying, haven’t they ever heard of a maid?”
 
   “I don’t know. Have your parents ever heard of a vacuum? Supposedly they’re not that difficult to use.” I heard Tawny snort a suppressed laugh over the phone.
 
   “Touché,” she responded. “Well, call me when you’re done being the family servant, all right?”
 
   “Kay, I will,” I said as I slid my phone shut.
 
   I did feel a little bad telling Tawny I had loads of chores to do when I really just had to put the already-clean dishes into the cupboard, but I couldn’t abandon my guild in their time of need. And besides, I had this raid set up way before Tawny called to do “fun things” all day.
 
   “Who was that, Reagan?” my mom asked from the other room as I put the last plate in the cupboard.
 
   “Tawny,” I replied, popping a strawberry into my mouth.
 
   Normally I’d sit at my desk with a bag of chips and a soda when raid time came around, but since it was cheering season, I had to make sure I actually looked like I was in shape. Picking up my bowl of strawberries and a huge glass of ice water, I headed to my room.
 
   “Are you going out with her today?”
 
   “Nope,” I replied quickly, my mouth full.
 
   “Oh,” my mom answered, sounding confused. “Are you going out with Zane later?”
 
   “No, I’ve got some stuff I need to do on the computer,” I said elusively before retreating into the safety of my room.
 
   Once inside, I set up my official raid station. I had everything I needed—food, drinks, my headphones (complete with microphone), and my computer. It looked like paradise. To top the experience off, I had my proper raid wardrobe on: sweat pants, a tank top, hair in a ponytail, and not one speck of makeup on. It made the whole raiding experience so much more enjoyable when you were comfortable.
 
   “All right, let’s get this started,” I said to myself, booting up the game and smiling as I typed in my username and password.
 
   My character screen popped up and I scanned the names guiltily. I had a bad habit of getting bored with my higher level characters and creating twenty low-level characters, just to see what the class was like. My mouse hovered over my highest level character, Xandris. She was the one I’d take into the raid today.
 
   Xandris was my hunter, which pretty much meant she rocked at killing things. She got to stand back and kill stuff with a bow and arrows while everyone else in the guild got hit by the boss. I always loved the intricacies of raiding; how everything worked together to make a perfect machine.
 
   We had me, the Hunter, who did massive damage per second, or DPS as we said in game. Then there was Rekrap, our Necromancer. He did quite a bit of DPS as well, but he was much easier to kill than me . . . . I liked to call him squishy because if you hit him a few times, then bam, he was dead. Then we had our tank, Kaydinn. He was our Paladin, so he took most of the hits but pretty much never died. Sovay was our Rogue, which meant she stabbed people in the back before they ever saw her coming (kind of like Tawny, actually). And last, but not least, we had Eilarae. She was super squishy, but she was our Priest, so she never got hit anyway . . . well . . . as long as we did our jobs right. She just kind of stood back and made sure we all got healed and didn’t die.
 
   Together we made up this perfect team. We had people doing the damage, people taking the hits, and people keeping us alive. It was a potent combination.
 
   The second I signed on, I was bombarded with people talking over chat.
 
   “Xandris, where have you been?” I heard Rekrap ask.
 
   “Sorry, I had to do some stuff outside of the game . . . you know . . . in reality . . . where I live?” I replied with a laugh.
 
   “Oh yeah. Reality. I forgot what that’s like.”
 
   Rekrap was my favorite one in the guild. His screen name was just his real name spelled backward, which he apparently thought was really clever when he first made it. Since that was about five years ago when he was eleven, we forgave him for that little faux pas.
 
   “Okay, that’s enough chit-chat. Hurry up and get here, Xandris. I’ve got someone to port you so we can get this started,” Kaydinn said loudly.
 
   Kaydinn always had a bad habit of yelling during raids. Not because he was particularly angry or anything. Just because that’s what he did when we raided. It was like he couldn’t turn his volume down in real life.
 
   “Is everyone else already there?” I asked, slightly shocked. The raid was supposed to start in fifteen minutes. It wasn’t like I was really late.
 
   “Xandris, we don’t have lives, remember? We would have been signed on even if we didn’t have a raid, so yeah . . . we’re all here . . . except Sovay, who just got here,” Rekrap said happily.
 
   Sovay had a bad habit of not showing up for scheduled raids. It drove Kaydinn nuts.
 
   I didn’t know a whole lot about my guild members in real life. I knew Rekrap’s name was really Parker and that Kaydinn and Eilarae were married in the real world even though they were both pretty young, but that was about it. I didn’t actually know anything about Sovay, since she was very adamant about not revealing any personal information online and only used text chat, never voice. I wasn’t sure if that was part of her character as a Rogue, or if she really didn’t trust us. I couldn’t say I blamed her. Online people could be creepers.
 
   “You guys make me lol,” Eilarae chimed in, her sweet voice always making me smile.
 
   She had a tendency to use in-game abbreviations like they were how people really talked, so instead of actually laughing, she would just say “lol.” It was actually funny and endearing.
 
   “All right, I got the port, I’ll be there in a sec,” I informed them, popping another strawberry into my mouth.
 
   I adjusted my headphones so that they sat comfortably on my head, with the microphone positioned strategically at my mouth.
 
   “All right guys, while we wait for Xandris to get here, let me just remind you all that today is a progression day. We’ve tried to kill this boss a few times already, but we’ve been pwned every time,” Kaydinn said a bit too loudly. “Xandris, are you all stocked up on flasks already? We’re pretty much overstocked over here if you need anything.”
 
   I quickly checked my bags to make sure I had everything I needed for the raid. I had wasted enough time already, apparently, even though the raid didn’t start for another fifteen minutes. “I’m pretty sure I have everything I need,” I replied distractedly.
 
   A private typed message appeared in my chat box. I was used to getting private messages from Rekrap throughout the raid. The two of us would keep a running commentary going about our guild members, the raid, or just life in general. He was definitely my best in-game friend.
 
   In this message, he was proposing that we get right up to the zone for the raid and then tell Kaydinn that we forgot something in a city all the way across the zone. The idea of how Kaydinn would react to this made me smile, but I knew I wouldn’t do it; not on a progression day.
 
   I guess we could always say that the other guild messaged me that they weren’t coming . . . and I just happened to forget to mention it until now, I typed with a wicked grin, just imagining how mad Kaydinn would get.
 
   Typically five people weren’t enough for a full-on raid. You needed at least ten people for normal raids, and twenty-five for the seriously intense ones. Since our main group of friends in-game only consisted of the five of us, we usually grouped up with another guild.
 
   We could . . . But I’m guessing that’s not going to happen, since you’re just so nice, huh? Rekrap messaged back. I shook my head at the computer screen.
 
   Not a chance.
 
   At that moment, my computer was pulling up the load screen, indicating that I was being ported to the general area where the raid would start. Once I entered the city where the players had ported me, my screen filled up with the hundreds of avatars populating the city.
 
   This was why our little group had their own vocal chat room. Already my text chat box was being filled with people selling, buying, begging, and just generally being obnoxious.
 
   Oh, the joys of Voyager’s Quest on a Saturday.
 
   All the ten-year-old little boys who needed attention that their parents weren’t giving them or were making up for being bullied at school were online being rude to one another.
 
   “Are you in the city yet, Xandris?” Kaydinn asked in his usual overly loud timbre.
 
   “Yeah, on my way; just have to pick through about twenty million noobs parked outside of the auction house,” I said as my avatar made her way through the throngs of people.
 
   Once outside of the large city, I got on my flying mount (a very pretty glowing blue bird that I was very proud of) and sped away toward my waiting guild.
 
   As I flew, Kaydinn’s voice pinged in again, always ready to re-brief us on what we were doing that day. You see, raiding wasn’t just like slashing at a boss until it died. You actually had to strategize. That was what so many people didn’t understand about these kinds of games. It wasn't some mindless computer game where your brain turned to mush as you stared at a screen. It actually made you think.
 
   Of course, if I ever tried to explain that to Zane or Tawny, they would just make fun of me . . . Who am I kidding? I wouldn’t get far enough to start explaining raiding . . . They’d start making fun of me the second I told them I played computer games.
 
   For today’s raid, we had to stand in certain parts of the room at very particular points of time. The boss would give signals that meant he was about to do something, and that’s when we’d all move like clockwork into the positions that would keep us alive. Some bosses would cast a spell that you had to try to avoid; others would pound the ground, and if you didn’t jump just at the right time, it would stun you and you’d be a goner.
 
   Like I said, it could be intricate.
 
   “All right, so this boss, as you guys know from the fifteen times we’ve tried to kill him, will shout ‘desecrate’ right before he swipes his giant arm in front of him. Right when he starts saying that, you run up against the wall to avoid the blow. I don’t care what you’re doing at the moment—Xandris,” he added.
 
   I looked at my screen with my mouth wide open in indignation.
 
   “What? I was casting a very important spell last time he shouted that. I couldn’t just start running away and have it interrupt my casting!” I said a bit too loudly in an attempt to justify my actions.
 
   “You’re right,” Kaydinn replied, sounding almost sympathetic.
 
   Almost.
 
   “Because it’s much better to die and leave us there without our main DPS than to interrupt one spell, which, if I may remind you, was actually a spell we didn’t need you to cast in the first place.”
 
   I could tell Kaydinn was half in earnest and half joking. He took the game very seriously, but luckily for us he was never a jerk about it.
 
   “My mouse may have slipped and accidentally clicked on the ‘sense animals’ button instead of the ‘killing shot’ button. Sue me,” I stated matter-of-factly.
 
   At least you didn’t accidentally “summon drink” instead of “heal party” like Eilarae did a few raids ago, Rekrap typed to me, always ready to make me feel better about myself.
 
   Since I had exited the city, my textual chat box had stopped getting clouded up with people’s trade talk and I could actually see what he was typing to me again.
 
   Very true, I replied with a smile.
 
   It’s seriously so hot here I don’t think I’m going to make it through the whole raid. I may just die of heat stroke before we even get to the boss, Rekrap remarked.
 
   Well that was random! Where are you that it’s so hot right now? I’m freezing here!
 
   As I said this, I pulled my bare feet up on my chair and folded my legs. I guess freezing wasn’t exactly the word I’d use. I was in a tank top, but that was only because I’d lived in Oregon my whole life. I was pretty used to the winters now . . . and besides, we did have a heater, so it was only freezing outside of the house.
 
   I was a cheerleader. I was allowed to be dramatic.
 
   Right now I’m in Southern California. The desert part, not the pretty part. It gets cold sometimes but mostly it’s just hot and miserable. But pretty soon I’m moving up to Oregon so I bet I’ll be complaining about the cold in a few months. What can I say? I’m just a whiner, he typed.
 
   As I read his message, I paused.
 
   He was moving to Oregon? Oregon as in, my Oregon?
 
   My initial reaction to this news was joy. How awesome would it be to have a guildie so close by? I would have someone I could actually talk to in person about the game.
 
   Then I realized what that would mean. There would be someone close to me who knew about my nerdy gaming obsession—someone who could most definitely tell my friends about it and ruin my reputation, which I had spent years building up.
 
   I could be the one being stuffed into a locker soon rather than the one doing the stuffing!
 
   Okay, so I never stuffed anyone into a locker. But I had stood by and watched Tawny do it numerous times. I knew it wasn’t pretty.
 
   The worry that I could be “outed” crept over me like a cold chill . . . but only for a second.
 
   I was having a seriously blonde cheerleader moment.
 
   Of course Parker wouldn’t ruin my reputation, because what were the odds that he was moving to my town? Pretty slim. Oregon was a big place. It wasn’t like if you moved here you were required to move to Albany. This logic helped me to relax. My status as popular cheerleader who would never play an online game was safe.
 
   Right?
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   3. The Raid Boss Versus Spiderman
 
   Tawny was pacing up and down the locker room like a woman possessed. We were still out of school on winter break, but we had commandeered the locker room and the gym for practice.
 
   Most of the time Tawny lacked any sense of enthusiasm while within the confines of the school, but today was different. Today she was discussing how we, as The Squad, would haze the girls trying out for next year. Any opportunity for humiliation, blackmail, and general chaos always put Tawny in a good mood.
 
   “What if we told them they made the squad . . . but really . . . they didn’t,” said Beckie with a triumphant smile, obviously quite proud of herself for what she thought was a brilliant plan.
 
   Tawny turned a vicious look on her.
 
   “That’s a great idea, genius,” she said sarcastically. “Do you even know what hazing is?”
 
   Beckie looked confused for a moment, possibly not catching onto the sarcasm in Tawny’s voice. I would never call Beckie stupid, but more than once I’d heard her say that she wasn’t “the sharpest crayon in the box,” combining both the massacre of two well-known sayings with her own ability to unwittingly prove her point.
 
   “We need something that will make them prove they really want the glory that comes along with being part of The Squad. It’s got to show that they’re one of us,” Tawny stated, the maniacal gleam back in her eye as she continued to pace.
 
   I sat quietly on the bench, pulling stray pom-pom strings off of my uniform. I did have a pretty brilliant idea for hazing that I knew Tawny would love, but somewhere deep inside I knew it would be pretty harsh to whomever the poor victim turned out to be. I didn’t consider myself a mean person . . . I just had a reputation to live up to at times. Keeping my mouth shut right then, for example, was one of those moments where I proved to myself that I could be nice.
 
   “Reagan?” Tawny said suddenly, turning all the intensity of her brown-eyed stare on me.
 
   “Yeah?” I asked distractedly, lost in my own thoughts of how noble I was being.
 
   “Do you have any ideas? You were the brains behind our sophomore year hazing. I’m sure you can think of something.”
 
   Now the whole team was looking at me hopefully. Looking to their leader for advice. I scrambled for something to say, trying to think of a way to haze the girls that wouldn’t end in possible arrests.
 
   “Don’t you think we should give some of the other girls a turn to prove their brilliance?” I asked, trying to get myself off the hook.
 
   “Brilliance?” Tawny replied, raising her eyebrows at me as if I’d lost my mind. She did have a point.
 
   “Well . . . I do have one idea. But it’s kind of iffy,” I said cautiously, hoping they wouldn’t get too excited about it.
 
   Tawny was standing there, posing like a supermodel with her hip jutting out to one side. I couldn’t tell if this was her look of intense concentration or if I had completely lost her. Either way, it was ominous.
 
   “So before the last basketball game in March, we always have that big rally, you know? We get out of class for it and everyone has to come.” Tawny nodded slowly; she was definitely listening. “Well, what if each of the girls from the junior varsity squad that we’re considering moving up has to pick a boy out of the stands to come and cheer with them. Obviously this will make them look dumb . . .”
 
   “But how is that hazing the girls? They have to pick guys out of the crowd anyway,” Tawny interrupted, obviously unhappy that my plan wasn’t meeting her expectations.
 
   “Well, right before they go to get the guys, we give one of them a note to pass on. They won’t know which one of them will get it before they go up, so to prove they’re up to the challenge, they have to agree to it before knowing if they’ll even be taking part,” I said, not sure if I was explaining myself very well.
 
   “I don’t think I get it,” Beckie chimed in, though she wasn’t the only one who looked confused.
 
   “Like Russian roulette,” Tawny said with a wicked grin, looking as if she played her whole life like a game of Russian roulette. “But what does the note say?”
 
   “It’ll say something intriguing. Something good enough to convince the unlucky boy to meet our candidate somewhere on campus after the school is locked,” I explained, actually forgetting how mean my plan was and feeling pretty proud that I had thought of it all on my own.
 
   “Skinny dipping,” Tawny said knowledgably. I laughed and shook my head at her. Only she would come up with that so quickly.
 
   “All right, skinny dipping. So I guess that means we’re going to have him meet this cheerleader at the pool after hours.”
 
   “And this is where it gets good, I’m guessing,” Tawny said excitedly.
 
   “Oh yes,” I replied. “So the boy goes into the pool area to wait for our cheerleader. Meanwhile, we mess up the hallways—spray-paint, tip trash cans over, throw stuff all over the floor. Pretty much make it look like some drunk teenager had a party in there. Then we lock the doors to the pool area, pull the fire alarm, stash the spray-paint cans in his locker, and get out of there before the cops show up,” I finished triumphantly.
 
   For a minute no one said anything, and I started to wonder if my brilliant plan wasn’t really that brilliant after all. It was just as well really. That meant I wouldn’t have to feel guilty knowing I was the mastermind behind such a heinous act.
 
   “It’s perfect,” Tawny finally said, sealing the fate of our future victim with those two words. “That kid is definitely going to get arrested for that. What better way to prove you really want to be part of The Squad? I love it!” She came over and gave me a hug, which proved to be a little awkward since I was sitting on the bench holding my uniform up to inspect it for any remaining pom-pom strings. “And that, girls, is why she’s co-captain.”
 
   I smiled at the compliment, feeling proud of myself, even though I knew I should be feeling about as proud as a thief who steals cookies from Girl Scouts.
 
   +++
 
   “I’m glad we’re pretty much the same person, Reagan,” Tawny said as we walked into our favorite café to grab a quick lunch after our very relaxing pedicure. “It makes it a lot easier to be your friend.”
 
   I laughed and looked over at her, never quite sure when she was joking and when she was being serious. Today it looked like she was being serious.
 
   “Glad I could help,” I replied, shaking my head.
 
   We got quite a few head-turns as we walked through the café doors. Even though we could have changed out of our uniforms after practice, Tawny and I would sometimes wear our cheerleading uniforms outside of school in order to remind people that we were important.
 
   At least, that’s how Tawny put it.
 
   I kind of thought it showed people that we were completely self-obsessed, but it wasn’t exactly my place to point that out to her. My job was to nod and smile at everything she said so that I could get through my high school career as peacefully and confrontation-free as possible.
 
   “I’m being serious. If I had to pretend to be friends with any of the mouth-breathers on The Squad, I think I’d throw myself off a cliff. Or one of them. Whichever was easier,” she remarked thoughtfully as we took our place in line behind a lanky boy with messy light brown hair and thick black rimmed glasses.              I couldn’t quite tell if this boy was actually a geek or if he was one of those hipsters who wore thick geek glasses ironically.
 
   “Oh good, we get to join the ranks of the unwashed,” Tawny said dryly as we stood behind her next unfortunate victim.
 
   The boy turned slightly at this comment but pretended he didn’t hear. I could tell he was trying to ignore us by the way his light brown eyes locked on the ground like it was a security blanket.
 
   Poor geek. He hadn’t figured out a good way to survive high school yet, like I had. I sort of felt like my whole four years of high school was one epic quest where I had to disguise myself as a cheerleader in order to infiltrate the ranks of the enemy and make it out alive.
 
   I guess it wasn’t as easy for boys. In order to “pretend” you were a jock, you’d actually have to play sports. That did require some level of athleticism that this boy probably lacked.
 
   His dorky appearance was definitely all Tawny would need to launch her next attack. He reminded me of Andrew Garfield (Spiderman being another nerdy, under-wraps interest of mine). Between his thick glasses, messy hair, fitted jeans (that were actually surprisingly cool, though that probably hadn’t been his intention), and his stupid black T-shirt that . . . wait.
 
   His stupid black T-shirt just like the one I happened to own in a fitted girl’s top!
 
   It was a Voyager’s Quest shirt showing the title of the latest expansion. An involuntary smile played on my lips as I stared at the boy with newfound respect. He glanced at me for a moment and his brown eyes widened at my unexpected smile before he quickly turned away again.
 
   Unfortunately, my little lapse in self-control caught Tawny’s attention right away. She eyed me suspiciously, as if I had just asked if being popular was really all that fun. Was my cover blown?
 
   “That’s the new kid,” she whispered in my ear, causing me to jump. “He starts in January and should be dorking up the hallways in no time.”
 
   “Oh,” I said noncommittally, hoping I could recover from my accidental mental jaunt into my other life.
 
   How on earth did Tawny even know about new students? It was like she hacked into the school’s records every night to make sure no geeks were infiltrating our ranks without her knowledge. She was like an evil overlord. Or a raid boss.
 
   I bet we’d need a full twenty-five man raid to take her down.
 
   “How about I give him a proper welcome?” she asked venomously.
 
   She didn't wait long enough for me to tell her it was a bad idea. I couldn’t just throw a fellow gamer under the bus, could I? Before I could form a convincing sentence, though, the boy picked up his tray of food from the cashier and started to turn to look for an empty table, unaware of Hurricane Tawny heading right for him.
 
   She stood right behind him so that the second he turned around, all she had to do was give his tray a little bump, sending it crashing to the floor and all over him.
 
   “You idiot!” she yelled at the boy, who now wore an expression of pure shock.
 
   The poor geek had probably never been this close to a cheerleader before, especially not a screaming psycho cheerleader. And Tawny was the leader of that particular pack.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he stuttered, still looking very confused and undoubtedly trying to figure out how her bumping into him was his fault.
 
   It totally wasn’t, by the way. That’s why he couldn’t make heads or tails of what was happening at that particular moment.
 
   “You could have ruined my uniform,” she screamed, looking livid and—quite frankly—terrifying, even me.
 
   “I didn’t . . . you weren’t,” the boy continued to stammer, rubbing the back of his neck nervously.
 
   It was a sad sight, to say the least, and I did feel a pang of guilt, since I had probably provoked this little outburst by smiling at him. That was exactly why I wasn’t nice to people. Tawny zeroed in on any kindness like a hawk and devoured it.
 
   Okay, maybe that was a little dramatic. But that’s what it felt like most of the time. That’s why it was best for me to keep my head down and get through high school so that I could go to college and actually be who I wanted to be.
 
   Cowardly? Yes. Effective? Totally.
 
   “Why don’t you go back to your foster parents’ basement and save us all from having to look at you, fatty,” she said, even though this boy was probably six feet tall and 170 pounds.
 
   Far from fat.
 
   That just happened to be Tawny’s insult of choice, no matter what her target looked like. It was probably because you could tell even the skinniest of girls that they looked fat and they would believe you. I wasn't sure how effective the insult was on boys, but that didn’t seem to bother Tawny at all.
 
   The boy stared at her in horror, caught between his indignation at her outburst and the overwhelming desire to run from the scene before the chocolate shake started to drip from his now-ruined Voyager’s Quest shirt onto the floor.
 
   “Well, go,” Tawny ordered, sounding like this boy was too slow to understand what she was demanding.
 
   He didn’t say anything, which surprised me a bit that he wouldn’t even stand up for himself. Instead, he left his tray of food on the floor and walked out of the café in a controlled rush that looked like it wanted to be a full-out sprint.
 
   “Loser,” she said with an eye roll, before calmly walking up to the register to order her lunch.
 
   She might have been my best friend, but she was kind of the devil.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   4. Target Acquired
 
   In case you were wondering, the real world kind of sucks, my screen read that night.
 
   Rekrap had just sent me a private message while I was leveling my character on my own. Naturally, the entire guild (all five of us), were online, even though we weren’t raiding together.
 
   Oh really? And why is that? I responded, ready for another funny Rekrap story.
 
   He had such an odd view of the world that it was always interesting to hear his account of his day-to-day life. The boy could make a TV show about his existence and it would be quirkier and probably funnier than The Big Bang Theory. That was saying something.
 
   I finally got the stupid house unpacked and went out to grab lunch and these crazy cheerleaders accosted me, he typed.
 
   I stared at the screen for a moment, unsure of exactly what I should say to that.
 
   Of course, the thought had crossed my mind that the boy from the café might have been Parker. But honestly? I was trying to convince myself that I was being paranoid. After all, Voyager’s Quest had more than 11 million active users. There had to be at least some other people in Albany who played it, right?
 
   What do you mean? I asked, still holding onto the hope that his message was a crazy coincidence and it wasn’t him I had seen.
 
   I was just getting my food and a blonde one distracted me, trying to act all nice while a brunette dumped my food tray all over the ground. I hate cheerleaders, was his simple explanation.
 
   Oh yeah. They’re the worst, I replied, completely dumbstruck by the whole conversation.
 
   Like I said, what were the odds?
 
   “I’ve decided we should invent a plague that only affects snotty cheerleaders,” Rekrap said over our guild voice chat channel.
 
   “Agreed,” Eilarae chimed in happily.
 
   Done, typed Sovay, since she never used voice chat.
 
   “Just not the hot ones,” Kaydinn said. I heard a stifled, “Ouch!” over the microphone before he quickly said, “Just kidding” with a laugh.
 
   Apparently Eilarae didn’t like that comment.
 
   I didn’t say anything to the remark, feeling slightly indignant that he would stereotype cheerleaders like that, even though Tawny and I had given him a good reason to hate us. But it wasn’t fair that he thought I was trying to distract him. All I did was smile at him for wearing a shirt from a beloved game and for looking like my celebrity crush from a very nerdy movie.
 
   Was that really so horrible of me? Smiling at a boy, just to be polite?
 
   My silence over the voice chat channel didn’t go unnoticed, and soon Rekrap said, “Uh-oh. I think I’ve offended Xandris.”
 
   “Maybe she’s a closet cheerleader,” Eilarae giggled.
 
   Fat chance, Sovay typed.
 
   I pushed my chat button and laughed nervously into the microphone. “Sorry, I was getting attacked by a high-level mob. Had to concentrate,” I lied.
 
   “Death to the cheerleaders.” I added that as an unenthusiastic afterthought, completely against my will. It seemed like no matter what side I was on, I was always a reluctant hostage. College couldn’t come soon enough.
 
   I would be the first person to admit that Tawny could be a bit . . . we’ll say, abrasive. I knew it, Zane knew it, and the entire school knew it. But that didn’t mean she was a horrible person who needed to die from the plague.
 
   She was just misunderstood.
 
   You had to know how to take her sense of humor, and obviously Parker was not the type of person who understood that she only yelled at him because it made her happy and— . . . well . . . even as I thought that whole sentence out, it sounded like a pretty weak argument.
 
   You can’t blame me for trying though, right?
 
   +++
 
   School was back in session the next week, returning with a vengeance and clearly out to get us for having dared to take a winter break.
 
   I made my way through my classes that Monday, ready and waiting for the axe to fall. I just knew that—since I had been unlucky enough for Parker to move into my hometown (which I still couldn’t believe had happened. That had to be the most amazing coincidence ever)—he would happen to have every class with me.
 
   As luck would have it, however, I didn’t seem to have a single class with him. At least, no classes before lunch period.
 
   At noon, I walked over to The Squad’s table with a proud smile plastered on my face, feeling relaxed and relieved by my Parker-less day, even though I shouldn’t have been so proud about something I had no control over. But what did that matter? I was triumphant as I sat next to Tawny.
 
   “The maroon in our new uniforms looks good with your teal eyes,” she said offhandedly, not wanting to make too big of a deal about giving me a compliment, I assumed.
 
   “Thanks,” I answered, giving her a genuine smile.
 
   I was definitely overly proud of my ability to remain seemingly normal, despite the fact that my ugly little secret life had decided to start going to school with me. Zane took a seat next to me and draped his arm lazily over my shoulder. I quickly pushed it away, giving him a stern look.
 
   “This uniform is brand new. I can’t have you wrinkling it with your giant arm,” I said in exasperation.
 
   For some odd reason, everything Zane did made me mad.
 
   I know, I know, that sounded like a bad premise for a relationship, but somehow it worked out for us. We loved having an explosive, volatile relationship. He would purposefully make me mad and I’d yell at him over everything.
 
   It was fun.
 
   Sort of.
 
   “Are these skirts shorter, or is that just my imagination?” he asked, placing his hand on my perfectly tanned bare leg.
 
   Tawny insisted on not having any “pale corpses” on the team, so sunless tanning was mandatory. That, of course, meant less time for Voyager’s Quest, where I could battle against actual pale corpses.
 
   She was such a fun sucker.
 
   “You’re a pig,” I remarked, swiping his hand away and shaking my head at his primitive behavior.
 
   It may be true that we only wore our uniforms to get attention, but it was our job as The Squad to flatly refuse any attention that came our way as a result of our good looks and well-tailored uniforms. It was one of the unspoken rules that Tawny ended up “speaking” quite often.
 
   Looking around at the various cliques at each lunch table in an attempt to blatantly ignore Zane, my eyes found Parker. He was sitting with a group of nerds (it didn’t surprise me for one second that he had found his tribe so quickly) and laughing about something. Today he wore another Voyager’s Quest shirt—this time dark blue—with his same fitted jeans he had worn the day of “the incident.”
 
   At least he had managed to wash all of the chocolate shake off of his pants.
 
   His light brown hair was messy and sticking on end again, and his pale skin looked like it could use a few good hours in Tawny’s tanning bed, but other than that, he was kind of a cool nerd. If there was such a thing.
 
   Tawny took a seat next to me and crossed her legs, letting her foot bounce off of mine repeatedly in an attempt to get my attention.
 
   “You’re worse than me,” she said suddenly and without any explanation as to what in the world she was talking about.
 
   “That’s not possible,” Zane replied, half sarcastically. “There’s no one worse than you when it comes to the Booty Squad,” he finished, using the very unflattering nickname the football team had given us since our mascot was a pirate.
 
   He and Tawny didn’t exactly get along on the best of days, so it made hanging out all together difficult. I usually had to pick between the two of them on weekends.
 
   “Shut it, moron,” she shot back. Zane rolled his eyes at her.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked, finally deciding I should interject before this little exchange got uglier than a flyer’s ankle after her supports released her too early.
 
   “I was just thinking that Zane might like to know why his girlfriend has been staring at that dork all lunch period,” she explained, nodding to the table where Parker sat with his friends.
 
   “Huh?” Zane answered, sounding about as intelligent as a stereotypical jock should.
 
   “Reagan is scoping out our next target for hazing the potential varsity girls,” Tawny stated with a proud smile, even though I had never agreed to making Parker our target.
 
   In fact, even though I didn’t technically “know” this boy, he was in my guild and I was pretty sure bullying someone from your own guild was a big no-no. That meant I had just been given the almost impossible task of changing Tawny’s mind.
 
   Tawny wasn’t exactly an easy contender to take on.
 
   She had once gotten a brand new car out of her parents by refusing to eat or drink anything for a few days. When she had to be taken to the hospital because she’d passed out at practice, they came to visit her with a car catalog, asking her what color she wanted.
 
   “Actually,” I began slowly, trying to pick my words carefully. “I don’t know that he’s really our guy.”
 
   Tawny looked at me like I had completely lost my mind, but didn’t say anything yet. Instead, she uncrossed her legs and sat up straight, no longer posing but focusing all of her attention on me. That was never a good sign.
 
   “It’s just that, he seems to have quite a few friends over there already. So he’s like a popular nerd, which means he’ll probably have some nerd girlfriend in a week or so and wouldn’t take the skinny dipping bait anyway. You know?” I asked, finishing my argument off pretty pathetically.
 
   “Reagan, I think all that blonde hair dye is starting to sink in a bit too much,” Tawny said slowly.
 
   “I’m a natural blonde,” I protested. “Mostly.”
 
   “Do you really think that boy would turn down one of us for some frizzy-haired nerd girl?” she asked, obviously not really wanting an answer. “He’s perfect and he’s the target. So shut it and do your job.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   5. Initiating Stealth Mode
 
   For the next few days, I spent my time trying not to look at Parker in the hopes that Tawny would forget her vendetta. Honestly, the only reason she was so intent on ruining him was because she had seen me smile at him and now thought I had somehow lost my mind and was having a change of heart about the whole “being a soul sucking cheerleader” thing.
 
   Which, by the way, I wasn’t.
 
   I mean, no one wants to be described as “soul sucking,” but in high school, it’s better to be mean and in charge of things than nice and squished under the weight of the overwhelmingly cruel girls. If you can’t beat them, join them, right? Plus, I wasn’t really joining them . . . just tagging along on their awful rampage.
 
   It was bizarre to see Parker at school after having talked to him for years over the game. It was almost like meeting a celebrity; someone you were so familiar with, yet had never met.
 
   The weirdest thing was when I passed him in the hallways and heard his voice, in person, without any microphone static muffling his laugh. And of course, the fact that I knew who he was but he didn’t know that I was “the blonde cheerleader who had distracted him” made me feel like some sort of creepy stalker each time we talked in game now.
 
   It was weird to listen to him talk about my school while I pretended that I had no idea what he was talking about.
 
   You’ll never guess what happened, he typed to me one day in a private chat while I was working on my in-game profession to get enough gold to buy my new armor set. Yeah, I had the nerd lingo down. I never said it was something to be proud of, but it was definitely quite a feat.
 
   Did you finally decide to stop trying to auction off Kaydinn’s stuff out of the guild bank when he’s not looking? There are only 5 of us in the guild. I think he’s going to catch on at some point, I replied with a little laugh at my computer screen.
 
   I’m not actually auctioning it off. I just want him to think I am to see how mad he gets. And no, that’s not it, he answered only moments later. I just got this really nice copy of Voyager’s Quest: The Ultimate Guide from my mom for my birthday.
 
   I smiled and shook my head in the quiet confines of my room. The book he was referring to was a new hardcover guide to the making of our beloved game. Beyond that, though, it held all sorts of exclusive interviews, behind-the-scenes photos, and insider information on the next expansion. Parker was such a nerd, but I had to admit, I was jealous that he’d gotten his hands on a copy.
 
   That’s awesome! Isn’t that thing like a million dollars? I asked, not wanting to sound rude, but still curious, since I had looked into getting it myself but found that I couldn’t quite afford it. The brilliant marketers at the Voyager’s Quest headquarters had decided the book needed to be leather bound to make it look legit. It definitely did, but it also made it way too expensive for most gamers who would actually buy it.
 
   It pays to be born, I guess, he answered. So are you excited for the Valentine’s Day achievements?
 
   Only a true gaming nerd would be excited for an in-game holiday rather than the actual holiday.
 
   I don’t think I’ll be on, actually. I think my boyfriend and I will probably go get dinner or something, I typed as I sipped at my giant glass of ice water, vaguely aware that the doorbell had just rung downstairs.
 
   Wow, you really do have a life, huh? I think I might be the only one who’ll be on! Sovay is . . . well . . . odd, so I don’t actually know if she’ll be on. Kaydinn and Eilarae are married, so I’m sure they’ll go out, and now I find out that Xandris has some big fancy boyfriend, he answered with a smiley face.
 
   Well, what about you? Don’t you have a girlfriend to go buy flowers for? I asked, half trying to make small talk, but mostly wondering if I could somehow use this information as leverage to stop Tawny’s scheming.
 
   “Reagan, you’d better be awake and decent because we’re going out,” I heard a very unwelcome voice saying right outside of my bedroom door.
 
   I could hear Tawny’s heels clicking on our wooden staircase as she made her way to my room and all of the feeling instantly drained from my body.
 
   “Crap,” I said under my breath, knowing that properly exiting out of the game would take a good few minutes.
 
   Realizing I had no choice, I ducked under my computer desk, hitting my head on the way down, and pulled the power cord out of the wall violently, sending a few sparks flying across the dark space. I brought my hand up to my eyebrow where a small cut sent a stinging sensation down my cheek just as Tawny opened the door, fully decked out in party wear.
 
   Looking from her bright red high heels all the way up to her voluminous rock star pony tail, I could see confusion all over her face. I had been quite the expert at hiding my little nerdy obsession from her for years. All of my gaming magazines and software were stashed in my underwear drawer like the dirty little secret they were, but I had never gotten this close to actually being discovered playing the game.
 
   “What are you doing on the floor? Did you already go partying without me?” she asked, searching my face for signs of a hangover even though she knew full well that I didn’t drink.
 
   “I was . . . there was a bug. Down here. I was trying to uh . . . smash it?” I asked, not really meaning that last part to be a question.
 
   “Ohhh kayyy,” she said slowly, making it very obvious that I was being uncool right now. “Anyway, get up and get dressed. I want to go out and do something.”
 
   “Ugh, right now?” I asked, looking over at the clock.
 
   It was only ten o’clock on a Saturday night, but I had already made plans with myself to play Voyager’s Quest all night. Plans with yourself are the kind you just can’t break. It messes with your entire schedule.
 
   “Wow. That was rude and kind of lame,” she said with a raise of her eyebrows.
 
   Her lip curled up as she looked at me the way she’d often look at the junior varsity cheerleaders.
 
   “Sorry, it’s just that I haven’t been feeling all that great lately,” I quickly amended.
 
   “Yeah, I can tell,” she answered slightly venomously, her eyes roaming over my baggy black sweat pants and hot pink tank top. “Not exactly keeping up appearances here, are we?”
 
   Now, I had known Tawny for a long time so I knew all about her rudeness, but this level of undeserved rudeness was different. It definitely wasn’t like her. She never treated me that way.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, hoping to turn the heat of her death glare away from me and onto the real problem, whatever that might be.
 
   “Peachy,” she said in a dry monotone before turning away from me and storming back down the stairs and out the front door.
 
   “WTF?” I said to my empty room, sounding like Eilarae using in-game terms in real life.
 
   I considered going after her for a moment, but when Tawny was in one of her moods, it was best to leave her alone and let it wear off. I could hear her car screeching away from the house and had to take a moment to gather my thoughts.
 
   I couldn’t think of a single reason why she’d be so mad at me. I had suggested that we leave Parker alone, but that was a week ago and I hadn’t said anything about it since. That couldn’t be it.
 
   Deciding it would be best if I just plugged my computer back in and let it recover from my very violent disassembly, I walked downstairs to the kitchen where my little brother Cannon was painting a picture on the kitchen table.
 
   Literally on the kitchen table.
 
   He was only nine years old, but the kid was an art genius (as well as an everything else genius). I was surprised his stuff wasn’t already hanging in the Louvre.
 
   “Mom’s going to kill you when she sees what you’ve done to the table,” I warned, opening the fridge and trying to find some good gaming food that was still healthy enough for cheering season.
 
   “Why would she do that? It’s a kitchen table,” he said, waving his hand over the very large orange slice he had just converted the round table into. “It’s meant for eating.”
 
   He did have a point, and the way he said all of this was very matter-of-fact and convincing.
 
   I couldn’t honestly say if Mom would be mad or not, since the orange had perfect shading and texture and pretty much everything you’d hire a professional painter to do. It just happened to be in a not-so-typical spot.
 
   “Whatever. I had no part in this,” I said threateningly, pointing my carton of vanilla Greek yogurt at him.
 
   “Just put a tablecloth over it and don’t tell her,” he countered, his intelligent little eyes searching my face.
 
   “Mom! Cannon painted all over the kitchen table. Again,” I shouted, throwing him a wicked grin as I headed back toward the stairs.
 
   “Well played,” he said at my retreating form as I heard Mom and Dad burst into the kitchen and begin to throw a fit.
 
   He would probably get into trouble for that, but they would never ever replace the table. They loved that Cannon was so talented. Someone in the family had to be, right?
 
   When I returned to my poor computer, the screen read that my system had just recovered from a “serious error”—the serious error being my ripping the power cord out of the wall while it was running a very complicated game. Oops!
 
   Luckily, there didn’t seem to be any problems as the game started back up and I logged in.
 
   Lost Internet connection? Parker asked the second the zone I had last been in popped up onto my screen.
 
   Lost power, I corrected with a grin.
 
   Ouch. Is your computer okay?
 
   I gave my computer a quick once-over, not that I’d be able to tell if it was damaged just by looking at it. It wasn’t like smoke would start billowing from the back if something were wrong. It wasn’t a Steampunk computer.
 
   Seems to be. So you never answered my question about the girlfriend, I persisted, even though he probably had answered and I just couldn’t have seen it because I was busy diving headfirst under my computer.
 
   I smiled at my screen as I waited for his response . . . which didn’t seem to be coming.
 
   The problem with talking to people online through typing is that you never knew if you’ve offended them somehow or if they were just being slow to respond. I waited a few minutes, telling myself that maybe he was typing out a really long, intricate story before starting to worry that I had hit on a touchy subject.
 
   After all, it was probably hard for a nerd to get a girlfriend. Maybe it was something he was really bent out of shape over.
 
   Rekrap? I asked, hoping I hadn’t hurt his feelings, since I was apparently on a roll with unwittingly getting people mad at me tonight.
 
   First Tawny and now Parker.
 
   Cannon didn’t count because he was my little brother and it was my job to bug him.
 
   Sorry. I think I hear people outside of my house. I’ll be right back, he typed mysteriously before leaving me in total textual silence.
 
   I stared at the screen for a moment, wondering if this was paranoia talking or if he was really about to be chopped into pieces by some crazy mountain man.
 
   Let me know once you figure it out so I know if I should dial 911 or not! I answered after a few more moments of silence.
 
   Unless of course you’ve already been kidnapped. In which case I’ll just go call right now.
 
   Still silent.
 
   All right, are you done looking outside yet? You’re making me kind of anxious.
 
   I tapped my thumb nervously against the space bar, making my character jump a few times by accident and staring at the screen like a starving person gaping at a feast.
 
   Sorry, I have to go. Some idiots in a black truck just teepeed my house.
 
   I stopped my thumb tapping for a moment. A black truck? Like, Zane’s black truck?
 
   Idiots plural? I asked, trying to get some information out of him to confirm my hunch.
 
   Yeah. Gotta go! he said before my chat box informed me that he had signed off.
 
   “Reagan, why is Cannon telling me that you gave him permission to transform our kitchen table into a giant orange?” my mom yelled up the stairs while I tried to figure out the odds that the culprits behind Parker’s unfortunate run-in with toilet paper were really Tawny, Zane, and our idiot friends.
 
   “Has to be a total coincidence,” I assured myself as I went down the stairs to try to outsmart my genius little brother in the lying game.
 
   I was in for a losing battle.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   6. Epic Fail
 
   The next Monday, back at school, I tried to ignore the nagging feeling that Tawny was behind this latest attack on Parker. Of course, the ability to keep my mouth shut had never really been a strong point of mine, so it only took a few minutes before I confronted her.
 
   “So, what did you do Saturday night?” I asked, using all of my willpower to keep from adding, “after you flipped out at me for no good reason.”
 
   “Went out and had some fun, since you didn’t want to,” she answered with a pout.
 
   At least she was posing and pouting, that meant she wasn’t too mad at me anymore.
 
   “What kind of fun?”  I persisted, trying to get her to tell me so I wouldn’t have to straight up ask.
 
   “The kind of fun where Zane and I go teepee that little nerd’s house as part of Operation Haze Prep,” she said, a grin now spreading slowly across her full lips.
 
   “Wait, you and Zane alone?” I asked, forgetting for a moment that I was trying to call Tawny off the nerd hunt.
 
   When Parker said more than one person had teepeed his house, I thought that meant a group of my friends, not just my best friend and boyfriend. That wasn’t okay.
 
   “Yeah,” Tawny answered, throwing me a look that said “So what?”
 
   “I thought you guys hated each other,” I said slowly, trying to find a place in my mind where it would ever be okay for my best friend and boyfriend to hang out together.
 
   Alone.
 
   Without telling me.
 
   “Desperate times call for desperate measures and you didn’t want to come out with me,” she said purposefully. “Remember?”
 
   “All too well,” I answered, feeling huffy that she was making it seem like I was the one taking this too much to heart, when in actuality she was the one hanging out with my boyfriend.
 
   “Oh, don’t act all offended. If you would be a good friend like you’re supposed to and hang out with me when I ask, I wouldn’t have had to hang out with Captain Idiot,” she said with an eye roll.
 
   I wasn’t sure if I felt like agreeing with her that Zane was kind of an idiot for hanging out with her or if I wanted to stand up for him. Neither option felt satisfying, so I just sat in silence, crossing my arms over my chest and staring straight ahead.
 
   “Hey babe,” Zane said, suddenly appearing beside me at the lunch table.
 
   Speak of the devil.
 
   “I’m not talking to you right now,” I answered, fully aware that I sounded like a 5-year-old.
 
   “That’s okay, we don’t need to talk,” he replied, leaning over and placing his mouth on mine.
 
   I only kissed him back for a second because really, he was my boyfriend and he happened to be gorgeous. I was allowed to have a moment of weakness. In my defense, though, I pushed him away after a few seconds.
 
   “Still in trouble,” I stated.
 
   “For what?” he asked, his eyes roaming down to my short black cheer skirt.
 
   He was in trouble so often that it was probably difficult for him to keep track of exactly what he had done this time.
 
   “Why were you and Tawny hanging out last night?” I asked him, once Tawny had moved on to terrorizing other members of The Squad.
 
   “Because you never want to hang out on Saturday nights. Sue me for having a life,” he said defensively, running his hand over his short, dirty blonde hair.
 
   “That’s not the point, Zane,” I countered angrily. “You can’t just hang out with another girl on a Saturday night without telling me.”
 
   “Oh my gosh, Reagan, do you really have to be in control of everything? I told you it wasn’t a big deal. Will you just drop it?” he asked, looking irritated that I thought this whole thing mattered.
 
   Maybe I was getting worked up over everything that had been happening lately, but somehow I didn’t feel like it was okay for Tawny and Zane to hang out without me. It was always hard to tell if you were being irrational when none of your friends were on your side.
 
   “Okay, fine. It’s not a big deal,” I mumbled, feeling like this was anything but “all right.”
 
   +++
 
   Yeah, that’s not okay, Parker typed to me as I recounted the situation to him that night.
 
   Obviously I had left out the fact that Tawny and Zane were the ones who were trying to destroy Parker’s life, and I changed teepeeing to simply “pranking” in order to hide any evidence of who I was really talking about. But it was nice to have someone on my side. It made me feel more sane.
 
   I had tried talking to my mom about the whole thing, but just as I sat down to talk to her, Cannon dropped a jar of paint off of the ladder he was climbing to get at our ceiling fan. How he had managed to drag a ladder clear into the living room without anyone noticing was far beyond my understanding, but the boy was a genius.
 
   I’m pretty sure it’s never okay for a boy and girl to hang out together alone when one of them is . . . attached.
 
   That’s exactly what I’m saying! They looked at me like I was a crazy person for being upset! I typed, feeling completely justified in my reaction now that I had someone I could talk to about it.
 
   It was nice knowing that Parker was only a mouse click whenever I needed a sounding board. He was a good friend, even if I wasn’t such a good friend for being involved with all of the bad stuff happening to him lately without his knowledge.
 
   In fact, that made me kind of a scummy friend and I probably didn’t deserve to have someone as nice as him to talk to. But since I wasn’t about to give up my one normal contact, I’d just continue to be selfish.
 
   As usual.
 
   I say you dump them both and find some people worthy of your friendship, he finally responded.
 
   Like you? I asked with a little smile.
 
   Exactly.
 
   +++
 
   It only took a few days for Tawny and Zane to stop treating me like an irrational freshman, and when they finally came around, they were as talkative as ever. Tawny was going on and on about routines for the infamous pep rally where we’d haze the varsity potentials, while Zane was busy ranting about some soccer thing that I didn’t understand.
 
   It was nice to have life back to normal after a crazy couple of weeks.
 
   I didn’t understand how I could go years without anyone finding out about my closet gaming, then suddenly have to cover my tracks at every turn. It was pure madness, and it was turning me into a paranoid person. One lunch period, Tawny said something about a game and I instantly freaked out, asking her what game she was talking about and insisting that I didn’t know about any games. It turned out she was just asking what cheers we should do for the school’s first basketball game and I instantly regretted my overreaction.
 
   I was definitely losing it.
 
   Tawny had started to spend every lunch period staring intently over at Parker’s table like a woman possessed. I had never seen her latch onto a target like that, and it was kind of frightening to witness. The way her sharp brown eyes flicked back and forth between Parker and his friends was unsettling, like the gears in her head were working overtime to come up with some horrible new punishment for him.
 
   I wasn’t quite sure why his mere existence seemed to bother her so much, but I decided not to get involved. I had made a pact with myself that from now on I would stay out of any “Parker Plans” and wash my hands of the situation so that I didn’t have to spend my days feeling guilty for lying to both sets of friends.
 
   “Reagan, I need you to do something,” Tawny said suddenly, interrupting my mental pat on the back for not getting involved anymore.
 
   “Okay,” I agreed, not bothering to ask what the “something” was.
 
   Big mistake.
 
   “Nerd boy over there has been holding onto that stupid book for days,” she said suspiciously.
 
   I wasn’t quite sure what she was suspicious of. It’s not like the book contained her deepest, darkest secrets and that he was just waiting to unleash them on the school. I glanced over at Parker, who was wearing yet another Voyager’s Quest shirt.
 
   “Oh, that book is . . . ” I began, my voice trailing off slowly as I caught myself before I could finish explaining that it was his massively expensive new Voyager’s Quest book. “Uhhh . . .  hard cover. And probably expensive,” I finished lamely. Not exactly the best recovery, but not bad either.
 
   “Oh good,” she said, clapping her hands together happily. “Go pour soda on it,” she instructed, never losing the glee in her voice.
 
   “Wait, what?” I asked, hoping I hadn’t heard her correctly. “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because I’m your friend and I asked you to,” she stated simply, as if it were the most obvious answer in the world.
 
   “Tawny, I’m not some junior varsity cheerleader. We’ve already established that we’re friends. You don’t have to haze me,” I pointed out, my palms beginning to sweat.
 
   I had to get out of doing this.
 
   “Yeah, but we always used to do this kind of stuff before you got all weird a few weeks ago. Now I feel like you don’t even like hanging out with me anymore,” she pouted, laying the guilt on pretty thick.
 
   I looked over at Parker, who was talking to his friends but never quite taking his eye off of his new prized possession. I tried desperately to think of a good excuse I could give Tawny as to why I couldn’t destroy his very expensive book, but nothing came to mind.
 
   Instead of waiting for me to take the initiative, Tawny pulled me up from the table and placed her soda in my hand.
 
   “It’s for the good of The Squad that we keep everyone else in their place,” she said reassuringly, even placing her arm around my shoulders like a mother comforting her child. “It’s time we brought the old Reagan back. Go get him, hero.”
 
   I gave her a weak smile and began my slow walk over to Parker, thinking of any possible way I could get out of this. I mean, there was always the very obvious “tell Tawny you don’t really feel like being a jerk anymore” way. But standing up to her would almost be worse than the guilt I’d feel over ruining Parker’s book.
 
   I think.
 
   I could feel my hands shaking as I neared his table and heard his all-too-familiar voice above the din of the cafeteria. I could see a few people from other tables looking at me curiously. They were probably wondering what this cheerleader was doing over at the geek table.
 
   I smoothed down the front of my black and white cheerleading skirt and held the drink out in front of me, positioned in just the perfect way for me to spill it over Parker’s shoulder. He wouldn’t even see me coming while he was sitting at the lunch table with his back turned. I could even pretend to trip and make it look like a total accident.
 
   But of course, my head wasn’t quite working fast enough to do any of those things before he saw me. Instead, all of his friends went quiet and stared at me as I stood there looking at Parker, until he finally turned around as well to see what had killed their conversation.
 
   Slight recognition passed over his face when he saw me and his cheeks instantly reddened. He didn’t really look mad. It was more like he was embarrassed and worried that I’d do something else to humiliate him. Only this time, it would be in front of all of his new friends.
 
   I opened my mouth to speak but realized that if he heard my voice he might recognize me as Xandris from the game and then I’d be in a world of trouble. Quickly closing my mouth again, I looked down at the book he held in his hands and then back up at him, our eyes locked on each other.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked in a worried voice.
 
   I was surprised that he was actually talking to me. I thought he was too scared of me to actually speak, let alone wonder if I was all right. After all, he was supposed to hate me, not worry about my well-being. That wasn’t okay. It made it even harder to be mean to him.
 
   “Uhh,” was all I managed to say for a moment. All of the other nerds stared at me, awestruck, unable to comprehend why a cheerleader had decided to visit their table.
 
   By this time, half of the cafeteria was staring at my moment of complete and total idiocy and my brain had decided to stop working, preventing me from formulating a decent plan.
 
   “Here,” I said hurriedly, handing Parker the soda and turning away from the table to quickly retreat toward the safety of The Squad. I could see Tawny staring at me with a look that could burn a hole in my head, her mouth hanging open in disbelief.
 
   “What is your problem?” she whispered furiously when I made it back to her. “Why are you such a spaz?”
 
   It was an understandable question, I thought.
 
   “He turned around and looked at me! It was too late to make it look like an accident so I panicked! I didn’t know what to do,” I explained in a rush, my cheeks getting hot.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if it looked like an accident. It probably would have been better if it looked like it was on purpose, just to show them what their place is,” she threw back icily, looking at me like I was a complete moron.
 
   “I’m sorry! I’m not as smart as you; I can’t think on my feet,” I said, thinking that if I threw a compliment in there, she’d forget her rage and be distracted by her own vanity.
 
   “That’s a true statement,” she conceded with a short laugh.
 
   Again, she was being much meaner than usual and it was unsettling. She hardly ever turned her wrath on me, and now I seemed to be the cause of it most days. I was starting to understand how everyone else around us must have felt—just waiting to be selected as the next victim.
 
   “I’ll fix it,” I said desperately, trying to regain my position as someone on Tawny’s level.
 
   “Don’t bother. Kimber, get over here,” she barked as a short blonde hopped up from the table and obediently came to Tawny’s side. “We’re going to have a little party at your house Saturday night,” she informed the girl.
 
   “Okay,” Kimber said nervously, trying to figure out how to get her parents out of the house even as Tawny continued speaking.
 
   It would never cross her mind to simply refuse Tawny’s command. Finding a way to get rid of your parents was easier than defying Tawny.
 
   “Go tell that nerd boy over there that you’ve noticed him around lately and really want him to come to your party. His nerd friends can’t come, though. We need to isolate him,” she said with a note of finality that was chilling.
 
   Kimber obediently walked right over to Parker’s table and began talking to him.
 
   “Don’t worry, Reagan, I’ll fix your mess again,” Tawny said slowly.
 
   “What are you going to do?” I asked nervously, not sure I really wanted to know the answer.
 
   “Put him in his place.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   7. Like Casting a Stunning Spell
 
   “You’re such a liar,” I heard Kaydinn say in his naturally loud voice the second I put on my headphones after logging in to Voyager’s Quest that night. “Eilarae, I need a heal.”
 
   It seemed like the whole guild was in a fit over something. Even Sovay was typing her input like a madwoman . . . Or at least, a person who played a female character. I guess none of us were 100 percent sure she was really a girl.
 
   Kaydinn’s just saying that because he can’t figure out how to get up there, Sovay typed. Also, I’m backstabbing that guy over there in a second. Be ready for some aggro.
 
   “It’s so easy. All you have to do is follow the mountain ridge from the zone before, and once you get there, you can see the cabin up at the top of the mountain,” Rekrap said adamantly. “Raising a golem.”
 
   It was so odd to hear his voice over guild chat now, after having heard it in real life. Meshing my two lives together was definitely starting to throw me off.
 
   “It can’t be done until they let us use our flying mounts in the main continent in the next expansion,” Kaydinn countered, sounding sure of himself. “Aggro over here!”
 
   “That’s going to be so awesome! I wish I had one IRL to help me get to work on time,” Eilarae chimed in with a happy little giggle.
 
   “Oh my gosh, just say ‘In Real Life’ not IRL,” Kaydinn grumbled.
 
   “All right no more debating for you. It makes you grumpy,” Eilarae shot back, still as sweet as ever. “Incoming heals!”
 
   “Can I ask you guys exactly what we’re arguing about?” I finally asked, failing miserably at trying to catch up based on the tidbits of conversation I was hearing.
 
   It sounded as if they were arguing about something while doing a dungeon, since their arguments were mixed with bits of battle instruction.
 
   “Rekrap thinks you can get to that cabin up by the waterfall in the Allyn Nouveau zone,” Kaydinn informed me, his voice very obviously indicating that he did not agree. “And I reminded him that it can’t be done until we can use flying mounts in that zone. Eilarae, we need more heals over here!”
 
   “And then I told Kaydinn that I had actually gotten up there and sent him a screenshot to prove it, which he said proves nothing because I just manipulated the picture,” Rekrap said in annoyance. “And I’m dead now.”
 
   “Sorry!” Eilarae said quickly. “Hit the wrong button. Rezzing you now.”
 
   It was good that our guild was so unusual in that it had more girls than guys. It kept the balance of these testosterone-fueled arguments on the side of calmness and reason.
 
   Then, of course, there was the cheerleader part of me that couldn’t believe they were actually wasting their time talking about this at all when it was such a nerdy thing to care about.
 
   But I guess that was me; a closet nerd.
 
   “I hate to break it to you, Kaydinn, but I’ve been up there with Rekrap. You can get there; you just have to manipulate some faults in the game’s walls,” I said a little guiltily.
 
   Technically you weren’t allowed to go anywhere in game if you had to utilize the game’s weaknesses to do it, but everyone did it anyway. The worst they could do to you was suspend your account for a few days . . . Although, if they chose the right days—like a raiding day—that could be the end of the world for some people.
 
   Ohhhh, you and Rekrap went up there together, huh? Sovay typed.
 
   I was guessing she was trying to hint at something, but through text you never could tell.
 
   “Yeah, Xandris and I are pretty much engaged by this point,” Parker said sarcastically, to which I rolled my eyes and gave an “Mhm,” as my reply.
 
   “Okay, this dungeon is a total bust since our whole group died. I’m heading into a battleground. Nobody bother me,” Kaydinn said suddenly.
 
   It dropped the guild into silence, not so much because he was intimidating and actually needed silence, but mostly because everyone was off selling their loot from the dungeon and had exhausted the topic of how to get into the mysterious cabin.
 
   Today I was taking my character Xandris out questing. I had reached the level cap right after the last expansion came out, but I still loved all of the funny little storylines that went along with picking up quests. I did them anyway, even though I didn’t really gain experience from them anymore.
 
   So, something really weird happened today that I have to tell you about, Parker typed to me in a private message.
 
   I stared at his words for a moment, almost positive his “weird thing” had to do with my momentary lapse in coolness. I didn’t reply, hoping that he would think I was away from my keyboard or just missed his message. Unfortunately, he didn’t bother to wait for a response before continuing on with his story.
 
   Remember those cheerleaders I told you about? The ones who knocked my food tray out of my hands? he asked, clearly not actually expecting me to respond, since he went right ahead with the rest of his story.
 
   Well, the blonde one came over to my table today at school. I thought she was going to give me a citation for breathing or something, but instead she just sat there and looked at me. Then she gave me a half empty soda can. It was bizarre.
 
   I read his words over and over again, knowing full well that my behavior was pretty dorky and saying it was “bizarre” was a really nice way to put it. I couldn’t quite think of a response to this, so I simply typed back, Yeah that is weird and hoped that he’d leave it at that.
 
   He didn’t, of course.
 
   Why do you think she did that?
 
   As if I would know.
 
   I guess technically I did know, but if I didn’t happen to be that weirdo cheerleader, how would he expect me to know?
 
   Maybe she had a different reason for going over there and changed her mind, I answered, trying to sound like a completely objective third party observer.
 
   I have to admit though—there was a small part of me that wanted to tell Parker who I was. It would be kind of nice to have someone at school who I could talk to about things I was actually interested in. Of course, even if he did know who I was, I wouldn’t ever be caught dead hanging out with him. Not after all the soul-crushing work I’d gone through to solidify my safety in high school.
 
   Okay, so that made me sound completely shallow. I could admit that. Sometimes I wasn’t a very nice person and sometimes I did things I wasn’t proud of, but like I’ve said, it’s so much better to be part of the mean girl crowd than on the receiving end of their wrath.
 
   I was thinking that maybe she’s different from those other girls, Parker typed after a long textual silence.
 
   I stared at his words for a long time until they disappeared from my screen, pushed up and out of the chat window by the hundreds of people in the main city talking about trading items, who had better equipment, and why the latest annoying spammer shouldn’t be alive.
 
   I tried to think of a good response—for some reason why I was better than Tawny, or Kimber, or any of the other rude girls on The Squad. In the end, I gave Parker the simplest answer I could think of.
 
   She’s not.
 
   +++
 
   “Reagan, where are you going?” Cannon asked as I was applying lip gloss in the bathroom that same night. I had decided that I needed to unplug from the game for a while so that my thoughts would stop getting confused.
 
   No, I didn’t really want to be a soul-sucking sociopath, (even if that phrase was kind of catchy) but I didn’t really see the rest of The Squad becoming nice all of a sudden, so I needed to focus on getting back to my normal life.
 
   The game was a good distraction from everything that went on at school and the horrible things Tawny did that I pretended to ignore, but at the end of the day, I couldn’t live in the game like Parker did. I had to live in the real world. And in order to survive in the real world, I had to be a part of the strong pack, not one of the weak ones.
 
   “I’m going out,” I replied elusively to my little brother, who didn’t need to know that I was going over to Zane’s house at 11 o’clock on a school night.
 
   “I’m going to tell mom,” he said matter-of-factly and without a hint of whining in his voice, as if I should have known this response was coming.
 
   “Go ahead. Tell her that you saw me sneaking out at almost midnight because you were out of bed wandering the house,” I answered, knowing I had him beat.
 
   “Maybe you woke me up because you were making too much noise in the bathroom,” he said devilishly.
 
   He was such a punk.
 
   “Maybe I’ll play that stupid pattern science-y game with you for an hour on Saturday if you were just sleepwalking right now,” I offered.
 
   I knew I probably shouldn’t bribe my little brother, but in my defense, he wasn’t a normal little brother. He was a genius little brother and that was just unfair.
 
   “Reagan, is that you? Snorkels. Renoir,” he mumbled sleepily as he half closed his eyes and walked back to his bedroom.
 
   “Good boy,” I whispered to his retreating form.
 
   It didn’t take long for me to stuff some pillows under my blankets and climb out of my second story window. I was fortunate enough to have a large tree branch leading right up there. It was almost like the house was asking me to sneak out. I couldn’t very well ignore its pleas, now could I? Besides, if Mom and Dad didn’t want me sneaking out, they shouldn’t have planted the tree there in the first place.
 
   Zane’s house was dark when I got there and my heart rate instantly sped up at the thought that I was out when I shouldn’t be. It felt so sneaky. I tried to ignore the feeling that this was just like sneaking up on a particularly tricky mob in the game, because I was here to escape my nerdiness—not embrace it.
 
   Zane’s bedroom was in the basement of his parent’s house, which meant that the top of his bedroom window came to my knees, making it easy to peek in before I made my big entrance.
 
   He was asleep on his very messy bed. Despite the freezing air outside, he slept on top of his comforter in a T-shirt and his soccer shorts, sprawled out with his arm dangling over the edge of his mattress.
 
   I walked down the concrete stairs at the back of his house to the door that led right into the finished basement. Luckily for me the door was always unlocked, though I suspected that had more to do with Zane constantly unlocking it, rather than his parents agreeing it was a good idea.
 
   Once in his room, I plopped myself down in his desk chair and tossed a crumpled up shirt at him to wake Zane up. I took a deep breath, trying to decide why I was actually there, and couldn’t help but notice that it smelled faintly of cotton candy.
 
   The room would have been dark if his computer screen hadn’t been illuminating it faintly, casting a green glow over everything.
 
   Zane didn’t stir after my little shirt throwing experiment, so I picked up a shoe and threw it at his leg. This time he snorted and turned over, looking up at me in confusion. He propped himself up in bed and continued to stare in my direction, obviously confused by my presence.
 
   “Rae?” he asked, finally cluing me in to the fact that he couldn’t see my face because I was backlit by his computer.
 
   “Who else would it be?” I asked jokingly, rolling the chair closer to his bed so that he could get a better look at me.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   That was an excellent question. I wasn’t sure what I was doing at my boyfriend’s house so late at night. It had seemed like a good idea when I needed to get away from my computer.
 
   Having Parker move to my school had been an adjustment. It wouldn’t have been such a big deal if Tawny hadn’t decided to inexplicably hate him, but since she did, everything had gotten really awkward really fast.
 
   “I don’t know. I just wanted to talk, I guess?” I asked, though it wasn’t actually a question.
 
   I saw slight disappointment pass over his face, which made me wonder what he thought I had come over for.
 
   Boys.
 
   “Would you still like me if I wasn’t a cheerleader?” I asked.
 
   I hadn’t really expected to ask that question, and apparently it was just as unexpected to him as well.
 
   “Um. I don’t understand the question,” he said slowly.
 
   I could tell he was worried about giving me the wrong answer. He must have suspected that this was some sort of relationship test.
 
   “Would you still like me if I wasn’t popular?” I asked again, trying to rephrase the question.
 
   I wasn’t sure why I was even asking him this. Zane was shallow—I could readily admit that. He probably wouldn’t have looked twice at me if I hadn’t been on The Squad, prancing around school in my short skirts and winking at everyone I saw.
 
   “I’d miss the uniform, but you’re still hot,” he answered, both solidifying the depths of his shallowness and confirming what he thought an acceptable answer to that question would be.
 
   “Oh, great, Zane. Thanks for that,” I answered sarcastically.
 
   “Okay, don’t ask me questions if you don’t want an answer,” he stated simply, shrugging his shoulders and falling back into his bed.
 
   Sometimes he was so frustrating. In his defense, though, I wasn’t exactly being clear on what I wanted out of this conversation. To be honest, I didn’t even know what I wanted out of it. I just knew that I had been getting too lost in the imaginary world of my online game and it was starting to throw off my normal, everyday life.
 
   “Just forget it,” I finally said, even though I was pretty sure he had already fallen back asleep.
 
   Apparently, since I wasn’t there to offer anything more than confusing conversation, Zane had lost interest. I sighed into the darkness in frustration and took one last look around his messy room that smelled of cotton candy before leaving, pushing my troubled thoughts to the back of my mind.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   8. More Backstabbing Than a Guild Full of Rogues
 
   Tawny hadn’t ever told me what her plans were for Parker at the upcoming party, but she was definitely excited over something, which worried me. It was Friday night and we were out getting a manicure/pedicure after a long afternoon of shopping for our new party dresses.
 
   She had gone with a fire engine red mini dress that hugged her curves in a way that left little to the imagination. I had decided on a teal scoop back sequined mini dress with capped sleeves.
 
   At first Tawny was hesitant about me wearing a dress that covered my shoulders because, as she put it, I “had the collar bone of an anorexic ballerina.” That was apparently a good thing. But when she saw the scoop back and just how flattering my shoulder blades and back looked when on display, she took back her hate of the sleeves.
 
   “So, the party starts at nine tomorrow. Normally I’d say be there at ten, but that dorky kid will probably show up right on time and I don’t want to risk him disappearing on us,” Tawny said as she examined one set of bright red nails.
 
   “Plus, you don’t want to run the risk of Kimber pulling off your little prank without you there to appreciate it,” I added, trying to be my old self again.
 
   If I was going to commit to getting back on Tawny’s good side, I’d have to do it full-force, even if it meant hurting Parker’s feelings. Besides, he wouldn’t really know it was Xandris hurting his feelings; he’d just think it was some random snotty cheerleader doing it.
 
   “Very true,” she said with a happy grin in my direction. Apparently she was glad to have her old friend back. “What shoes are you going to wear? I think teal might be a bit over-the-top, considering the dress is so bright.”
 
   “I think I’ll wear the black stilettos,” I answered disinterestedly, glancing into my shopping bag to make sure the teal my nails were currently being painted actually matched the dress.
 
   “I don’t care how many times I say it, teal is definitely your color,” she said seriously.
 
   “And red is yours,” I added, thinking that statement was more true than she knew.
 
   When you looked at Tawny, you saw someone who was exotic, gorgeous, and completely devious. There was something frightening and powerful about her, and her beauty only added to that. She was the person you wanted to know, not the person you wanted against you.
 
   “So, what are we doing after this?” I asked, leaning my head back against the chair and closing my eyes. It was nice to be pampered sometimes.
 
   “I think I might just go home. You know, get some beauty sleep for tomorrow,” she said elusively.
 
   It was the first time Tawny had ever turned down an opportunity to go out at night, and it made me think maybe I hadn’t completely redeemed myself for my previous little slip-up.
 
   “Yeah, I need to get rid of these dark circles under my eyes,” I agreed, even though I didn’t have any dark circles under my eyes.
 
   It was always a safe bet to be self-deprecating around Tawny.
 
   “Shut up, you’re totally gorgeous,” she said with a roll of her eyes. Her flattery was far more unsettling than her insults.
 
   +++
 
   That night, I hung my new teal dress up so that none of the sequins would fall off before I got the chance to wear it. I glanced over at my computer and fought the temptation to log into Voyager’s Quest, even though it had been causing so much confusion in my life. I didn’t want to talk to Parker online tonight because it would only make my new resolve to phase him out of my real life too difficult.
 
   Besides, I wasn’t an angel by any means, but I couldn’t bring myself to be nice to him online the night before we were about to do something so mean to him . . . whatever that mean thing was.
 
   It definitely hadn’t escaped my notice that Tawny wouldn't clue me in on what we would actually be doing to Parker.
 
   She didn’t trust me anymore.
 
   Instead, I distracted myself by going downstairs and playing Cannon’s science game with him.
 
   My brother had nine flashcards laid out with different shapes, colors, and patterns on them and you had to find sequences that had two of the three categories in common. Once you found them, you’d say “match!” It sounded easy, but the game itself was harder than any strategy game I had ever played on the computer.
 
   Like I said, my brother was a genius. It was kind of annoying.
 
   “You’re going to a party tomorrow?” Cannon asked as we stared at the nine cards in front of us.
 
   I was pretty terrible at this game and he was always the first to find matches, but he gave me a shot by not taking any of the easy ones.
 
   “Yeah. Why?” I asked, using all of my concentration to find some pattern in the cards on our living room floor.
 
   “Are parties fun?”
 
   I abandon my vigilant watch on the cards to glance up at my nine-year-old brother. Obviously I wasn’t going to say he should go out to party, but he was smart enough to see through any lie I'd be tempted to tell.
 
   “Yeah, they’re pretty fun,” I said finally.
 
   “Why?” he asked, quickly adding, “Match!” before picking up his three cards and replacing them with three new ones, completely changing the game before I had a chance to see whatever match he had found.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s fun to be with friends, I guess,” I mumbled, trying not to be outsmarted by a nine-year-old.
 
   “Even if your friends are mean to you?”
 
   “My friends aren’t mean to me,” I lied, even though we both knew I did have mean friends.
 
   They weren’t really that mean to me, though, unless I got on their bad side . . . Which I was apparently doing lately.
 
   “Whatever you say, Reagan,” he answered, letting me know I wasn’t fooling anyone.
 
   “Match,” I said quickly, snatching up the few cards I had managed to collect.
 
   “You’re a smart person,” Cannon said without a hint of sarcasm.
 
   “Yeah, me and my one set of matching cards,” I joked.
 
   “I mean it. I know you pretend to be dumb so you can be a cheerleader, but you’re smart deep down.”
 
   I stopped short at his words, looking into his intelligent blue eyes that were identical to mine. It was weird to hear someone so young saying things so grown-up. All of the other nine-year-olds I had ever encountered were busy whining about what toys they got, or not wanting to go to bed when adults told them to.
 
   Cannon didn’t ever whine; he kept to himself and silently observed the world around him, picking up the details and storing them somewhere in his massive brain.
 
   “Would your friends be mad at you if they knew you were smart?” he asked, sounding almost like a child for the first time ever due to the simplicity of a question that actually resonated quite deeply with me.
 
   I heaved a sigh, thinking about my answer rather than just throwing out a quick joke to gloss over the question.
 
   “They wouldn’t be mad. They don’t hate smart people. It’s just not my role,” I explained with a shrug, realizing as I spoke how pathetic the truth really was.
 
   “Is that why they can’t know about the video games?” he asked seriously. “Match,” he added.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” I said.
 
   “That doesn’t make sense,” said my genius little brother who understood everything.
 
   I guess I forgot the fact that he was only nine, sometimes, and didn’t understand the complexities of making and keeping friends.
 
   “You’ll understand when you’re older,” I said, trying not to be condescending, since I knew that was Cannon’s biggest pet peeve.
 
   “I don’t think I will,” he answered seriously.
 
   We both stared at the cards laid out before us for a long time and I suspected neither of us were actually looking for patterns anymore. We needed a good excuse to be introspective for a while.
 
   “Reagan?” Cannon finally asked after our long silence.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Do I need to stop being smart if I want to make friends?” he asked in his small, little boy voice.
 
   I looked at him with a sad smile—a boy so much younger than me, who still seemed to know so much more.
 
   “Not if you want to make good friends.”
 
   +++
 
   I couldn’t sleep that night thinking about what Cannon had said. I wondered if Zane and Tawny would be as accepting of my nerdiness as Cannon seemed to think they should be. Somehow I doubted it, but I had a small glimmer of hope in the back of my mind that because they had gotten to know me as “cool cheerleading Reagan,” they could look past any nerdy obsessions I might have. Maybe they would shrug them off as some weird quirk I possessed, like Tawny’s constant posing.
 
   Maybe my small glimmer of hope was more like a fading memory of hope. After all, Tawny’s posing was cute. My gaming was just . . . well . . . weird. Either way, I couldn’t sleep and felt like I should go talk to Zane again, since my last midnight talk with him didn’t exactly go as well as I had hoped.
 
   I snuck out the same way I had before and drove to his house, trying to go over what I would say to him in my head. It wasn’t like I was going to tell him I had the plague or something. I was just going to say, “Hey I have some hobbies that most people would consider slightly less than cool. What about you?”
 
   How wrong could it go, right?
 
   Feeling pretty good about the situation, I parked my car in front of his house, and then noticed something wrong with his normally empty street.
 
   Tawny’s red sports car was parked at the curb, right behind  Zane’s black truck. I stayed completely still in my car for a moment, turning off the lights and killing the engine as I stared at it.
 
   “Maybe they’re getting ready to pull another prank on Parker,” I thought aloud, sounding even less convincing out loud than I had in my head.
 
   I wasn’t going to get all crazy over a car until I knew what was actually going on. I may have been a nerd, but I could keep my composure and not flip out like a psycho jealous girlfriend.
 
   Taking a deep breath and calmly getting out of my car, I walked through the crispy frozen grass to Zane’s window, readying myself for whatever I might see and convincing myself that I would soon be laughing at how paranoid I was.
 
   It was a little annoying that Zane and Tawny apparently felt the need to hang out without me, but that didn’t mean something was going on between them. They hated each other.
 
   I willed myself to glance through Zane’s window quickly, but instantly wished I could take the glance back and live in complete, blissful ignorance of just how horrible my friends really were.
 
   I could definitely confirm that Zane and Tawny weren’t “innocently” hanging out without me. They were sitting on his bed, looking like they were trying to eat each other’s faces off.
 
   It made me want to puke.
 
   Who knows what else had been going on with the two of them when I wasn’t looking.
 
   I felt the heat rise up in my cheeks as I strode across the frozen lawn in furious silence. I went to my car door but didn’t open it, feeling like the rug had been pulled completely out from under me. Here I was, being a complete snob to everyone just to impress two people who obviously didn’t care about me at all.
 
   Oddly enough, I was madder at Tawny than Zane. Zane was a jerk. Not only was he a jerk, but he was a shallow jerk who had readily admitted that he was only with me because I was pretty and popular. His treachery didn’t really surprise me as much as it should have.
 
   Tawny was the one I was truly pissed at.
 
   I knew she was an awful person, but I had always assumed I was safe from her complete lack of a conscience. We understood each other. I was one of the few people in this world she could stand, and even if I had been a little nicer lately and didn’t get as excited about destroying people’s lives as I used to, she still seemed pretty happy with me.
 
   I stood in the freezing cold in my sweats and tank top, trying to decide what I wanted to do.
 
   It felt like I had to do something.
 
   I wanted to run right back to Zane’s house, throw open the door and let them both have it, but unfortunately, I knew nothing I ever did would really faze Tawny, and the only thing that ever fazed Zane was his stupid truck that I now knew he loved more than me.
 
   Then the thought struck me.
 
   Not wasting any time to remind myself what a horrible idea this was, I grabbed my cheerleading trophy from nationals out of my trunk. It felt heavier in my hands than it had when The Squad won it. More powerful, like my status was the only weapon I could really use at this point.
 
   Gripping the base tightly in my frozen hands, I swung the trophy like a baseball bat at Zane’s headlights, not caring how much noise I was making on the silent, dark street.
 
   It took a few hits before the first headlight broke, and I moved on to the next, sending pieces of thick plastic and glass everywhere. I ignored the pain I felt when the little pieces of glass penetrated my thin slippers and cut the bottoms of my feet. Instead, I concentrated all of my energy on Zane’s windshield, deciding headlights weren’t quite enough punishment for him.
 
   When the glass finally broke, I took a step back on my now bloody feet and surveyed my handiwork with a satisfied grin before getting into my car and driving away into the night. I briefly considered leaving my cheerleading trophy in his front seat as a little calling card, before realizing I’d probably go to jail if I did that.
 
   I left Tawny’s car completely untouched, deciding I’d find a better way to get back at her. With Tawny, it was probably best if I remained subtle and pretended to be her friend for as long as possible.
 
   In fact, I’d be a better version of her than she was. If I had ever needed a good excuse to get out of the life-ruining business, this was it. Now I could just be horrible to one more person before taking control and being the person I wanted to be.
 
   I’d just have to play along until the perfect moment.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   9. Dungeons and Drama
 
   I spent the majority of Saturday trying to make myself perfect for the party that night. I had decided to wait a few days to officially end things with Zane so the whole truck smashing incident didn’t look too suspicious. I half wondered how he’d get to the party that night without a windshield, which made me grin up at the sun.
 
   I was lying on a blanket in our backyard in my teal bikini, soaking up a bit of sun so that my skin would be glowing for the party. I ignored the sharp pains I got periodically in my feet from all of the glass I had stepped on the night before, deciding that I would look at the tiny cuts as battle wounds. Something to be proud of. A symbol of how I was taking control of my life.
 
   I wiggled my sparkly teal toes in a satisfied way. I hadn’t gone completely psycho with my rage and revenge. I considered it a pretty good trade-off to stop being a jerk to everyone in exchange for only being a jerk to the two people who deserved it.
 
   Besides, I was pretty much done with getting back at Zane, and I wasn’t even sure what I was going to do to put Tawny in her place. Most likely whatever I came up with would be a much nicer punishment than she ever gave her poor, helpless targets.
 
   I spent the rest of the day in ultra-shallow mode, taking forever to curl my long blonde hair, apply my makeup, and get dressed for the party.
 
   By the time 8:45 rolled around, I looked flawless. I realize that was a pretty conceited adjective, but honestly, after taking that much time to be shallow and self-absorbed all day, anything less than flawless would be a waste of time.
 
   My sequined teal dress showed off my tanned legs nicely, ending a few inches above my knee. I’m pretty sure Mom would have a thing or two to say about that. My hair cascaded down my bare back in golden ringlets, and I had applied some liquid eyeliner so that the thin black lines curled up at the corners, making it look like I had cat eyes. The effect was very flattering, if I did say so myself.
 
   Honestly, even if I hadn’t looked that good, tonight was all about being confident and giving Tawny a run for her money. I’d have to stay alert if I was going to figure out the perfect way to exact my revenge.
 
   Pulling up to Kimber’s house, I was slightly less than shocked by all of the cars parked outside. The only one that was a bit unusual was the car with two stickers on the back that said “I’m only here because my server is down” and “My other ride is a TARDIS.”
 
   I wondered, as I entered the loud and dimly lit house, if Tawny had already done whatever horrible thing she was supposed to do to Parker. I almost hoped that she had so that I wouldn’t have to witness it and feel terrible.
 
   Without the distraction of Parker, I could start on operation “Topple Tawny.” Originally I had called it “Operation Push Tawny Off Of Her Stupid Pedestal And Make Her See What It’s Like To Be Ruthlessly Ridiculed And Picked At,” but that title was too long.
 
   And possibly a little creepy.
 
   “Good, Reagan’s here,” I heard Tawny’s all-too-familiar voice say right beside me.
 
   I turned to face her, my new enemy, and couldn’t help but flinch at how gorgeous she was.
 
   So untouchable and fierce.
 
   I was hoping that I had just made her out to be some perfect person in my mind, but she really was every bit as beautiful and frightening as I had remembered. It stung a little, seeing her standing there smiling at me even though I knew what she had done.
 
   I could also smell her cotton candy perfume, which only reminded me how much Zane’s room reeked of that stuff and how I should have put two and two together. But I was the new and improved Reagan now. I wasn’t going to let some silly thing like nerves get the best of me. I was going to beat Tawny.
 
   “You look awesome,” she said, surveying me proudly and nodding her approval. “I so wish I had your back. It’s like, movie star perfect,” she added, running a finger down my bare spine and making me feel special for a moment.
 
   Just one moment, though—before I remembered what a life-ruining psychopath she was.
 
   Her red lips curled up at the corners as she looked at me. She really did remind me of the devil sometimes; all subtlety, glamour, and deviousness.
 
   “I don’t even need to tell you how perfect you look, of course. Who even has a body that flawless?” I asked rhetorically, finding it much easier to play along now that I really knew the truth about her. “So, where’s our little target?” I asked with a wicked grin in her direction.
 
   Playing along was easy, but having to steamroll Parker to do it was going to be tough.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, Kimber’s already laying the trap,” she answered slowly, letting her eyes wander over to a dark corner of the living room where Kimber stood way too close to Parker, whispering something to him.
 
   I could tell he was nervous by the way his brown eyes were widening. Even in the dim light I could see him blush.
 
   I felt suddenly defensive of him, like I wanted to go over and protect him from whatever was coming, but I kept my resolve firm and stayed still, grinning as if I didn’t feel like a horrible person.
 
   “What is she doing?” I asked, pretending I really wanted to know because I was excited, not because I was hoping I could stop it somehow.
 
   “Asking him to meet her in the closet down the hall in five minutes,” Tawny informed me gleefully, quite happy with her plan. “Once he’s in there, she’s going to lock the door so he can’t get out. It’s loud enough in here that no one will hear him banging on the door until long after the party’s died down. Then she’ll slip the key under the door and bolt,” she finished triumphantly. “So perfect, right?”
 
   “Her parents’ closet locks?” was all I could say to the horrific thing I had just heard.
 
   “They don’t trust the maid,” Tawny answered with a wave of her hand, as if this were an obvious concept.
 
   “This has to be your most brilliant plan yet,” I said, wrinkling my nose up at her conspiratorially.
 
   Wow. I was actually a much better actress than I thought, since what I really wanted to do was rip her hair out and push her down a flight of stairs.
 
   “I know, right? I’m glad you said that because I was starting to think you were backing out on me for a minute there,” she said, jutting her hip out to the side and posing like she always did.
 
   I saw Kimber walking up to us and Parker leaving the room, a scared but possibly excited look on his face, and I wondered fleetingly if he had actually ever kissed a girl before.
 
   “Like you ever have to worry about me going soft,” I reassured her easily, rolling my eyes at the very thought that I could possess a conscience.
 
   “Phase one, complete,” Kimber said happily when she reached us. “And phase two,” she began, pulling a key out of her pocket, “initiated.”
 
   “I’m surprised she even knows what that word means,” Tawny said dryly as Kimber walked out of the living room to go lock Parker in the closet.
 
   “Idiot,” I agreed, matching Tawny’s unimpressed tone.
 
   Being Tawny was much easier than I had expected. All I had to do was say every mean thing that came to my mind. It was like living without a filter. Of course, the only reason I could keep this up was because I knew there was an end in sight. Being this awful every day would be exhausting.
 
   Over the next hour I laughed with Tawny and the other members of The Squad over the stupid little inside jokes we had accumulated over the years. I had watched Kimber a bit too closely when she rejoined us, taking note of the fact that she dropped the key to the closet in an expensive looking vase on an end table.
 
   “I wonder why Zane isn’t here yet,” I said to Tawny, keeping my voice disinterested and neutral.
 
   “His car got smashed up yesterday; I think he’s getting it fixed,” she said automatically. I caught an emotion I had never seen flash through her eyes the second she realized her mistake.
 
   “Wait, his car got smashed up? How? When did you hear about that?” I asked in mock shock, quite enjoying watching her squirm for the first time in her life.
 
   Unfortunately, my pleasure was cut short, since it took her all of two seconds to regain her composure.
 
   “Some guy on the soccer team told me about it when I was trying to get him to come over. He said he had to help Zane with his stupid truck problem,” she lied easily.
 
   I guess when you had been practicing your whole life, it was easy to make up lies on the spot.
 
   Throughout the night, I managed to mirror Tawny’s behavior and play my part expertly. My thoughts, however, where stuck in a closet with my poor guildie. I tried to ignore the guilt I felt over Parker’s current predicament and I started to panic, wondering if he could breathe in there. The poor boy had been stuck for over an hour already.
 
   Finding the perfect opportunity when Tawny was tangled up in some other boy from the soccer team (who I wasn’t dating), I slipped over to the vase, plucked out the key, and snuck into the dark hallway without anyone seeing me. If Tawny ever untangled herself, I could just say I had gone to the bathroom.
 
   Standing outside of the closet door, I was struck by how silent it seemed to be inside. Had Parker passed out because there was no air? What if he was dead and it was my fault for not warning him just because I was trying to be covert?
 
   I considered sliding the key under the door and running back to the party, but that would be even worse if he was passed out and I locked the only key to the stupid closet in there with him.
 
   Taking a deep breath and trying to convince myself that this was a good idea, I quietly unlocked the door and peeked inside, assuming I could use the excuse that I thought it was a bathroom. What was it with me and bathroom excuses?
 
   A small sliver of light fell across Parker’s face in the otherwise darkened closet. His eyes were closed, his head resting against the wall. He was sitting on the floor of the closet and I instantly jumped to the worst-case scenario, even though I could clearly see his chest moving up and down. He had fallen asleep.
 
   Not sure of what I should do, but also not wanting to be caught releasing the prisoner by The Squad, I stepped into the closet and closed the door behind me, locking it from the inside.
 
   It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but once I could see relatively well, I sat on a dusty old box across from the boy I knew so well through the game, but not at all in real life. It was weird to be this close to him—to actually see him in the flesh. I hadn’t noticed from my lunch table how sharp his cheekbones were, or the fact that he didn’t look like the greasy, unwashed nerd I thought he was.
 
   I sat in the darkness for a moment, staring at him and trying to come to grips with the fact that this was the same person I had told so many secrets to and spent more time with than any boyfriend I had ever had. It was a weird and kind of sad realization.
 
   “Parker?” I said tentatively into the darkness, hoping that if I whispered he wouldn’t recognize my voice.
 
   He didn’t respond to my quiet question, so I reached my hand out and tapped him on the shoulder. He jumped and instantly grabbed my wrist, causing me to let out a little shriek, which I quickly stifled with my free hand.
 
   Parker stared at me in the darkness but didn’t say a word. Confusion passed over his face, then recognition, then annoyance.
 
   “Nice party. I’m really glad I came so that you guys could torture me more,” he said angrily, releasing my wrist and slumping back against the wall, looking anywhere but directly at me. “I really don’t understand what your problem is. How is this even fun for you guys?”
 
   He had presented me with a question I couldn’t answer. It wasn’t fun. Not for me, at least.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said quietly.
 
   And I was. I was so sorry for the fact that Tawny had gone after Parker with more fervor than she had ever attacked someone before. I was sorry that I had let her torment him. And I was sorry that I was too insecure to tell him who I really was—his best online friend.
 
   “You’re what?” he asked, finally looking at me, his face a perfect mask of skepticism.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I repeated, not too proud to do at least one thing right.
 
   “I don’t believe you,” he answered with narrowed eyes.
 
   I couldn’t blame him.
 
   “I brought this for you,” I said with a shrug, holding up the key to the closet door like a peace offering. “Don’t tell them I let you out,” I added quickly, still whispering in an attempt to mask my voice at least slightly.
 
   He stared at me for a moment longer, the anger still not gone from his eyes.
 
   “They didn’t send you in here?” he asked.
 
   “They’d probably tear me to pieces if they knew I came,” I answered honestly, imagining the look on Tawny’s face if she could see me right now, locked in a closet with a nerd.
 
   “So you’re different than them?” he asked, the irritation leaving his face and being replaced by interest.
 
   “No,” I answered honestly.
 
   I may have been nicer than them, but the fact that I went along with whatever Tawny did meant that I was no different from her. I was a passive-aggressive version of the devil herself.
 
   “But you want to be?” he pressed.
 
   I knew what he was doing. Ever since he had brought up the possibility that I might be different in the game, he had been romanticizing me as some pretty girl who secretly wanted out of her life, and he was going to be the hero that helped her achieve her goal.
 
   Unfortunately for him, I didn’t have a heart of gold. Even though I wanted to be a nicer person, that didn’t mean I didn’t have mean thoughts and tendencies. Ugly thoughts. I did want to be a better person, but I didn’t know if I was capable of it.
 
   I wasn’t brave enough to face high school without the shield of popularity.
 
   I didn’t answer his question. Instead I just shrugged and looked down at my very exposed legs, feeling slightly uncomfortable in my short skirt for the first time ever.
 
   “I think you’re better than them,” he said finally, after we had sat in awkward silence for some time. “You didn’t pour your soda on me.”
 
   “How did you know that’s what I was going to do?” I asked, forgetting to mask my voice for a moment and instantly regretting it when he gave me a curious look.
 
   “It was pretty obvious what you were supposed to do,” he explained. “But thanks for not doing it. I know it doesn’t mean anything to you, but that book was really expensive.”
 
   I stopped myself before I could tell him I already knew how expensive the book was, because I desperately wanted the same one on my shelf. Instead I stared at him, lost in the feeling that someone could actually think of me as a good person.
 
   Before I could really think about what a stupid thing I was about to do, I slid my butt off the dusty old box and let my knees hit the floor in front of me. I grabbed Parker by his shoulder and pulled him up so that he was no longer sitting on the floor, but was mirroring my position—and then I did it. The stupid thing I shouldn’t have done.
 
   I kissed him.
 
   I kissed the nerd in the muffled darkness of the dusty cramped closet. And I enjoyed it, which was probably the worst part of it. I wrapped my arms around his neck and his hands shakily found their way to my bare back.
 
   I didn’t really let myself think about how much this was going to confuse him—or me, for that matter. I didn’t think about the fact that he’d want to talk to me about what all of this meant. And I definitely didn’t think about how Tawny would run me over with her car if she saw this. Instead, I just kissed him breathlessly and with more passion than I had ever kissed my stupid, shallow boyfriends.
 
   I pulled back after a few minutes and stared at him, wide-eyed. I was shocked by what a good kisser he was and had to bite down hard on my bottom lip to keep from kissing him again.
 
   He stared back at me too, stunned into silence. His thick-rimmed black glasses were askew and his brown hair was a complete mess from how many times I had run my fingers through it. As ridiculously stereotypical as it was, his mouth was even hanging open in shock, and I let out a little giggle over how shocked he seemed to be.
 
   I could still feel his hands shaking on my back as the guilt began to wash over me. I guess this whole incident proved that I really wasn’t a good person deep down. I was just as horrible as Tawny. Obviously Parker and I weren’t ever going to work out as a couple, so I’m pretty sure kissing him was nothing more than me leading him on. Who knew how long he was going to wonder if I was just a good person trapped in a bad person’s life?
 
   I had definitely done a bad thing, giving him hope like that. I wasn’t nice and I couldn’t change, and now he’d spend his time thinking I could.
 
   And yet part of me wanted to tell him everything. I wanted so badly to tell him that I was actually Xandris, and that I wanted to be a good person instead of the life-ruining snob I had somehow become.
 
   But I didn’t.
 
   Instead I just placed my finger over his lips as he opened his mouth to speak. I pressed the key to the closet into his free hand and then stood up.
 
   “Please don’t tell anyone. Please.” I pleaded before sneaking out of the closet and running to my car, trying to escape the confusion Parker brought into my life.
 
   I’d have to make up some excuse to Tawny on Monday about why I left the party without telling her . . . One that didn’t involve me kissing a nerd in a closet.
 
   I brought my fingers up to my still-tingling lips as I sped away from Kimber’s house. I definitely shouldn’t have kissed Parker. I knew that it was wrong, but why, then, had it felt so right?
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   10. Intentional Fizzle
 
   “Do you have a hangover?” I heard my annoying little brother ask from the foot of my bed on Sunday morning. “Because if you have a hangover, that means you’ve been drinking alcohol and you’re not old enough to drink alcohol,” he recited, as if reading this from some parenting brochure.
 
   “Get out of my room, Cannon,” I grumbled, pulling a pillow over my head.
 
   “It’s one o’clock and you’re still in bed.”
 
   “It’s one o’clock and you’re still in my room after I told you to get out,” I countered grumpily, trying to kick him away.
 
   He just rolled out of the way of my feet, proving to be better than me at yet another thing.
 
   Wonderful.
 
   “Did you drink at that party?” he asked again, though I wasn’t sure where all of this was coming from. Maybe Mom had put him up to it.
 
   “Ugh, no, I don’t drink. Now get out, you little monster!”
 
   “Touch your finger to your nose,” he instructed dutifully.
 
   “Get out!” I yelled, finally removing the pillow from over my head and chucking it at him full-force.
 
   He dodged it easily, of course, and ran out of the room yelling, “She’s clean, Mom!”
 
   “Brat,” I muttered as I rubbed my eyes and sat up.
 
   The sun was streaming through my bedroom window and it took me a minute to remember all of the events of last night. I may not have had a hangover from alcohol, but I definitely had one from stress.
 
   My dreams that night had been overrun with thoughts of Tawny trying to murder me. And then there were the dreams of Parker—the ones I tried desperately to forget but couldn’t deny no matter how much I tried.
 
   I had kissed him.
 
   And enjoyed it.
 
   And a big part of me wanted to kiss him again.
 
   How could I have been so stupid? I wasn’t going to date him, and I definitely wasn’t about to quit The Squad so that I could prove a point or something. The whole idea was ridiculous.
 
   It was a shame Parker wasn’t on a sports team. At least then I could plausibly be with him without ruining the years I’d spent weaving my carefully constructed disguise of popularity, however fake that popularity might be.
 
   But as it stood, I’d just have to relive my one moment of kissing him over and over in my head until I finally reminded myself what a bad idea that had been.
 
   I glanced over at my silent computer. The screen was black and my headset was sitting on the desk, just asking to be used. Normally by this time on a weekend I’d be neck-deep in gaming mode. As it was, we had a raid at two and everyone in the guild was probably already freaking out about the fact that I wasn’t logged in and making my way to the meeting point.
 
   For a moment I considered not signing on. I could always avoid it and tell them my computer had died. It’s not like I owed these people who I’d never even met some sort of loyalty.
 
   All right, so that was a lie.
 
   It was a sad, but true, fact that these anonymous, faceless people I’d only heard over voice chat were probably better friends to me than my real-life friends.
 
   Great.
 
   I wasn’t just a closet gamer—I was a complete loser too, just like the ones I had made fun of my whole life. I just happened to be a loser who’d weaseled her way onto the cheerleading squad to hide her loser-ish-ness.
 
   I stealthily showered and made a sandwich in the kitchen, trying to sneak back upstairs before Mom could corner me and ask me all sorts of questions about if there were drugs at this party, even though she knew full well I wouldn’t do something that stupid.
 
   Instead, I would do other stupid things like kiss my guild mate.
 
   Holding my cup of ice water in one hand and my sandwich in the other, I crept up the stairs, almost making it to the top before Mom said, “Reagan, come back here,” in her warning voice.
 
   I sighed deeply before turning around and meeting her at the foot of the stairs. My wet hair was dripping down the back of my T-shirt and making me shiver. Of course, the bare feet on the wood floor didn’t help either.
 
   “Care to explain how you somehow got away with wearing this to that party last night?” Mom asked, holding up my sparkly teal dress that somehow looked shorter now that she was holding it. I swear she had cut a few inches off the bottom just to get me in trouble. “I noticed you conveniently forgot to say goodbye to your father and me when you left,” she added with a meaningful look in my direction.
 
   “I was late?” I offered unconvincingly.
 
   “If by late you mean ‘grounded from all parties in the foreseeable future,’ then yes, that’s exactly what you are,” she said with a note of finality.
 
   “Fine,” I said sullenly, not mentioning that it was a nice excuse to not spend more time with Tawny than I had to.
 
   Plus, it would be a perfect reason why I left the party. I could say my mom called me and was freaking out.
 
   I gave my mom a quick hug for this new and wonderful turn of events, and she looked at me like I was crazy, since she’d just grounded me.
 
   “Thanks Mom!” I called over my shoulder as I ran up the stairs and booted up the game.
 
   It was already two o’clock and I knew Kaydinn was probably throwing a fit that I was so late. My suspicion was confirmed by the bombardment of speech that hit me the second I logged in and put my headset on.
 
   “Xandris, where have you been? We’re all here waiting for you and you’re LATE!” he yelled in a volume much louder than normal.
 
   “Sorry I was just . . . late,” I finished lamely.
 
   I didn’t have much of an excuse for being so delayed, and I wasn’t about to say I was busy getting grounded. It made me sound like a five-year-old.
 
   “At least she’s close to the right zone,” Parker offered helpfully.
 
   I shivered a little at hearing his voice and tried to suppress a flashback to last night. I needed to concentrate. But I did notice that I smiled involuntarily at hearing his voice again, and I allowed myself one moment of that enjoyment before bringing myself back to reality.
 
   Or at least in-game reality.
 
   “I’m almost there,” I reassured Kaydinn as Xandris hopped on her flying mount and sped away toward our meeting spot.
 
   I pulled up our guild roster to see that Kaydinn, Eilarae, Sovay, and Rekrap were all waiting in the same zone for me, though Eilarae appeared to be away from her keyboard.
 
   “Why is Eilarae AFK?” I asked, hoping I could shift some of the blame for our late start onto her.
 
   She was the sweetest person ever, which made her an easy scapegoat. Plus, she was forgiving. Another good trait for a scapegoat.
 
   “She was working on her costume for Comic Con while we waited for you,” Kaydinn said, emphasizing the last part of the sentence.
 
   “Wait, you guys are going to that?” I asked, suddenly forgetting all about the trouble I was in with The Squad and Parker. “I thought it was impossible to get tickets.”
 
   “Not if you know the right people,” Kaydinn said elusively.
 
    Comic Con was about the nerdiest of all nerd traditions. Thousands of nerds would gather together (many of them wearing costumes of their favorite video game characters) and nerd out all day. It was probably the most embarrassing event ever created.
 
   I would totally kill to go.
 
   “Who is she dressing up as?” I asked, jealous that Kaydinn and Eilarae would get to go.
 
   “She’s going to be her character on here, right down to that spell that gives her angel wings,” Kaydinn said, his voice full of something I could only describe as pride.
 
   “You guys should post pictures on the guild forum!” I said before I could stop myself.
 
   None of us had ever posted pictures of anything that could identify who we really were. I think we were all just waiting for someone else to suggest it so that we wouldn’t look like internet stalkers. But now that I had let that slip out, it was going to be an acceptable practice, which meant they could plausibly ask me to post a picture.
 
   “Yeah, I bet her costume is going to be epic,” Parker echoed, sounding genuinely interested.
 
   I have to admit that after years of talking to these people on the game, I did wonder what they actually looked like, but now that Parker had moved to my school and I had . . . well . . . we’ll say “made myself known” to him, I couldn’t exactly post my own picture. I’d have to be elusive.
 
   “Are you dressing up as your character, too, Kaydinn?” Parker asked, his voice also holding the same jealousy I felt.
 
   “Sure am. The wife already finished my costume a few weeks ago though.”
 
   “Wow. You guys are prepared. It’s not until July, right?” I asked, wondering if there was any possible way I could buy their tickets off of them.
 
   “Yeah. We like to be on top of things. You know: costumes, vacation plans, raid times,” he stated, obviously still not forgiving my tardiness.
 
   “Xandris, who would you go as? You know, if we were lucky enough to have tickets?” Parker asked.
 
   I pondered it over for a moment, thinking that going as my own character would be too obvious.
 
   “Let’s just say I’d dress as a certain test subject from a game that involves science, white walls, and mass and velocity,” I said with a giggle.
 
   “Would this certain test subject wear an orange jumpsuit and impossibly cool boots?” he asked, catching onto my hints.
 
   “Possibly,” I answered.
 
   “Ha! So you’re a brunette,” he concluded, sounding proud of his deductive reasoning.
 
   “Sure am,” I lied easily, glad to have yet another way to distance my gaming self from my real self. “What about you? Who would you go as?”
 
   “I’d go as my favorite superhero.”
 
   “I knew it!” I exclaimed over chat before I could really think about what I was saying.
 
   I was pretty bad at maintaining my cover. Why would I know that unless I had met Parker and knew that he looked just like Andrew Garfield?
 
   Stupid Reagan.
 
   “I didn’t think I talked about Spiderman that much,” he replied with a laugh.
 
   It’s pretty much all you ever talk about, Sovay typed through the guild text chat, unwittingly saving me from a hastily formulated lie.
 
   “Fine, Sovay, who would you be?” Parker asked, his voice still holding a hint of amusement.
 
   Myself, she typed simply.
 
   We were all silent for a moment, not quite sure how to respond to that. It was always hard to tell if Sovay was being dry or sarcastic or rude. It could have just been how we interpreted her typed words. But I was pretty sure she had an odd love-hate relationship with all of us. Honestly, she kind of gave me the creeps.
 
   “Just entered the zone,” I finally said, breaking up the solid minute of awkward silence.
 
   “It’s about time,” Kaydinn stated emphatically. “Danni, she’s ready,” he called, apparently forgetting to take his finger off the “talk” button.
 
   It was weird to hear Eilarae’s real name. How was it possible that I had played this game, with these same exact people for years, without knowing more than three things about them? Then, all of a sudden in only a few month’s time, I had details about their lives flooding into my own?
 
   “All right everyone. Try not to die too much,” Kaydinn said, sounding like he expected every last one of us to fail him before the raid was over.
 
   Fat chance, Sovay said.
 
   +++
 
   The raid was fun. We all ended up dying quite a bit, to be honest, but it didn’t matter. Even Kaydinn was laughing about our terrible performance by the end of the raid. That was why I loved the game so much. Even when you were losing, it was still fun.
 
   With our bags full of the loot we had obtained during the raid, we all went our separate ways in game to trade and auction everything off. This meant that the guild was actually concentrating and our voice chat was filled with silence.
 
   So I wanted to tell you about something that happened recently, Parker typed in a private message.
 
   I knew exactly what he was going to tell me about, and I didn’t want to run the risk of giving myself away on accident.
 
   Or worse . . . Giving myself away on purpose.
 
   Sorry, I’m in the city, it’s pretty crazy here, I gave as an excuse. . . even though that excuse didn’t make any sense.
 
   That’s fine. I just feel like I have to tell someone, but I can’t tell my friends at school because they don’t know how to keep their mouths shut.
 
   Well, that was a problem. I couldn’t very well ignore him and force him to tell his friends. Then there would be rumors flying all around the school about how I had kissed Parker.
 
   That was definitely not okay.
 
   Just got out of the city. What happened? I asked, even though I was still right in the heart of the city’s commotion and all Parker would have to do was pull up his guild roster to see that.
 
   Details.
 
   Do you remember that crazy blonde cheerleader I told you about before? he asked.
 
   Vaguely, I lied.
 
   This part is actually kind of embarrassing, but I went to this party last night and through no fault of my own ended up locked in a closet for . . . a while.
 
   I flinched at his description. He was right, it was through no fault of his own. That didn’t make me feel any better that it was my fault he had ended up falling asleep in a closet because he couldn’t get out.
 
   I was the worst friend ever.
 
   Ouch. That sucks, I typed simply.
 
   That was the biggest understatement I could have made.
 
   Yeah, that part was lame. But the next part made it worth it, he typed and I mentally scolded myself for the little flip my stomach did at his words. That blonde cheerleader found the key and came into the closet to get me out. And I still can’t even believe this really happened, but she kissed me. No joke. This beautiful girl actually kissed me.
 
   I smiled.
 
   He had called me beautiful.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   11. Flying Solo and Leveling Up
 
   I woke up the morning of February 14th feeling like Valentine’s Day was pretty high up there on the list of things I despised at the moment. The first and second-place spots were of course taken up by the two people who had caused me to hate Valentine’s Day so much.
 
   Still, being a true cheerleader and not the dork I was trying to push into the depths of my subconscious, I wore my black, ripped skinny jeans with red heels and an off-the-shoulder oversized red V-neck shirt. I couldn’t actually look like I hated Valentine’s Day after all.
 
   At lunch while I was busy pretending not to stare at Parker every chance I got, Zane came and sat next to me.
 
   “So, what do you want to do tonight?” he asked. I had to give him credit, because he was at least trying to sound enthusiastic.
 
   I’m sure that was because he was hoping to get something out of it rather than him humoring me.
 
   I thought about his question for a moment, glancing up at Parker for a split second only to notice he was watching me intently. Of course, he looked away quicker than if he had been burned once I met his eyes, but that didn’t stop a small smile from gracing my lips.
 
   “Reagan?” Zane asked, reminding me that I was still trying to fit in for the time being. “What do you want to do tonight?” he asked again. “You know . . . for Valentine’s Day?”
 
   What did I want to do tonight? Honestly? I didn’t want to spend my evening with someone who was cheating on me just so I could keep up appearances. Every time he glanced at his phone during dinner I’d know it was Tawny texting and asking when he could get away from me. Was it really so vital to the plan for me to stay with Zane at this point? Enough time had passed since my discovery that it couldn’t look that suspicious if I dumped him. Tawny would just think she had won. As usual.
 
   I turned to Zane seriously, wondering exactly how I should word this. There was never an easy way to break up with someone, even if they were a cheating scumbag.
 
   “Zane, I don’t think we should do anything tonight,” I began slowly.
 
   It was amazing how difficult this was to do, even when you knew neither of you wanted to be in the relationship. It was a wonder I had managed to be so nice to him after seeing him with Tawny.
 
   Maybe I wasn’t such a bad person after all.
 
   “Why not?” he asked, a bit slow on the uptake.
 
   “I don’t think we should be together anymore. I need to stay focused on . . . ”
 
   On what?
 
   I couldn’t very well say, “on school.” Zane would just laugh and think I was making a joke. I wasn’t about to say “I need to focus on ruining Tawny’s life so she knows what it feels like” either. That wouldn’t go over too well.
 
   So I said what would be expected of me.
 
   “I need to focus more on The Squad. We have some big competitions coming up and I’m co-captain. I can’t spend so much time away from them when they need me,” I finished.
 
   Really, Zane didn’t take my time away that much, since we were almost never together outside of school anymore, but I was pretty sure that since he wanted Tawny so much, he wouldn’t question my less-than-believable excuse.
 
   “I understand,” he said stoically.
 
   Really?
 
   He was going to act put-out and noble when he knew full well that he was cheating on me with my best friend? At least I didn’t have to feel even a speck of remorse for breaking up with him. He had just made sure of that.
 
   “I guess I’ll see you around,” he finished slowly, almost making too much of a show of looking upset.
 
   Gag me.
 
   “Yeah,” I replied, trying to stop my smile from looking fake, even though Zane was the last person I wanted to smile at right then.
 
   I watched him leave the table and make his way toward the rest of the soccer team where he easily slid into their conversation and didn’t show any hint of having been broken up with. At least no one could say the “in crowd” were bad actors.
 
   We had that going for us.
 
   “So, what was that all about?” Tawny asked, not wasting any time sticking her perfect upturned nose in my business.
 
   “I just dumped Zane,” I said dully.
 
   I may not have cared much for him once I discovered his true character, but it was a plain and simple fact that it sucked to be alone on Valentine’s Day.
 
   I looked over at Tawny in time to see a hint of concern pass over her face before she gained her composure once more. The look of concern wasn’t for my feelings, of course. It was because she was worried I had found out what she and Zane were up to.
 
   “Why did you do that?” she asked carefully.
 
   It was so bizarre to see Tawny nervous about something. It was like hearing Kaydinn talk quietly. It just didn’t happen.
 
   “I felt like we weren’t really on the same page, I guess,” I said with a shrug.
 
   “He’s an idiot anyway,” she reassured me, giving me a quick squeeze before standing up and launching back into an animated conversation with The Squad.
 
   Even as I watched her, I could see the happiness in her eyes. She had won, and there was nothing Tawny liked more than winning.
 
   I was two seconds away from getting up and leaving the lunch table, feeling like I couldn’t really handle all of the lies around me today, when the bell rang, saving me.
 
   Maybe I wasn’t the horrible person I thought I was. All of this deception was starting to get to me. Plus, I was finding it much harder than I thought it would be to pretend I liked Tawny now that I knew how little I really meant to her.
 
   I stood up from our table and began walking to my class without so much as a glance back at my former friend. I’d have to regroup tonight—give myself a little pep talk so that I could handle the next few days before the weekend without flipping out on Tawny. It wouldn’t be easy, but if I ever wanted to find my perfect moment for revenge, I’d have to hang in there a bit longer.
 
   “Hey,” said an alarmingly familiar voice next to me.
 
   The alarming thing about the voice was that it wasn’t muffled by the normal microphone static I was used to hearing. I glanced to my left and saw my guildie walking next to me.
 
   His brown hair was in its usual Peter Parker-esque disarray and his thick black rimmed glasses were slightly lopsided as he smiled tentatively.
 
   “Parker?” I asked, not able to really think of anything else to say.
 
   “You know my name?” he asked, sounding genuinely pleased by this.
 
   I had almost forgotten; he didn’t think I was an awful person. Poor kid. He couldn’t see the truth right in front of him.
 
   “Kimber told me,” I lied quickly. “Why are you talking to me?” I tried to inject as much ice into my voice as I could muster after having exerted most of my acting energy pretending to be sad about Zane and not angry with Tawny.
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about what happened at the party,” he said earnestly.
 
   I quickly shushed him and looked around, making sure no one else had heard what he’d said.
 
   “Don’t talk about that,” I insisted, glad that Tawny and I didn’t walk to class together.
 
   “Why did you do it?” he asked.
 
   I wasn’t sure if he was referring to the fact that I had given him the key to the closet or our very wonderful but completely not allowed kiss.
 
   “I didn’t want you to suffocate,” I answered honestly.
 
   It was true that I had worried about him making it out of the stupid closet alive. So I wasn’t technically lying. Just omitting a few truths.
 
   “Okay. Fair enough. So why’d you kiss me?” he persisted, not letting up.
 
   “Oh. My. Gosh. Do you not understand the meaning of ‘don’t talk about that?’ What’s wrong with you?” I asked, finding it easier to be mean to him when I was desperate for him to stop talking.
 
   “I want to know if those other girls put you up to it,” he told me.
 
   I thought about my answer for a moment. Should I be honest with him and then hurt him even more when I let him know I still couldn’t be with him if I wanted to? Or should I lie and say they had put me up to it and get the whole “hurting Parker” thing done and over with right now?
 
   “Kimber told me to go kiss the geek in the closet. Something about some prank. That’s all I know,” I lied.
 
   It hurt to see the disappointment flash across Parker’s face, but I tried to remind myself that it was for the best in the long run. Trouble was, I couldn’t quite remember how this ended up working out for the best anymore. It was almost like I was just acting mean out of habit now.
 
   “Got it,” Parker said in an unreadable voice.
 
   I glanced over at him for a moment and sighed deeply. I wasn’t conceited enough to think that it would ruin Parker’s life if we couldn’t be together. I may be shallow, but I wasn’t that shallow. But I could recognize the look on his face just then. It was the look of someone who had been reminded that you could be dead wrong about a person’s character. It was the same look I had worn as I stood outside of Zane’s house in the freezing cold, wishing I could take back what I had seen.
 
   I wanted to tell Parker that even I wasn’t sure if I was a good person or a bad person anymore. That I hoped all of the mean things I had done had been because I was too weak to stand up for myself, and not because I wanted to do them. That I was trying to fix things but finding it difficult.
 
   But I didn’t say any of that. Instead I just said, “Sorry.”
 
   +++
 
   That night I holed up in my room, avoiding Mom and Dad. I had told them that Zane and I broke up, without giving them the unnecessary details behind the dissolution of our relationship.
 
   They kept insisting that we all go out for ice cream as a family since it was Valentine’s Day and I now had no plans. Obviously I shot that idea down and told them to go out to dinner like they had planned before their dramatic daughter showed up and dropped her sob story on them.
 
   Just because I couldn’t go out and have a romantic night didn’t mean they should be stuck at home as well.
 
   When I finally heard the car pull out of the driveway, and the sounds of Cannon watching the History channel faded into a constant hum, I booted up Voyager’s Quest. I knew Parker would be on, but in some small way, being online and being nice to him made me feel a bit better about how I had to treat him in real life.
 
   I had taken a long time to think over my current situation when I’d gotten home from school that day. Somehow, I was going to get back at Tawny. Not only for the whole “cheating” thing, but for all the years she had been mean to every person she came in contact with. I wasn’t quite sure how this was going to play out yet, but I was keeping my eyes open for the perfect opportunity.
 
   Zane was already taken care of, so I didn’t really have to worry about him anymore as far as my plan went.
 
   But then there was Parker.
 
   Once Tawny and I were no longer friends, would I still be on The Squad? I was co-captain after all. I couldn’t just quit. But I knew I wouldn’t want to be forced to be with Tawny every single day, especially assuming she’d be mad about whatever I came up with for revenge.
 
   Having Tawny angry at you usually led to a broken ankle because she “accidentally” distracted the person holding you up during practice. I didn’t think I could handle the anxiety of constantly waiting for the axe to fall.
 
   On the other hand, why should I quit The Squad? Just because Tawny was awful didn’t mean I should be forced to leave. She should leave. But I knew that would never happen.
 
   I secretly wondered if maybe the other girls would start being nicer if Tawny left. Maybe being mean wasn’t actually a cheerleader thing, but just a “friends of Tawny” thing, and I didn’t know any better because I had always been her friend.
 
   Of course, that didn’t say much about me that I could hate what I was doing so much but not change because I was afraid I might upset my friend.
 
   Really, I could blame my bad behavior on Tawny all day long, but I was the one who hadn’t stood up for myself. It was easier to say “Look at all of the horrible things Tawny made me do” than it was to admit that I was more at fault than her.
 
   And so, with this realization of my own cowardice, I was still brought back to the last problem: Parker.
 
   I had continually told myself that I wouldn’t be able to be his friend in real life because of my reputation. But if I were being honest, I probably wouldn’t want to be on The Squad after everything went down. With that out of the way, I had to decide if I was confident enough to make the switch from cheerleader to total nerd.
 
   Could I really deal with the constant taunting of The Squad that I knew I’d receive? If I didn’t start hanging out with Parker, what else would I do? It wasn’t like I had any other friends outside of The Squad, mostly because everyone who wasn’t in The Squad was being tormented by us.
 
   I couldn’t very well leave a group of people who hated me for another group of people who hated me. So really, maybe I had no choice in the matter. I might actually be able to be friends with Parker. It would almost make up for all of the awful things Tawny was doing to him. Plus, it would be a nice change for me to have a friend who wasn’t constantly manipulating me for their own purposes.
 
   This could actually work out, I thought with a small smile.
 
   I logged on and instantly checked the guild roster to find that Parker was the only other person in our guild online.
 
   “I guess Sovay really did have Valentine’s Day plans, huh?” I said with a laugh over our guild voice chat.
 
   “Xandris!” Parker exclaimed, making me feel warm all over that he was so happy to see me. Or, I guess, hear me. “I thought you said you weren’t going to log on today.”
 
   “Change of plans,” I answered dully.
 
   “Uh oh. That doesn’t sound good. What happened?” he asked with concern.
 
   “I broke up with my boyfriend,” I answered simply, not sure I wanted to go into much detail.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Parker said, sounding genuinely sorry. “Was it because of him hanging out with your friend without you?”
 
   “If by ‘hanging out with my friend’ you mean ‘being a cheating scumbag’ then yes, that’s why I broke up with him. Apparently the first thing leads to the second thing,” I said with a roll of my eyes.
 
   Like I said, I may not have been fond of Zane by the end of our relationship, but it still sucked to be cheated on. Talk about feeling unwanted.
 
   “Ouch,” Parker said. “Want me to use an incineration spell to burn his house down?”
 
   “We can just steal Kaydinn’s Comic Con tickets and tell him my ex did it. That should take care of things,” I answered with a laugh.
 
   “Sounds like a plan to me. Well, since you’re on, do you want to do the Valentine’s Day events with me?” he asked, making me instantly grateful for a friend who knew how to take my mind of off stressful things. It was nice to have someone who got me.
 
   “I think that sounds like a wonderful plan,” I told him honestly.
 
   “Perfect! Stay right where you are. The city is where most of the events take place. I’ll come to you,” he said enthusiastically.
 
   “Will do, chief,” I answered, giving him a little salute which he obviously couldn’t see.
 
   “So, can I tell you something completely random and off-topic?” Parker asked suddenly while I watched the little dot on my map that represented him get closer and closer to where I stood in the city.
 
   “Sure,” I answered.
 
   “You sound a ton like that blonde cheerleader I was telling you about,” he said, catching me completely off-guard.
 
   I hadn’t even thought about it when he was talking to me at school earlier in the day. I had talked to him like a normal person then, not even bothering to try to disguise my voice at all.
 
   That wasn’t good.
 
   “Wow, I hope I don’t sound as rude as her too,” I joked, even though my laugh sounded forced and awkward.
 
   “You don’t,” he assured me, making me wince.
 
   So maybe he wasn’t idealizing me like I had thought. He actually did pick up on my rudeness. Oops.
 
   “So she’s not as nice as you thought, then?” I asked.
 
   I couldn’t help myself. I knew I was in dangerous territory, but it was like overhearing people talking about you. You have to hear what they’re saying even if you don’t really want to know.
 
   “I still don’t think she wants to be as mean as her friends, but I’m starting to feel like it’s her own fault she’s in the situation she’s in. It’s not like it’s that hard to tell people you don’t want to be a jerk,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   Maybe it wasn’t hard for people like Parker to say that, but he wasn’t friends with Tawny. He didn’t realize how intimidating she was.
 
   “Maybe she actually likes her friends, just not what they do,” I said defensively.
 
   “Doubt it. Her best friend is like the devil,” he said, using the same exact word I often used to describe Tawny in my head. “I realize that she’s a scary person and all, but at the end of the day, sometimes you just need to grow a backbone.”
 
   I stared at my screen angrily. He had no idea what it was like being friends with Tawny. You couldn’t ever tell her what you wanted to do because even though she was pure evil and you just hated her to pieces, she still had this quality about her that made you want to impress her. She had always been that way. You looked at her and instantly wanted to make her like you. It was terrible.
 
   “Maybe you don’t understand her situation,” I said shakily, trying to keep my indignation at bay.
 
   “When did you take her side?” he asked, making me realize I may have been a bit too adamant in my defense. I took a few deep breaths to calm myself down before answering.
 
   “I just thought you wanted a way to see the good in her. I was trying to help,” I lied.
 
   “Don’t worry, Xandris, I don’t need help seeing the good in her. I can already see it. But that doesn’t change the fact that she needs to stop being such a victim of her situation and do something to change her life,” he replied with so much logic in his voice that I instantly wished it were that easy.
 
   He certainly seemed to think it was. Maybe he was right and this whole situation wasn’t as hard as I had thought. I just needed to stop being a coward and tell Tawny how I really felt about her.
 
   And I would.
 
   I would tell her at school the next day exactly how I felt. No revenge needed. She may have been a horrible friend all of these years, but I didn't have to stoop to her level by making some elaborate revenge trap. I would leave the scheming to her from now on. I wasn’t devious enough for it anyway. I had just been waiting around hoping that some plot would fall into my lap.
 
   “You’re right, she does need to do something about it,” I agreed distractedly.
 
   I was terrified by the thought of standing up to Tawny, but at least then I could be who I wanted to be.
 
   At least, sort of who I wanted to be.
 
   I still wanted the option of hiding behind my cheerleading uniform so that I wouldn’t have to face the true horrors of high school, but the more I told myself that, the more I realized I hadn’t actually managed to avoid the “horrors”—I was right in the middle of them. Sure, I wasn’t being shoved into a locker but I was constantly feeling awful about myself and hating life. How was that any better?
 
   When it came down to it, I’d choose being happy over being popular any day.
 
   I’d always choose happy.
 
   “So now that I’ve hijacked the conversation with my obsessing over this girl who’s way out of my league and probably wouldn’t look at me twice, let’s do some Valentine’s Day events,” Parker said enthusiastically, breaking up my troubled thoughts.
 
   “I think that sounds wonderful,” I answered honestly.
 
   “I guess we both have someone we’re trying to forget about, huh?” he asked. “Although I guess mine can’t really compare, since I’ve talked to her a total of two times and you lost your actual boyfriend,” he quickly amended, sounding embarrassed that he had compared our situations. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t even worry about it. I’m not exactly heartbroken over the whole thing. He was kind of a jerk anyway,” I told him honestly.
 
   I didn’t need Parker to feel bad over anything else because of me.
 
   “Hello,” he said suddenly, his avatar finally making it to the city.
 
   As nerdy as it made me sound, I loved my avatar in the game. She was tall and slender, with long blonde hair pulled into a messy ponytail that showed her pointed ears. She looked kind of like me, minus the fact that her skin was so pale it almost looked like snow. My skin was tan from the hours Tawny and I spent sunbathing in the dead of winter.
 
   Now that I knew what he looked like in real life, I could tell that Parker’s avatar actually looked quite a bit like him as well. He wasn’t nearly as lanky as Parker, though. None of the male characters in Voyager’s Quest were lanky. They were all overly muscled, which Parker had complained about on many occasions.
 
   Of course, when I complained about the fact that every female character had a huge chest, no one seemed to think it was a problem.
 
   Nerd or not, boys were still boys.
 
   “So, do you want to start with—” Parker began, before being cut off by a high-pitched female voice in the background.
 
   He must have been distracted by what she was saying because he kept his finger on the talk button, enabling me to pick up parts of the conversation. “No. Tell Mom she needs to fix it. I don’t know how to sew,” he said in a muffled voice, making me giggle.
 
   “Oh Rekrap, I also need you to sew something for me, if you wouldn’t mind,” I joked.
 
   “Sorry. That was my little sister. Her doll’s dress ripped and she somehow got it into her head that I know how to sew,” he explained, sounding a bit flustered that I had heard his conversation.
 
   “I have a brother. I get it,” I reassured him. “How old is your sister?” I asked.
 
   “She’s nine, but I swear, sometimes I think she’s older than me,” he said with a laugh.
 
   “Ugh, I know what you mean. My brother is nine too. He’s a little genius and it makes me so mad! He just makes me look inferior,” I replied, laughing as well.
 
   “Siblings,” Parker said with a deep sigh.
 
   “Siblings,” I agreed.
 
   “So, do you want to do the rose garden quest?”
 
   I hadn’t ever done the Valentine’s Day achievements because I had always had a date that night, but now that I was single, it was all new game content for me.
 
   “How do you do that one?” I asked, happy for a distraction from my recent drama.
 
   “It’s kind of tricky, actually. You have to be in a two-person group. Once you start the quest, you’re each dropped on opposite ends of a hedge maze with roses planted all along the way. We have to navigate to the center of the maze before the timer runs out, but we also have to pick the flowers in the same order the quest giver mentioned them in the beginning,” he explained, automatically switching from his lighthearted voice to his intense gaming voice.
 
   I loved it.
 
   “That sounds pretty hard,” I said, not sure I was up for running that particular mental gauntlet.
 
   “The main thing is trying to remember what order they mention the flower colors in. The maze isn’t that hard to figure out,” he said with a soft chuckle. “Besides, it’s just a world event achievement. It’s not like a raid where Kaydinn will kill you if you mess it up.”
 
   “So you aren’t going to kick me out of the guild if I fail horribly?” I asked with a smile.
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   +++
 
   Staying up until one in the morning doing the Valentine’s Day events with Parker ended up being the best Valentine’s Day I had ever had.
 
   It didn’t even matter that I didn’t get flowers or chocolates or a nice dinner. I ate a bag of microwave popcorn for dinner and Parker gave me chocolate and flowers in the game. It was better than any amount of time I could have spent with Zane that night, pretending I didn’t know what he had done.
 
   Parker really understood me. It wasn’t just having a common nerdy interest that drew me to him. It was the fact that for the first time ever, I had a friend who listened to what I said. My words actually mattered to him, and not because I was blonde or wearing a short skirt. He didn’t care about that because he didn’t know what I looked like. For him, he was my friend because he liked my personality and not because he wanted something from me.
 
   What a novel idea.
 
   It was a refreshing and unfamiliar feeling, and I was starting to get addicted to knowing that someone cared. Really, the more time I spent with Parker (in game, of course) the less I cared about “surviving” high school. It was like I had said before—if what I was currently doing was “surviving,” then my survival skills sucked.
 
   Why not spend time with the people I actually wanted to be with, even if it meant I’d no longer have the safety net of popularity? Honestly, popularity was kind of a joke.
 
   It probably sucked way more than being made fun of for being the nerd I was deep down, but none of that quite mattered yet. The “let’s all forgive Tawny” streak I had been on earlier had vanished and I was back to my original plan. I still had a job to do, and until I could knock Tawny off of her pedestal to save my future generation of nerds from her wrath, I’d have to keep playing my little lying game.
 
   I just hoped Parker would forgive me at the end of all of this when he found out who I really was, because I realized now, I wanted his forgiveness.
 
   I cared what he thought of me.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   12. Meeting the L33t
 
   “Mom, you said I’m grounded from parties and this isn’t a party,” I whined the Saturday night after my Valentine’s Day “date” with Parker.
 
   “Reagan, there’s absolutely no way I’m letting you go to a concert alone,” my mom replied, not even bothering to look at me as she cut up some carrots and tossed them into a pot. Apparently in her mind, this discussion was over way before it started.
 
   “But she’ll only be in town one night and I have to go see her!” I protested.
 
   “If she’s so famous, why is she playing in Albany?”
 
   “Well . . . ” I began, letting my words trail off.
 
   “Reagan,” my mom said in her best warning voice.
 
   “Okay, fine, she’s playing in Portland,” I admitted, knowing that now there was no way she’d let me go.
 
   “Portland?” my mom asked in a voice much too calm for what I had just told her. “When is the concert again?”
 
   “It starts in like three hours, and Portland is an hour and a half away, so I have to leave soon,” I said urgently, spotting her moment of weakness like the epic hunter I was.
 
   One last ranged attack and I could bring her down like a boss.
 
   “Your father and I actually did need to go to Portland to visit your aunt,” she began slowly.
 
   I could tell where this was going, and suddenly I didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “Oh no you don’t,” I said instantly as Cannon walked into the kitchen covered in baking soda.
 
   We didn’t even bother to ask about his appearance. Chances were he was finding a solution to world hunger and it was better to let him go about his business.
 
   “You are not dropping me off at the concert! Do you have any idea how embarrassing that would be?”
 
   “Would it be more embarrassing than not going at all because you were too proud to let your mom drop you off?” she countered.
 
   Oh, she was good.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her for a moment while Cannon stood nearby and watched the whole exchange in wonder. I’m sure it looked something like a standoff in the old west. The question was, who would draw first?
 
   “Drop me off three blocks away?” I offered seriously.
 
   “Around the corner,” she said.
 
   “Deal.”
 
   “Honey, change of plans, we’re going to see my sister tonight,” Mom yelled up the stairs, grabbing the pot she had been filling with vegetables and throwing it in the fridge without covering it.
 
   “We’re going to see Aunt Shawna?” Cannon asked in excitement.
 
   She was our cool aunt, so naturally we were always excited to see her. I was almost sad that I wouldn’t actually get to spend time with her until I reminded myself that I was going to the best concert ever.
 
   That was a pretty good consolation prize.
 
   “And why is that?” my dad called from his office upstairs.
 
   “Your daughter tricked me into letting her go to a lightening concert,” Mom called back.
 
   “Lights, Mom! Her name is Lights,” I said in exasperation.
 
   “Who names their child Lights?” my mom asked, more to herself than to me.
 
   “She’s the one you like because she’s queen of the nerds, right?” Cannon asked.
 
   “Cannon, that’s not very nice,” my mom reprimanded.
 
   “Reagan said it first,” he protested.
 
   “Being queen of the nerds is a good thing, Mom,” I informed her as I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and ran up to my room to change.
 
   It was kind of nice that I hadn’t talked to Tawny in a few days because I was “grounded.” That meant my Saturday night was free. I’m sure she was fine with the development, since it meant she had more time to spend with my ex-boyfriend.
 
   Lovely.
 
   I’d never ask her to go to a Lights concert with me anyway. She’d totally ruin the whole thing by making fun of everyone in their gaming shirts and neon headbands, and I just couldn’t have that, now could I? I’d much rather go alone than run the risk of seeing my favorite singer with the devil.
 
   I slipped on my black skinny jeans, pulled my hair into a messy ponytail (because it would undoubtedly be 100 degrees in the crowded venue) and dug around in my underwear drawer until I found my Voyager’s Quest shirt.
 
   It was the only one I owned, because the way I saw it, the less nerd paraphernalia I owned, the less likely it was that someone would discover it and ask all sorts of questions that would reveal my inner dork. And so I was forced to hide my nerd memorabilia in my underwear drawer like it was something much worse than a gaming shirt.
 
   It actually happened to be the same shirt Parker was wearing the first time I’d seen him, although mine was a fitted girl’s shirt and not a giant tent like Parker’s.
 
   Wasting no time and hoping my parents could get ready as fast as I could, I slapped on some lip gloss and ran down the stairs calling, “I’m in the car,” even though I totally wasn’t.
 
   +++
 
   It was a little sad going to a concert alone, but you never really felt alone surrounded by hundreds of people. Plus, Lights fans were incredibly connected online, so all I had to do was open up Twitter on my phone to see everyone talking about the concert I was currently attending.
 
   Lights, as my little brother had so kindly repeated, was kind of the queen of the nerds, but it was totally in a good way.
 
   She was this awesome, beautiful girl who could sing like an angel, yet she played video games and read comic books and collected toy weapons. She was pretty much living the life I wanted to live, but she was making it look much cooler than it would have been at my school.
 
   Being a “cool nerd” didn’t really translate well in high school. In fact, I was pretty sure that such a thing didn’t exist until you got into college and people stopped caring so much about what everyone else thought.
 
   So, as I stood by myself in the lobby of the venue after the show pretending to be looking at merchandise but totally killing time to see if Lights would come out and meet her fans like she usually did, I wondered how Parker went through life not caring what other people thought about him.
 
   I guess he had to care at least a little bit. No matter what people said, you always cared what someone else thought of you, even if that “caring” was simply, “Well, that’s annoying that they think that, but I don’t care.”
 
   As weak as I always thought I was, I bet I could stick it to Tawny and finish off my last year of high school without my fake popularity to shield me. Really, how hard could it be?
 
   “You like Lights?” Parker said beside me, making me jump about a foot in the air.
 
   It wasn’t like the venue was really all that quiet, though it was quickly emptying out and the security guards were starting to give me “the look.” Mainly I just jumped any time I heard him now because my brain would quickly have to figure out if I was around anyone I needed to seem cool for or not.
 
   The double life was getting exhausting.
 
   “Oh, hi,” I said nervously, not sure if Parker hated me because I “didn’t have a backbone,” as he put it, or if he was still on his “I can save her from herself” kick.
 
   “Yeah, I like Lights.”
 
   I tried not to sound defensive as I said it, but somehow it didn’t work.
 
   “Huh,” was all he managed to say, rubbing the back of his neck and having some internal debate. “You know she’s a little bit of a dork, right?” he asked finally.
 
   “She is so not a dork,” I quickly told him, coming to the defense of my favorite singer even though I had called her queen of the nerds only a few hours earlier.
 
   “I love how you instantly assumed I meant that as an insult,” he said, almost grinning and sounding like he did when he joked around with me over chat.
 
   I was silent for a moment, not really sure how to respond to that accusation. Honestly, I was a bit off-balance seeing Parker here. I hadn’t mentally prepared myself for what I’d do the next time I saw him because I thought I’d have more time before The Squad's next attack on him.
 
   But thanks to my lack of preparation, there I stood, silently, being more socially awkward than the boy who was supposed to be the nerdy one out of the pair of us.
 
   “So, are you going to buy something?” I asked finally, nodding at the merch table full of shirts, CDs, and mini “Lights Sabers.”
 
   “No, I’m just killing time until she comes out to meet people,” he said with a smile, raising his eyebrows conspiratorially. “You?”
 
   “Same,” I responded, still uneasy about the whole situation.
 
   “You look different in normal clothes,” he said, looking me up and down.
 
   I suddenly realized in a panic that I was wearing my Voyager’s Quest shirt under my zip-up hoodie. Trying to be as subtle as I could, I slowly zipped the hoodie up to my neck so he wouldn’t catch a glimpse of the Voyager’s Quest logo and ask questions I wasn’t ready to answer.
 
   “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to be creepy,” he quickly amended, misreading my “hurry up and cover your nerd shirt” zip as a “stop looking at me, you creeper” zip. “I was just saying you don’t look nearly as . . . intimidating in normal clothes. It’s kind of nice.”
 
   “Thanks,” I mumbled, looking down at my jeans and tennis shoes that Tawny would probably disown me for wearing and pulling at the zipper on my sweater one last time to ensure that none of my nerd was showing.
 
   The crowd was quickly thinning out and it was becoming pretty obvious that we weren’t standing at the merchandise table to buy anything. The way the security guard glanced over at the two of us every few seconds told me that I needed to think of some good reason to stay behind, and quick.
 
   “How long before that guy kicks us out, do you think?” I asked Parker, nodding to the security guard and quickly looking away when he made eye contact with me. Oh yeah, he definitely knew what we were up to.
 
   “About ten steps,” Parker responded.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “He’s on his way over,” he clarified, looking at the ground as well and trying to act nonchalant.
 
   He was failing miserably, in case you were wondering.
 
   “Come with me,” I whispered, grabbing him by the hand and pulling him through the quickly thinning crowd over to the girl’s bathroom. He pulled back instantly when he saw where I was taking him, trying to wriggle his scrawny wrist out of my iron grip.
 
   “I can’t go in there,” he said in horror, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open in shock.
 
   “Do you want to meet Lights or not?” I asked. “Stop being such a baby.”
 
   And with that, I forced him to enter the small, dingy girl’s bathroom with me, which was, luckily, empty.
 
   “Get in there and shut up,” I said, pushing him into a stall and locking the door behind us.
 
   The stall was undeniably cramped and unless Parker was willing to sit on the toilet (doubtful), we would have to stand there in silence, pressed right against each other. I pretended to be listening for the security guard, but all I was really doing was replaying our kiss in my head over and over again and hoping he couldn’t feel my heart racing. Parker swallowed loudly and looked around at everything but me.
 
   “So, first the closet and now this, huh?” he asked. “If you wanted to get me alone, you could have just said so.”
 
   A joke.
 
   He had actually made a joke.
 
   It was just like we were talking over guild chat, except for the obvious differences—like us being smashed together trying not to look at one another.
 
   “I just couldn’t resist an opportunity to get you alone again,” I deadpanned, hoping he’d read my sarcasm and drop the subject.
 
   “Hey Reagan?” he began, right as the bathroom door opened and a very un-girly figure strode inside.
 
   I never thought I’d be so happy to get kicked out of a bathroom, but seeing as how it saved me from a very awkward conversation, I was grinning from ear to ear when the security guard told us the bathroom “wasn’t a hotel” and escorted us out of the building forcefully.
 
   “Well, that was a bust,” I said, kicking at a rock in the parking lot and wondering if I should phone my parents to come pick me up and call it a night.
 
   “Yeah, that was pretty lame,” he agreed in an odd voice. “If meeting Lights is something you don’t really want to do,” he finished with a triumphant smile.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked, following his line of sight to a small group of people in the parking lot who were excitedly chatting with the singer. “Oh. My. Gosh. That’s her!” I said breathlessly, hitting Parker on the arm much harder than I had intended to.
 
   “Ouch,” he said involuntarily, clutching at his arm and laughing. “You’re strong.”
 
   “I’m a cheerleader.” I shrugged modestly. “Have to be strong.”
 
   “So, what do you say? Do you want to go meet her?” he asked, as if he even needed to.
 
   “Let’s go,” I replied excitedly, grabbing his hand and pulling him over to the crowd.
 
   I quickly released Parker when we reached our destination, although it wasn’t because I wanted to. It was because I’d reminded myself that I’d probably have to hurt Parker in order to exact my revenge on Tawny, and getting close to him now wouldn’t do me any favors. It would make hurting him that much more difficult when it came time to do what needed to be done.
 
   We could hear fans talking to Lights about different video games and giving her nerd gifts, and suddenly I wished I could unzip my hoodie and show her the shirt I had worn just for the concert. Of course, that would be like shrugging off the cheerleader disguise I’d been wearing for three years right before completing my quest. I couldn’t get the experience points if I didn’t finish the quest and knock Tawny off her pedestal.
 
   I had to keep the disguise on for at least a little while longer.
 
   When we finally made our way to the front of the crowd and I got myself to stop gushing over Lights like the fangirl I was, I asked Parker to take a picture, wanting to remember this night forever.
 
   “I can take the picture so you and your boyfriend can both be in it,” one of the fans said, grabbing my phone from Parker’s hand and shoving him over to where Lights and I stood.
 
   Parker and I both opened our mouths to protest but were instantly cut off by the girl’s countdown. Instead, I glanced over at Parker and shrugged before smiling at the camera as the flash went off.
 
   “Thanks,” I said to the girl. “And thank you, you’re amazing!” I said over my shoulder to Lights as we were moved through the small crowd of people to the back of the group once more.
 
   “Sorry I’m in your picture,” Parker said, rubbing the back of his neck nervously.
 
   Apparently that was his go-to gesture when he was uncomfortable.
 
   “It’s fine. We didn’t really have a choice anyway,” I said with a shrug as I typed my mom’s number into my phone. “Hold on, I need to call my mom to come pick me up,” I told him, feeling completely lame even as I said it.
 
   “I can give you a ride if you need me to,” he offered, just as my mom picked up.
 
   “Reagan? Are you ready to go?” she asked.
 
   I was silent as I thought about Parker’s offer. It would be nice to spend more time with him, but I knew he’d try to bring up our kiss again and I couldn’t have that. Not if I was going to go back to being mean to him on Monday.
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready,” I told her. “See you soon, Mom,” I said before hanging up. “Thanks for the offer, but my mom is kind of weird about me being in the city alone, so she insisted she come get me.”
 
   “That’s understandable,” he said. “I can hang out here until she comes if you want so you’re not in a dark parking lot in the city at night . . . you know . . . alone?”
 
   “Thanks. That’s really nice, considering how awful I am to you,” I said, a certain amount of resignation in my voice.
 
   “You’re not that bad. Just kind of awful,” he joked.
 
   “Thanks a lot,” I replied with a roll of my eyes.
 
   “Hey, can you send me a copy of that picture?” he asked suddenly.
 
   I looked over at him hesitantly. What if he showed his friends and the word somehow got back to Tawny that I had spent my Saturday night with the boy she was trying to ruin? That definitely wouldn’t go over too well.
 
   “I’m not going to go around telling people we’re dating or something; it was just exciting to meet Lights,” he said, looking slightly annoyed that I apparently thought so highly of myself.
 
   “I didn’t think you would,” I answered. “I just don’t want Tawny to know we hung out.”
 
   “Right, because that would be the worst thing you could possibly do, right?” he asked. “Hanging out with me is worse than death.”
 
   “You don’t get it, Parker. If I don’t have The Squad, then I don’t have anything. You think it’s bad for you? Imagine being their target after being one of them. They wouldn’t come after me like I was some normal loser—they’d come after me with a vengeance because I turned my back on them,” I said adamantly.
 
   “What are you even talking about?” he asked incredulously. “If you don’t like them, why do you hang out with them?”
 
   “I just told you,” I said, annoyed that he apparently wasn’t listening. “And I never said I didn’t like them,” I quickly amended, realizing we were treading on some very “real” ground. I didn’t want to let Parker in on my hate of The Squad.
 
   “Honestly Reagan? That’s the worst excuse I’ve ever heard. What could they possibly do to you that would be so horrible?”
 
   Frame me and get me arrested for something I didn’t do, I thought, wishing I had never voiced my idea for the junior varsity hazing. I didn’t think I could live with myself if Parker got arrested for something I had thought of.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” he said when I didn’t answer.
 
   He was mistaking my silence for a lack of an answer when really, I didn’t want to tell him exactly how awful The Squad could really be.
 
   Scratch that. It wasn’t The Squad. It was Tawny. And I had to stop her.
 
   “What’s your number?” I asked sullenly, wanting a good reason to change the subject.
 
   “What?” he asked, surprised by my question.
 
   “So I can send you the picture?” I said, holding up my phone that now displayed a picture of Parker and me on either side of Lights, grinning like crazy people.
 
   “Oh, right,” he said, grabbing my phone and typing the number in.
 
   “Sent,” I said dully.
 
   “Sorry if I upset you,” Parker offered. “I just think you’re better than them.”
 
   “I appreciate that, but I’m really not.”
 
   “You’re actually talking to me. That’s way more than any one of those airheads would ever do.”
 
   I had to admit, he did have a point. Of course, if he really knew the extent of how “different” I was, he’d be shocked.
 
   My mom pulled up before I could respond to his statement, and so I stood from the bench we were seated on and headed for the car.
 
   “Thanks for tonight,” I said over my shoulder, throwing him a quick, slightly sad smile as I walked away.
 
   “Thanks for not being one of them,” he answered.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   13. A Leaf Out of Captain Hammer’s Book
 
   Monday brought with it an interesting turn of events that completely caught me off guard. Though I had been naïve about Tawny’s dedication to me as a friend, nothing could have quite prepare me for the sight of my “best friend” sitting on my ex-boyfriend’s lap during lunch.
 
   Tawny’s permanently tanned legs were crossed, her perfect dark hair fell across her bare shoulders, and she threw her head back and laughed her beautiful melodic laugh as I walked up. It felt like she was laughing at my mistaken belief about her actually having a heart, but in reality she was just laughing at something Zane had said.
 
   “Hey Rae!” she said happily as I walked over.
 
   There was no, “I’m sorry that I’m with Zane now, but I really like him.” No, “This might be weird since you guys dated.” Not even a, “Hey do you see that I’m with your ex-boyfriend.”
 
   Oh no, there wasn’t even a hint of acknowledgement of the current awful situation I had walked into. Tawny simply sat there on her new Zane throne acting like life was perfect and nothing was weird.
 
   I took a deep, steadying breath and put on my best plastic smile, knowing that I had to play by Tawny’s rules if I wanted to win her game.
 
   “Hey guys! Sorry I had to be lame this weekend and ditch you. My mom grounded me,” I said dramatically, trying to sound like it was the worst thing in the world that I couldn’t hang out with my former best friend while she put the moves on my former boyfriend.
 
   I had really missed out on a fun weekend, hadn’t I?
 
   “That’s fine, we found ways to stay busy,” she replied with a wicked grin at Zane that made me want to throw up.
 
   Yes, I had broken up with him, and yes, he had the IQ of a tree stump and was kind of a jerk to me, but none of those things gave Tawny permission to dangle her kill in front of me.
 
   Too bad you couldn’t permaban someone from your life.
 
   I could feel my smile faltering and I tried anxiously to keep up the façade of a popular girl who was happy to be single, but all that did was point out to me how pathetic the whole high school hierarchy really was.
 
   “Good, I’m glad,” I said, tightening my high ponytail until it hurt and gritting my teeth that were still sensitive from a recent mandatory Squad bleaching.
 
   “You can sit next to me, Rae,” Tawny offered sweetly, knowing full well that sitting next to her was actually sitting next to Zane with Tawny on his lap.
 
   Zane didn’t look at me, though that may have had something to do with the fact that he was staring at Tawny’s full lips. I highly doubted his actions were motivated by some sort of remorse for his abhorrent behavior.
 
   “I’m feeling kind of fat today, I think I’ll stand,” I said, pulling the self-deprecation card, since Tawny loved someone who hated their body.
 
   “Good move,” she said, giving me a conspiratorial wink.
 
   Gosh, I wanted to punch her.
 
   As she and Zane went back to being perfect for each other and completely ignoring me, I let my eyes wander (involuntarily, in my defense) over to Parker’s table.
 
   He was sitting with his normal nerd squad, laughing about something, and I had to pretend I didn’t notice the pang of longing that watching him brought on. As much as I hated to admit it, I wanted to be over there with them, not caring what the popular crowd thought and talking about things I was actually interested in; things that didn’t have to do with bleached teeth or fake tans. I’d much rather talk about dailies and epic armor.
 
   Parker pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose just like a stereotypical geek from a movie and a grin crept onto my face.
 
   He really was kind of cute.
 
   As if he could hear my thoughts, he suddenly glanced over in my direction, meeting my eyes and letting his laugh die off quickly.
 
   My mouth twitched in the corner just slightly, and had he not been watching me so intently, he might have missed the almost non-existent smile I gave him. He smiled back at me, making the pit of my stomach go warm once more, and gave me the smallest of waves, barely lifting a finger in my direction so that his friends wouldn’t see.
 
   “Ew. I think that nerd has a crush on you or something,” Tawny said, trailing her finger down Zane’s cheek possessively as she spoke. “That’s the most pathetic thing I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “Hey, he looks like that guy on Spiderman. Not the dorky one. The one that gets to hook up with Emma Stone,” Zane said, adding his brilliant commentary to the conversation.
 
   How had I ever dated him?
 
   “Yeah, that doesn’t make him any cooler,” Tawny droned, picking at her non-existent split ends as if she’d forgotten that she was supposed to be taunting me with Zane.
 
   “I don’t care who he looks like,” I began, trying to play my best version of Tawny, “I haven’t had my nerd vaccination yet, so I hope he doesn’t come over here.”
 
   “I could go dump him in the trash can if you want him to stop looking at you Rae,” Zane offered, giving me a painful mental image of my guild mate’s legs kicking in the air as he tried to climb out of a trash can. “I bet I could lift him. He’s a skinny little guy.”
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” Tawny interjected quickly. She didn’t seem too pleased that Zane had sort of stood up for me. “I’ll take care of this,” she finished darkly.
 
   Her words instantly made me wish I’d agreed to Zane’s trash can dumping. It would have been more humane than anything Tawny would do.
 
   She glanced over at Parker and his table full of dorks, and then motioned for him to come over to our table. He looked over his shoulder for a moment to make sure there wasn’t someone popular standing behind him before he stood and began cautiously walking over—infiltrating the ranks of The Squad. The cheerleaders, who could sense that something was up, closed in around us, trapping Parker in a ring of bleach-blondes and lip gloss.
 
   The quick, nervous glance he gave me broke my heart, but I tried to remain neutral, keeping my eyes trained straight ahead and not looking at him.
 
   “Hey,” he said to Tawny, in the manner of someone who had just had the ground below them blasted away.
 
   “What’s with your shirt?” Tawny asked.
 
   The obvious disgust in her voice was incredibly annoying and I gave Parker a sympathetic look. I guess I wasn’t doing the best job of keeping up my snobby appearance.
 
   “It’s from a game called Voyager’s Quest,” he stated simply.
 
   I was actually quite impressed. Instead of looking like he was terrified of what might come next (which I totally would have been, with the stare Tawny was giving him), he just looked . . . bored.
 
   “Are we done here?” he asked. “Or were you hoping I’d show you how to play? It requires some brain power to succeed in this game, and I’m not sure you’d  be up to it.”
 
   My mouth dropped open in a display of very unattractive shock.
 
   Had Parker seriously just called Tawny dumb? I was pretty sure that was like asking for her to take it upon herself to personally ruin your high school years.
 
   “Excuse  me?” Tawny spat, now standing up from Zane’s lap, fuming. “What did you say to me, you loser?”
 
   “You know what I said. I don’t need to repeat it,” he answered, still sounding bored even though I was about to have a heart attack from the suspense of waiting to see what Tawny would do.
 
   “Zane, did you hear what he said to me?” Tawny asked in shock.
 
   “Sorry babe, one sec,” he said in her general direction as he continued to type on his phone.
 
   Tawny let out a furious growl before turning her attention back to Parker. This wasn’t going to end well, and I had to ask myself—if it came down to a fight between the two of them, whose side would I pick?
 
   “Listen to me, you little reject,” she began slowly. “You don’t belong here, and if you don’t hurry up and figure that out soon, I’ll be forced to remind you in the most inconvenient way possible.”
 
   “Tawny,” I said quietly, hoping I could stop the inevitable oncoming rampage. Parker shot me a silencing look.
 
   I didn’t quite know why he didn’t want me standing up for him when only days before, he’d told my character that I (cheerleader Reagan) didn’t have a backbone. The boy was a walking contradiction.
 
   “Shut it Reagan,” Tawny shot at me.
 
   “Whoa, hey, remember who the real enemy is,” I said with my hands up in surrender.
 
   I looked over at Parker and shrugged when he gave me an indignant look that very clearly said “You’re such a coward.”
 
   If he wanted me to stop standing up for him, I could do that. Not standing up for people (including myself) had been my entire high school experience. It was my comfort zone.
 
   “He,” Tawny said, gesturing to Parker, “must be the real enemy since you’ve been completely lame ever since he showed up.”
 
   “Seriously? You're turning this from hazing the nerd into a personal attack on your best friend?” I asked, not sure where her anger was coming from . . . and also using the term “best friend” loosely.
 
   “Oh, don’t act like you haven’t been a complete loser ever since we accosted this dork at the café.”
 
   Accosted.
 
   Good word.
 
   I didn’t think Tawny knew what that meant. She must have been studying behind my back.
 
   “I haven’t been different at all,” I said defensively, mad that all of my hard work to appear “normal” wasn’t exactly paying off.
 
   How did she know how to push my buttons so well?
 
   “Ugh, whatever. I don’t even know why I bother defending you,” she said slowly, her dark eyes burning a hole through my head as she spoke. “Maybe it’s a good thing the dork has a crush on you, since you can’t hold onto an acceptable boyfriend, huh?”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I asked, rage beginning to build up inside of me.
 
   Oh yeah, I was about to do some massive DPS here if she didn’t watch it.
 
   “Tawny, I know about you and Zane, all right? I never said anything because I’m such a good friend,” I told her, wondering how it made me a good friend to turn the other cheek while my best friend cheated with my boyfriend.
 
   It was backward logic, but in The Squad, it made sense, as was evident by the sea of blonde heads nodding in solemn agreement to my statement. It wouldn’t surprise me if Tawny had taken all of their boyfriends too and just “forgotten” to tell me about that charming personality trait of hers.
 
   “Oh please, Reagan. You didn’t say anything because you knew there was no way you could get Zane to pick second-rate you when he could have perfect me,” she said with a smile.
 
   Parker looked over at me apologetically, obviously feeling as though he had started this whole thing.
 
   I guess in a way he had, but right in that moment, before I did something way dumber than kissing a nerd in a closet, I was glad he’d started something by showing up to my school.
 
   I let out a guttural noise as I launched myself at Tawny, tackling her to the ground and landing a pretty impressive punch at the same time.
 
   “I hate you!” I yelled, trying desperately to hit her again but finding that almost all of my energy was spent trying to stave off her hits. She was surprisingly strong and fast for someone who spent a great deal of her time posing.
 
   “Regan!” I heard Parker yell. He tried to pull me off of her, but I was determined not to let her go. She was a life-ruiner! It was my job to show her that she didn’t have power over everyone.
 
   “Get off of me, you psycho!” she yelled.
 
   I could hear Zane and some voices I didn’t recognize from the quickly amassing crowd chanting, “Fight, fight, fight,” but I tried to ignore them, holding Tawny’s skinny wrists and trying to avoid the head butts she was now attempting to strike me with.
 
   Oddly enough, it kind of felt like being in the game. I was like the tank, taking the hits for the rest of the guild.
 
   Though, unlike the game, it actually hurt when I felt Tawny’s forehead make contact with my cheekbone with a sickening thud.
 
   Stars sprang to life in front of my eyes and the world suddenly went sideways for a moment before I heard the voice of our principal over the shouts of the cheering students saying, “Ms. West and Ms. Perez, I’d like to see you both in my office. Now.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   14. LFG PST
 
   “Fighting, Reagan?” my mom asked incredulously as she drove me home from school.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I answered dully, holding an ice pack to my swollen cheek.
 
   It had stopped bleeding, luckily, but the bruises on my cheekbone only proved how inhumanly evil Tawny was. Who could do that with their forehead and not get hurt at all?
 
   “Suspended for fighting,” my mom repeated in disbelief.
 
   It seemed that if she kept saying it over and over again, she would suddenly understand how her perfect cheerleader daughter had suddenly gone berserk on a fellow member of The Squad.
 
   In Mom’s defense, she hadn’t ever seemed too thrilled about the idea of her daughter becoming one of the zombie-eyed cheerleaders but she wanted me to choose my own path, so she’d kept quiet about it. Now she was probably wholeheartedly regretting that decision, thinking that The Squad had turned me evil.
 
   Honestly, that was pretty close to the truth.
 
   “First the dress and the party, now fighting.”
 
   “Mom, I promise I’m not going crazy. I won’t be that after school special where the daughter suddenly gets a tattoo and starts doing drugs because she hates her mom or something,” I promised, already seeing the wheels turning in her brain. She thought I was losing it. “I’m not a bad person, I just have crappy friends.”
 
   “No, Reagan,” my mom interjected. “Your friends can influence you, but they can’t make your decisions for you. Everything you’ve done has been your own choice.”
 
   Ouch.
 
   That was a bit harsh, if not painfully true.
 
   It was quickly becoming obvious to me that my cowardice was a well-known element of my personality. Parker had pointed it out to me online, Tawny was well aware of it, and now my own mother was letting me know I had no backbone. I could only hope Cannon hadn’t heard that his sister was a coward. He was the only one who still sort of respected me.
 
   “It goes without saying that you’re most definitely grounded for this week-long suspension?” my mom asked rhetorically as we pulled into the driveway.
 
   “Yes Mom,” I answered dutifully.
 
   Entering the house that would be my cell for the next week, I contemplated just what Tawny might do to me when I got back to school. Would she go back to pretending everything was normal, or would she eat me alive for the black eye I had given her?
 
   Somehow, I didn’t exactly think Tawny would be the forgiving type.
 
   I walked up the stairs to my room, wondering how I had let my anger get the best of me. For the past few years I’d been so good at pretending Tawny didn’t bother me, and now I was sentenced to solitary confinement because of  her.
 
   “Oh, and Reagan?” my mom called up after me.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “No gaming while you’re grounded.”
 
   +++
 
   I knew I was in a lot of trouble and that it wouldn’t kill me to listen to my mom and stay off the computer, but somehow that didn’t stop me from waking up at midnight and logging on.
 
   Secretly, I hoped Parker would still be on and I could talk to him about everything that had happened that day—as Xandris, of course, not as Reagan. I still wasn’t quite ready to let my identity slip to him.
 
   Shoving a towel under my door so my parents wouldn’t see the light from my computer, should they happen to wake up, I sat in my well broken in desk chair and spun around to face the screen that was now informing me I had to wait for a patch to update before I could play the game.
 
   I sighed in annoyance as I scrolled through the patch notes, hoping that this inconvenience would at least yield some cool new features in the game, but as I scrolled, my mind wandered.
 
   Tawny had apparently noticed how different I was feeling ever since Parker moved to our town. Did that mean that she was on to my little secret? If she was, was there really any point in hiding my inner geek any longer? Chances were I’d be ostracized from The Squad upon my return to school anyway, especially since Tawny had somehow managed to only get suspended for two days whereas I was suspended for a whole week. That would give her plenty of time to poison The Squad against me.
 
   The whole thing just—oh! They added new hairstyles to the game in this patch!
 
   Right.
 
   Focus.
 
   I had to prepare myself for the worst when I went back to school the next week. More importantly, I had to decide what I would do in my worst-case scenario. Really, this could be my ticket out of plastic purgatory. I would most likely get picked on at school, but I’d probably be even happier than I was when I was a part of The Squad.
 
   As soon as I logged in, I checked our guild roster to see if Parker was on. Kaydinn and Eilarae weren’t playing (though I hadn’t really expected them to be so late at night), but Sovay and Parker were both logged in, so I was happy.
 
   Hey you, I typed to Parker, feeling a particular fondness for him today, since he had been sweet enough to try to pull me off of Tawny.
 
   That’s what true friends did—pulled you away from someone who could definitely beat you up if they wanted to.
 
   Why are you on so late? he asked.
 
   I could ask you the same thing, I pointed out.
 
   Touché.
 
   So, how was your day today? I asked, trying to be casual when, in all honesty, I was desperate to see what he thought of Reagan (aka me) now that she had “grown a backbone.”
 
   My avatar walked into the city barbershop so I could try out some new hairstyles while waiting for Parker to respond. I didn’t want to seem too desperate by holding my breath while he typed.
 
   “Oh, cute pigtails,” I said out loud before quickly looking over my shoulder. It was probably better if I didn’t talk to myself when I was supposed to be asleep and grounded from gaming.
 
   It was good, he replied neutrally.
 
   Good?
 
   That was all he was going to say to his best online friend? Had my little display of courage done nothing? It was like he was trying to nerf my whole scheme to win his heart while never really admitting to him that I liked him.
 
   Did you finally talk to your little cheerleader? I asked, hoping I sounded like I was joking and not like I had suspiciously good insight on the events of his day.
 
   This whole double life thing was seriously starting to make me feel like a stalker.
 
   I didn’t, he typed.
 
   Ugh. Liar.
 
   But I talked to her friend, he went on.
 
   That made me slightly less mad at him for being so hesitant to talk about how awesome it was that I actually stood up to Tawny.
 
   Okay, maybe I was unjustified in feeling so good about myself for not being a total sellout anymore.
 
   You’re never this hard to get information out of! What happened?
 
   So that probably seemed a little desperate, but I was sick of trying to coax information out of him.
 
   My chat box was silent for a long time, and I tried to concentrate on picking a new hairstyle when all I wanted to do was ask Parker what was taking him so long to respond. We seriously needed our own private voice chat channel.
 
   Her annoying friend (who we’ll call The Troll) called me over and was trying to make me look like an idiot, and I was just so sick of her controlling everyone that I didn’t let her push me around. It was kind of fun actually, to see the look on her face when I insulted her. Of course, it was terrifying as well, since her nails are long and I’m pretty sure she could inflict some massive damage with those. But anyway, the blonde cheerleader (heretofore known as Elite Cheerleader) must have been inspired by the sight of her Troll leader losing to a nerd because she definitely . . .
 
   His message cut off there. Apparently he’d used his maximum allotted typing space, and so I was left to wonder what he was going to say next as I stared at the screen like a nerd waiting for Comic Con tickets to go on sale.
 
   Not that I had ever done that.
 
   Well . . . I hadn’t done it more than twice, at least.
 
   Punched her right in the face! Well, that was after she tackled her to the ground and told her she hated her. I do feel bad, though, because she got knocked in the face pretty hard by The Troll. But Elite Cheerleader can handle anything!
 
   He made it sound like I was a superhero in a comic book.
 
   Are we seriously calling her Elite Cheerleader now?
 
   Is that all you got out of that story?
 
   I laughed at the screen before quickly covering my mouth. I was pretty awful at sneaking around when I was grounded.
 
   So she earned some major faction points with you? I teased.
 
   You’re impossible to talk to.
 
   Oh, you’re so amazing Rekrap! How did you manage to bring out the pure heart buried deep inside of one so evil? Only you could be that amazing. Is that what you wanted to hear? I joked.
 
   Laugh it up, but I’m pretty sure Elite Cheerleader is a lot cooler than we thought she was at first.
 
   Wait. I thought we knew she was cool and that was the problem, I pointed out.
 
   As much as I felt guilty for not telling Parker who I really was, I had to admit that it was nice to witness his feelings firsthand. It was like having the ability to read his thoughts. Who else got this kind of insight into their relationship?
 
   Sorry, let me rephrase. I guess she’s a lot less cool than we thought. How cool is that?
 
   You make no sense sometimes, I told him.
 
   Hello! he typed, as his avatar appeared right beside mine. I see you wasted no time in taking advantage of the new hairstyles from the patch.
 
   You know it! My character is so cute now.
 
   You play this game like a girl, he told me.
 
   I guess at least you know I’m not some forty-year-old man playing the game in my mom’s basement and pretending to be a girl, right?
 
   That happens way too often to joke about, he responded. Anyway, your character looks good.
 
   Something only a lonely guy would say, I teased.
 
   Hey, I’m not alone, remember? I have Elite Cheerleader.
 
   +++
 
   “Match!” Cannon yelled triumphantly, though I wasn’t quite sure why he seemed so triumphant; it wasn’t that difficult for him to beat me at a game that required so much intellect.
 
   “You’re such a cheater,” I mumbled as I scanned the cards, trying desperately not to be outdone by my little brother.
 
   “I can pretend not to see the matches if it’ll make you feel better,” he offered, sounding much sweeter than he was being.
 
   “Do you want me to play this stupid game with you or not?” I asked.
 
   “Okay, sorry! Don’t punch me or anything,” he responded with a laugh, making me roll my eyes at his poor sense of humor.
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   “But it is kind of accurate,” he said.
 
   “Just play the game and be quiet,” I warned.
 
   We were silent for a moment as Cannon got three more matches in a row and I sat helplessly by, not even sure how he had found those.
 
   “Hey Reagan?” he asked, instantly making me sigh.
 
   “What, Cannon?”
 
   “Why did you hit that girl?”
 
   I stopped searching for matches for a moment and looked up at Cannon. I definitely needed to make sure I gave him the responsible older sister response.
 
   “Because she was being mean to my friend,” I answered neutrally.
 
   In all honesty, if I wanted to be a truly good sister, I probably should have said, “fighting is never the answer,” which is kind of true. But Cannon was smart, and he’d know my heart wasn’t in that response. So I gave him the real answer.
 
   “Really, you shouldn’t ever hit people,” I amended, “and I feel bad that I did it. But I’m not sorry that I stood up for a friend.”
 
   “There’s a girl at school that people pick on,” Cannon said.
 
   I wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this, but I didn’t want to ruin a potentially nice brother-sister moment, so I kept my mouth shut.
 
   “She’s really nice, but I already get made fun of, so I feel like I can’t be her friend,” he continued, making me feel pretty awful.
 
   Cannon was like all of the people Tawny and I had terrorized over the years. My little brother was a sweet and seriously cute little boy, but because he was so freakishly smart, people wouldn’t see that. It made me furious to think that people were being mean to Cannon just because he was smart, but I couldn’t really be all high-and-mighty about it, since that had been my default setting ever since I met Tawny.
 
   “What should I do?” he asked.
 
   I thought about this for a moment, wondering if I was even qualified to give him advice when I wouldn’t be following it myself.
 
   “I think you should talk to her. If you guys are both getting picked on anyway, isn’t it better to have someone you can talk to about it rather than having to deal with it alone?” I asked.
 
   “Is that why you really hit that girl? Because she was making fun of someone you could talk to about stuff?”
 
   “Yeah, buddy,” I answered. “That’s why I did it.”
 
   “Hey Reagan?”
 
   “Yeah Cannon?”
 
   “For my non-genius big sister, you’re pretty smart.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   15. Sibling Aggro
 
   “Reagan?” my mom asked, knocking on my bedroom door on Saturday morning and forcing me to (once more) unplug my computer violently from the wall so she wouldn’t see that I was gaming when I was grounded.
 
   I pulled my decoy copy of Looking For Alaska off my bed and held it up in front of my face right as she entered the room.
 
   “Hey Mom,” I said, a little too brightly. “Just reading. What’s up?”
 
   I was kind of a terrible liar, but Mom either didn’t pick up on it or didn’t care enough to point it out, because she had something to tell me.
 
   “Your father and I have to go run some errands today, so I need you to be here for Cannon’s play date,” she said, leaving out the obvious fact that I had to stay home anyway.
 
   You know . . . being grounded and all?
 
   “Isn’t Cannon a little old for play dates?” I asked, thinking the word sounded strange for a nine-year-old. I didn’t care how smart or socially awkward my brother was, no nine-year-old should have an arranged friend.
 
   “Call it whatever you want—he has a girl from his school coming over to ‘hang out,’” she said, putting air quotes around “hang out” like she thought “play date” was a better term for it.
 
   “A girl, huh?” I asked, wondering if it was the girl he’d told me about a few days ago.
 
   “I know. He’s only nine and he’s already having girls over,” my mom answered in disbelief, looking much more stressed out than she should have been about the whole thing. “Anyway, she’ll be here in an hour but we have to get going, so just keep an eye on them for me.”
 
   “Will do, chief,” I said with a salute.
 
   Mom’s eyes shifted from me over to my computer screen and for a moment I was worried I hadn’t pulled the cord out. I tensed up but refused to look behind me and give myself away.
 
   She didn’t say anything but gave me a meaningful look before leaving my room.
 
   I let out a deep breath and checked my computer for any sign that it had been on, only to realize that I’d had my headset on the whole time I’d been talking to my mom.
 
   Smooth Reagan. Really smooth.
 
   +++
 
   When Cannon’s little date (or whatever you called it when two nine-year-olds got together) showed up early, he instantly went into a panic, acting much less reserved than he normally was.
 
   “Reagan, do I look okay?” he asked in alarm, his big blue eyes wide.
 
   It was pretty cute to see him getting all nervous over a girl, and I was glad that he had made a friend at school. It meant that I didn’t have to go beat up some little kids for picking on my brother . . . Probably a good thing to avoid.
 
   “You look fine,” I laughed. “Do you want me to get the door?”
 
   Cannon nodded his head vigorously and pushed me toward the entryway with more force than I thought possible, given his small size.
 
   “Take it easy, Casanova,” I said with a grin as he ran back into his room.
 
   Apparently he was trying to play it cool.
 
   I opened the door to see a little girl with red curly hair, freckles, and big green eyes staring up at me with the biggest smile I’d ever seen. She was absolutely adorable, and it broke my heart that people like Tawny and I would spend all of our extra time making her school career miserable.
 
   At least I had decided to change, right? That had to count for something.
 
   “Is Cannon here?” she asked in a high-pitched voice, twirling a bright red curl around her finger.
 
   “Yeah, come on inside,” I said, trying not to laugh at the fact that I was the chaperone for an elementary school romance.
 
   “Lily, I told you to wait for me,” said an all-too-familiar voice as Parker ran up my driveway, chasing after the little girl. “Mom would kill me if I just let you walk into a stranger’s house. Sorry,” he added as he approached the door.
 
   As soon as he saw my face, his lighthearted grin melted away into an expression of pure confusion.
 
   “Reagan?”
 
   “Hey Parker,” I said stiffly. “So, you’re Lily’s brother? You two don’t look anything alike.”
 
   Tactful, as always.
 
   “Yeah, she got my mom’s red hair and my dad’s green eyes. I got the boring genes,” he joked, rubbing the back of his neck nervously like he always did.
 
   It was a characteristic that I was growing accustomed to.
 
   “Hey Lily!” Cannon called from upstairs, sounding overjoyed that he had a friend over for the first time.
 
   He wasn’t exactly playing it cool, but I was glad. I didn’t want my brother to turn out like me, constantly trying to play the game in high school. I would much rather he be himself, even if it got him labeled as a nerd.
 
   “Rekrap, can I go see Cannon now that you know his sister isn’t crazy?” Lily asked.
 
   “Don’t get into too much trouble,” he warned at her retreating form, smiling fondly at his sister.
 
   “Rekrap, huh?” I asked.
 
   It was odd to hear Parker’s character’s name in the real world.
 
   “Yeah, my sister went through this phase where she liked to spell words backward and say them. It’s pretty weird. But she liked my name backward, so it kind of stuck as a nickname,” he explained.
 
   The whole time I’d known Parker online, I’d just assumed his character’s name was his idea. Knowing it was his little sister’s nickname for him was slightly adorable.
 
   Okay, fine, it melted my heart, but that was just the possible concussion from Tawny’s hit talking.
 
   “She went through a backward spelling phase?” I asked, trying not to mention Voyager’s Quest at all and give myself away by asking about his character’s name.
 
   “Yeah. Genius kids,” he said with a shrug, knowing that I would understand better than anyone what weird things genius children did.
 
   “I could write a book about all of the crazy things Cannon does,” I agreed, laughing.
 
   Then we were silent.
 
   I guess when the boy you like doesn’t realize that you’re actually his best online friend and that you share all of the same interests, conversation runs dry pretty fast.
 
   I shifted my weight uncomfortably a few times like an avatar left idle for too long before Parker startled me by bringing his hand slowly up to my cheek. At first I thought he might kiss me and I had to figure out if I would still play snobby, indignant Reagan, or if I’d let him know how much I wanted to kiss him.
 
   But he didn’t try to kiss me.
 
   Instead, he let his finger lightly trace my almost-vanished bruise along my cheekbone.
 
   “I’m really sorry about all of that,” he said with a wince, as he dropped his hand back to his side.
 
   My cheek felt like it was on fire where he had touched it, but I very aggressively ignored that sensation.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” I said in a small choked voice that didn’t sound like my own.
 
   Who knew that after years of dating jocks who could easily pass as Abercrombie models, I’d be rendered speechless by a scrawny nerd?
 
   “It kind of is,” he went on. “I definitely could have been nicer to your friend. I was just sick of seeing her pick on you.”
 
   “She doesn’t pick on me,” I lied, though Parker gave me a look that said he wasn’t an idiot. “Maybe she’s not the nicest all the time,” I amended.
 
   “She’s awful. I still don’t know why you hang out with her,” he said.
 
   “Well, I probably won’t be hanging out with her after what I did. I’ll be lucky if she lets me finish out high school alive.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you think she can do to you.”
 
   “Parker, if you’re not scared of Tawny, then you don’t know her. At least, not as well as I do. You should be scared of her,” I told him, trying to make him understand.
 
   “Is she going to kill me?” he asked jokingly.
 
   While I didn’t think Tawny was evil enough to murder someone, I wouldn’t completely rule out that possibility.
 
   “Not you, just your spirit,” I told him with a smile.
 
   He laughed and looked down at the ground. Cannon and Lily came barreling down the stairs at full speed, loudly breaking up the little moment Parker and I were having. Honestly, though, it was probably a good thing, since I hadn’t decided which camp my foot was officially in yet.
 
   “Lily knows how to play the matching game,” Cannon yelled to me as the two ran into the living room and spread the cards all over the floor.
 
   “Oh no, is it that MIT matching game?” Parker asked me in a whisper.
 
   “I didn’t know it was from MIT, but yeah.”
 
   “That game makes me feel like an idiot,” he admitted. “And I generally feel like a pretty smart person. It kind of comes with the territory of being a nerd, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, well, it makes me feel like I’m an idiot, but I’m a cheerleader, so people pretty much expect me to be brainless.”
 
   “That sounds like fun,” he said sarcastically.
 
   I shoved him in the shoulder and smiled.
 
   And then we endured another awkward silence.
 
   If I were being myself, I could have asked him what he thought about the new spell cool-down time from the latest patch. I could have asked him if he had ever managed to get through the glitch in the wall to a dungeon the game makers had abandon and closed down after the first version of the game. But instead, I stood there uncomfortably, wondering what he was thinking.
 
   “I guess . . .” he began, trailing off for a moment. Suddenly, the sound of the TARDIS landing filled the room. He quickly pulled his phone out of his pocket and turned the alarm off.
 
   “Shoot, I have to go. I have a raid,” he said urgently.
 
   “Oh yeah,” I agreed, almost forgetting that I was supposed to be at that same raid. Kaydinn would definitely kill us if we were late.
 
   Parker gave me an odd look at my response, so I quickly added, “For that game you play, right?” trying to sound as clueless as possible.
 
   “Yeah, for ‘that game,’” he repeated, a ghost of a smile playing on his face.
 
   “Well, it was good seeing you,” I said honestly, wishing I didn’t mean it as much as I did.
 
   “Good seeing you too,” he replied. “If things are really weird when you come back to school, you can always sit by me,” he offered.
 
   “Thanks Parker,” I said, knowing I could never take him up on his offer if I wanted to avoid eating lunch in my locker, but still finding it unbelievably sweet that he would suggest it.
 
   “Also you have an awesome right hook.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   16. QQ
 
   Sunday night meant that I only had a few more hours until I went back to school. That, of course, meant that I only had a few more hours until I saw firsthand how miserable it was to be an outsider.
 
   I had no doubt that Tawny would have turned the entire squad against me by now, but I could only hope that she hadn’t decided to torture me like she did everyone else in the school. Seeing as how I had given her a black eye, though, I was sure she had a personal vendetta against me now.
 
   At least if she decided to focus on destroying my life, she’d actually leave Parker alone.
 
   Hopefully.
 
   “Reagan?” my mom said on the other side of my closed door.
 
   I was lying on my bed surrounded by all of the make-up work I was supposed to be doing all week. Leave it to me to wait until the very last minute to get all of my schoolwork done.
 
   “Yeah, Mom?”
 
   “There’s someone here to see you.”
 
   It was eight at night on a Sunday; I couldn’t possible imagine who’d be paying me a leisurely visit at this time. I sat up in bed and tried to pull my hair into a ponytail so I looked presentable.
 
   As the doorknob turned, I had a sudden moment of panic where I realized it may be Parker on the other side of that door. Who else would be visiting me, after all? It wasn’t like I had any friends anymore. But if Parker was coming to visit, it probably meant that he wanted to talk about the time I’d kissed him, which meant I’d either have to lie a lot or fess up to everything.
 
   Luckily (sort of), I was saved from that awkward conversation when Tawny walked into my room, faded black eye and all.
 
   I guess all I had done was exchange one awkward conversation for another, though I might prefer the conversation that ended with me snagging a nerdy boyfriend rather than the one that ended with me getting punched in the face.
 
   “Hey,” I said cautiously.
 
   I was really hoping she wasn’t here for round two, because I was exhausted and didn’t think I’d hold up against Tawny and her rage.
 
   “Hey,” she responded.
 
   Our conversation so far had been pretty eloquent.
 
   “Listen, if you’re here to tell me I’m off The Squad—”
 
   “No, it’s not that,” she interrupted, looking unsure of herself and pretty uncomfortable.
 
   It was a look I hadn’t seen Tawny wear often.
 
   “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for what I said.”
 
   I looked at her for a moment, trying to decide if I was hallucinating or not. The odds that Tawny was actually apologizing without some ulterior motive were slim.
 
   “It was pretty messed up of me to make that jab about Zane,” she went on.
 
   She sounded almost sincere—if I didn’t know Tawny better than that, that is. She definitely had some sort of reason for suddenly taking the higher ground, and I wasn’t about to fall for it.
 
   “I’m sorry I punched you,” I said, knowing I still needed to play along.
 
   “Yeah, that wasn’t cool,” she responded with a small laugh.
 
   “Was that all you wanted?”
 
   “No, I was coming to tell you that you aren’t getting kicked off The Squad. I think it would really lower morale if one of the captains left, so I think it’s important that we stick together.”
 
   Okay, this was definitely suspicious. Tawny was not a “stay together for the kids” type. She was a “send the kids to boarding school because I didn’t like them in the first place” type.
 
   “Okay,” I said slowly.
 
   “And I think, to show just how close the two of us are, you should head up the little hazing ritual we discussed,” she said with a smile.
 
   Right. The hazing ritual I’d come up with. The one where we'd get Parker arrested. That definitely presented a problem, and I tried to mull over some way to keep him out of it.
 
   “After all, that nerd almost ruined our friendship. I think it’s only fair he pay the price.”
 
   I didn’t bother pointing out the fact that Parker hadn’t ruined our friendship—Tawny and her awful behavior had ruined it. Besides, I was beginning to figure out the perfect way to get back at Tawny for all the misery she’d caused people, including myself. I, of course, had caused my fair share of misery over the years as well, and I’d find some way to make that right for everyone, but in the meantime, I was focusing on Tawny.
 
   “You’re absolutely right,” I agreed vehemently.
 
   “I’m so glad you agree,” she said, pulling me up off of my bed and wrapping her arms around me in a tight hug. “Things can go back to normal now, right?” she whispered in my ear.
 
   “Of course,” I lied.
 
   “Because you know that Zane and I aren’t together anymore, right?” she asked, pulling away from me but keeping her arms around my neck.
 
   We had always been close, but suddenly I didn’t really feel like cuddling up to Tawny, and our close proximity just reminded me of how much I had changed. We weren’t the same people anymore. Not by a long shot.
 
   “I didn’t know that,” I said.
 
   “That whole thing with him was just a one-time deal,” she promised, making her eyes wide and innocent, even though I could see right through her.
 
   If the one time I’d seen them together was a one-time thing, then how did you explain them always hanging out together behind my back? Or the fact that Zane’s room always reeked of Tawny’s cotton candy perfume? Even now I could smell the scent on her. Really, it was my own fault for not seeing the obvious signs ages ago. I had no one to blame but myself.
 
   Gosh, Mom would be proud of me. Taking ownership and all.
 
   “I appreciate that,” I said through gritted teeth, trying to smile with all of my might.
 
   Tawny finally released my neck and gave me a satisfied grin, glad that I had so easily fallen into her trap, I assumed.
 
   She really underestimated me.
 
   “I’m glad you see things my way, Rae,” she said, posing for a moment before turning to leave. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”
 
   “Bye,” I said as she left.
 
   When I could hear her car starting up outside, I sat on my bed, feeling empowered. I knew Tawny was up to something, and I knew that being friends with me would be the means to whatever end she had planned.
 
   Normally I’d be furious that she thought I could be manipulated so easily, but I had plans of my own. I had finally figured out how to get back at Tawny and make things better for everyone we’d picked on at the same time. Unfortunately, it did mean I’d have to hurt Parker one last time.
 
   I could only hope he’d understand.
 
   +++
 
   “Kimber, you’re moving like a three-legged dog and it’s pissing me off,” I could hear Tawny yell as I entered the gym for cheer practice after school on Monday.
 
   It felt kind of odd to be in my uniform again, like nothing had happened. Things had gone pretty well at lunch, and no one had looked like they wanted to kill me, so that was always a good thing.
 
   “Get back in formation before I put you out of your misery,” Tawny shouted as I walked up and stood beside her.
 
   “Rough day?” I asked.
 
   “You have no idea how hard it is to manage them without you. It’s like, a fate worse than death,” she informed me.
 
   As Tawny glanced at me, her entire disposition changed. She went from her leadership pose to the pose she adopted when facing a weaker opponent.
 
   “Reagan,” she said slowly, as if I wouldn’t understand her if she spoke too fast. “What the eff is on your face?”
 
   “Oh, don’t be such a drama queen, Tawny, they’re just glasses,” I told her, trying to sound nonchalant.
 
   “And why are you wearing them? Are you trying to spit in the face of my generous decision to let you back on The Squad?”
 
   I restrained myself from telling her that it wasn’t really her call if I was on The Squad or not, and simply shrugged my shoulders. I needed her to think I was completely on-board if my revenge scheme was going to work.
 
   “My contacts were bugging me during my last class so I took them out. It’s not a big deal,” I said.
 
   “Not a big deal? Are you kidding me?” she spat, her voice much more venomous than it should have been over something like glasses. “Take those ugly things off or I’m revoking my friendship offer,” she whispered.
 
   “Are you serious?” I asked in disbelief. “Tawny, I won’t be able to see without them. What if I hurt someone on The Squad because I don’t know where to put my foot or something?”
 
   “I’d rather have every last one of them end up in the hospital than have our reputation marred by your hideous glasses,” she said seriously.
 
   “Really?” I asked skeptically.
 
   “Really,” she confirmed.
 
   I tried to stare her down for a moment, wanting more than anything to win this fight, before reminding myself that I didn’t have to wait much longer for all of this to be worth it. I just needed to hang in there.
 
   Smiling sweetly, I removed the glasses from my face and stuck them in my duffle bag. I was pretty sure Tawny approved, but I couldn’t be completely sure, since I definitely couldn’t see her now.
 
   “Much better,” she said before turning back to The Squad, who I’m guessing were watching our entire exchange. “Everyone get in formation for the heel stretch pyramid.”
 
   Oh great.
 
   Tawny was going to force me to get on top of the stupid pyramid when I couldn’t see anything. It was like she wanted the entire squad to hate me when I ruined our routine and possibly injured people. At least I now knew her apology the other day wasn’t sincere.
 
   That made me feel a little better about my own plans.
 
   I took my position in the middle of the small group of cheerleaders on the right side, preparing myself for the worst.
 
   “Here we go,” Tawny yelled from her position in the middle group. “I’ll count it out.”
 
   I took a deep breath and hoped my muscle memory would serve me well as Tawny began counting.
 
   My spotters lifted me up into the first position and on my left side I could see Tawny and Kimber pop up next to me. Next came the second lift, where they would elevate us even higher above their heads and I would be expected to land my ankle perfectly into Tawny’s outstretched hand as she held Kimber’s ankle and my own.
 
   Unfortunately, that wasn’t quite what happened.
 
   Instead, I panicked and looked over, trying desperately to find Tawny’s hand as I extended my leg up into the air above my head. What I ended up doing was overshooting her hand and bringing my heel down on top of her head.
 
   Hard.
 
   This, of course, sent Tawny reeling into Kimber and her spotters, causing her group and Tawny’s group to collapse into a heap of groaning cheerleaders while I was stuck in the air on display as the girl who had just kicked Tawny.
 
   “Let me down, guys,” I said quietly to my spotters. I didn’t want Tawny knocking me over to get back at me, so the closer I was to the ground, the safer I was.
 
   “Seriously, Reagan?” she said, storming over to me. “How are you such an idiot?”
 
   “I told you I can’t see without my glasses on!” I said defensively.
 
   It wasn’t like I hadn’t warned her. It wasn’t my fault if she was too vain to listen.
 
   “I don’t see what having your glasses on has to do with you kicking me in the head,” she shot back.
 
   The entire squad were rubbing various sore places and glaring at me. At least, I assumed they were glaring. Who knew in this foggy world I was forced to live in? It was all because somebody wouldn’t let me wear my stupid glasses.
 
   I guess I could take comfort in the fact that Tawny didn’t care about anyone else on The Squad; it wasn’t personal. The fact that she was willing to endanger everyone else just to prove a point was slightly unnerving, though. I wondered why no one else could see how terrible she was.
 
   “Whatever. I guess we’ll just look like a bunch of idiots at the pep rally, since we can’t perform a simple heel stretch pyramid,” she screamed at a terrifying volume before storming out of the gym.
 
   The doors slammed shut behind her and the rest of us were left to stand in an awkward silence. No one really knew what we should do next.
 
   Gosh, we were such sheep.
 
   “Sorry guys,” I mumbled, hoping they wouldn’t hate me too much. They may have been mindless followers like I used to be (and still was, to a certain extent), but they were sweet girls deep down. They weren’t nearly on the same level as Tawny when it came to being evil.
 
   A few of them shrugged at me, but no one really said anything as we slowly filed out of the gym. Kimber was clutching her backside and wincing with every step she took, which I could see once I put my glasses back on.
 
   I felt bad that I’d be implicating the rest of The Squad during my plan to put Tawny in her place, but knowing that it would hopefully put an end to this ridiculous tyranny once and for all, I could see that it was necessary. Besides, I wouldn’t actually be setting Tawny up in any way, shape, or form—I’d simply be turning her in for her own crimes.
 
   Granted, the whole “spray-painting the school and framing Parker for it” thing had been my idea, but I didn’t quite think it was too late to make up for my wrongdoings. However, I would still have to lock him in the pool and get him in trouble—at least initially—for the whole thing.
 
   Okay, so my plan had a few major holes in it, but I had to hope it would come together in the end. Parker would just have to be my unwilling tank to distract Tawny from the real oncoming storm.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   17. Evade
 
   “Why are you so dressed up?” Cannon asked from the back seat of my car.
 
   “What are you talking about? I’m not dressed up,” I said defensively—probably a little too defensively, if I’m being honest. After all, it was a perfectly good question. Why would I have gone out of my way to curl my hair and do my makeup just to drop Cannon off at his little play date?
 
   Oh, that’s right, I had a serious nerd crush on Lily’s older brother.
 
   That would do it.
 
   “That’s a lot of lip gloss,” Cannon remarked.
 
   Kids always knew how to make you feel good about yourself with their brutal honesty.
 
   “You stay quiet or I’ll turn this car around and you won’t get to see Lily,” I threatened. “Besides, you’re one to talk. Are you wearing cologne?”
 
   Cannon didn’t answer but shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Wow. Together, the two of us made a pretty pathetic pair.
 
   “Why did you even offer to bring me to Lily’s house? Mom said she was going to do it.”
 
   “Mom’s busy, Cannon. We can’t expect her to taxi you everywhere. I need to pull my weight as your older sister,” I lied.
 
   It was true that I did want to be a good older sister, but I also wanted another excuse to see Parker outside of school. I had promised myself I would tell him everything after I took care of Tawny, but once I had made that decision, it seemed like my confession was ages away. All I wanted to do was talk freely to Parker.
 
   “I don’t believe that for a second,” Cannon said suspiciously as we pulled up at Parker’s house. “Thanks for the ride,” he said over his shoulder as he got out of the car and ran up to the house.
 
   “Not so fast,” I called after him, practically jogging to the front door as he knocked. “What kind of sister would I be if I didn’t make sure there was proper adult supervision here?”
 
   “Whatever,” Cannon responded, seeing right through my attempt to sound genuine, as usual.
 
   “Hey Cannon,” Parker said enthusiastically when he opened the door. “And hello to you, Reagan,” he added, a smile spreading slowly across his face when he saw me.
 
   I had said it before, but I couldn't say it enough—for a nerd, Parker was seriously cute.
 
   “Hey Parker. Just wanted to make sure someone was home before abandoning my little brother on the side of the road,” I said, finding that my face felt extremely hot all of the sudden.
 
   “Cannon!” Lily shouted in excitement.
 
   “Bye Reagan,” Cannon hinted in a way that said, “go away, you’re making me look uncool.”
 
   “Have fun,” I told him as he ran away, before addressing Parker. “Thanks for watching them.”
 
   “Of course,” Parker responded. “Do you want to come in for a drink or something?”
 
   I paused at his question. Of course I wanted to come in! But was there really a way to tell him that right now? I needed to keep Parker out of the loop on everything until I turned Tawny in for her crimes. Until then, fraternizing with the enemy was strictly forbidden, so no, I wouldn’t stay and talk to Parker.
 
   “Okay,” I said with a smile as I stepped inside.
 
   Apparently the rest of my body wasn’t listening to my brain at the moment.
 
   “What would you like?” he asked, shutting the door behind me and looking around nervously, probably for any embarrassing pictures his parents might have hanging around the house.
 
   “Do you have Mountain Dew?” I asked, requesting my favorite (non-cheer season) gaming beverage.
 
   “Yeah, we do,” he said, trying to hold back a smile at some joke that I failed to understand.
 
   “Seriously Sovay, you can’t backstab someone standing in the middle of a mob! You totally just pulled the whole dungeon over here!”
 
   “What was that?” I asked, although I would recognize Kaydinn’s signature shout anywhere.
 
   “Oh sorry, it’s just my computer,” Parker said in alarm as he ran down the hallway to his room.
 
   I followed behind, curious to see where he hid away while I was talking to him for hours on end.
 
   “There’s a whole train coming now!” Kaydinn shouted once more as Parker quickly plugged in his headphones to dampen the sound.
 
   “Sorry about that,” he said again, though I was hardly listening to him.
 
   His room was a nerd mecca.
 
   I mean, he had everything any nerd could ever want! It was like a room from my dreams. He had a Portal Gun on display next to a lightsaber, a Dr. Who poster next to a Dr. Horrible’s Sing Along Blog poster, and he pretty much had every season of The Guild on DVD. To anyone else, the room would have been a huge embarrassment, but to me, it was like heaven.
 
   “I’ll go out on a limb here and say this place is way too nerdy for you to handle,” he joked.
 
   “I love Felicia Day,” I said enthusiastically, thumbing through the various seasons of The Guild and wondering how I could get one of the DFTBA pins he had stuck on his Domo plush.
 
   “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” he said, sounding slightly awed. “First you know who Lights is, and then you know about Felicia Day. Are you secretly a nerd and you just haven’t been telling me?” he asked.
 
   I knew he was joking but I couldn’t stop the nervous laugh that bubbled up inside of me at his comment. I needed to keep my cool.
 
   “I live with a nine-year-old genius. I have to be well versed in all things nerd if I want to be able to communicate with him,” I lied.
 
   Cannon wasn’t into nerd things. He was into actual smart people things like math and science, I just hoped Parker wouldn’t question my lie.
 
   “Well, your brother sounds like an awesome kid,” he said, sitting on his bed and looking around at all of his nerd paraphernalia fondly.
 
   I took a seat next to him, our shoulders touching, and wondered if I would decorate my room with nerd swag once I was free from The Squad. I did have a few collectibles I wouldn’t mind digging out of boxes in the attic.
 
   “So, I saw that you didn’t get kicked off your team,” Parker said, using the wrong word for The Squad and making me like him infinitely more.
 
   “Yeah, apparently Tawny doesn’t mind being punched in the face every now and then,” I answered with a short laugh.
 
   “And everything between you guys is fine now?” he asked, a touch of disbelief in his voice.
 
   I shrugged at his question, not really wanting to go down this conversational path at the moment.
 
   “Who was that guy on your computer?” I asked, trying to change the subject.
 
   “Oh, that was my friend Kaydinn,” he explained. “He’s on that game that I play way too much.”
 
   He laughed at himself for a moment and I laughed with him.
 
   “It must be fun if you play it so much.”
 
   “It is. It’s a nice escape from the real world,” he admitted, looking over at me and refraining from adding that the “real world” actually meant bratty cheerleaders who tried to ruin his life.
 
   “Thanks for not hating me for being a mean person,” I told him. The words came completely out of nowhere, I might add.
 
   “I’ve already told you—I don’t think you’re a mean person,” he said meaningfully.
 
   We were much too close now, and continually leaning closer to one another. It was just like the closet all over again except this time, I wasn’t some nameless cheerleader that Parker didn’t know. We actually had a sort of relationship and he was fully aware of what I was.
 
   “I’m glad you don’t think that,” I said quietly as I closed my eyes and touched my nose to his.
 
   I was really having a hard time getting my body to listen to my mind. The two hadn’t been getting along too well ever since Parker moved to my town. I’d have to overthrow my body’s rebellion sometime soon.
 
   Before I could overthrow the “body rebellion,” however, Parker pressed his lips against mine, sending a warm, happy feeling spreading from my lips down to my toes. He placed his hand behind my neck and I leaned into him, just starting to really enjoy the kiss before Kaydinn’s raid yell broke through our wonderful moment.
 
   “Sovay, I’m starting to think you’re sabotaging us on purpose!” he yelled, startling us enough to make us pull away quickly. “You’re a rogue! You don’t pull a Jenkins and run into the dungeon before we’re ready!”
 
   Parker quickly stood from his bed to deal with the headphones that had somehow wiggled loose.
 
   “Sorry about my stupid headphones,” he said to me as he pushed the “talk” button on his keyboard. “Kaydinn, will you stop yelling!”
 
   “It’s not a big deal. I should get going anyway,” I said urgently.
 
   At least this time Parker was distracted. That way, it wouldn’t be so obvious when I ran away from my problems . . . like I always did.
 
   “Was that Xandris?” Kaydinn asked, his voice almost quiet for the first time ever.
 
   My eyes grew wide for a moment before I regained my composure. There was no way they could prove I was Xandris, right?
 
   “No Kaydinn, it’s just my friend,” he said, shaking his head and looking over at me apologetically.
 
   “It sounded just like her,” he insisted, letting me know that it was definitely time to go.
 
   “I’ll see you later,” I called over my shoulder as I left Parker's room as fast as I possibly could without running.
 
   “Wait, Reagan,” he called after me.
 
   But I wasn’t about to stop. I continued to make my way toward the front door and practically sprinted to my car.
 
   “I’ll see you around,” I called, jumping in my car and shutting the door.
 
   Parker stood in his doorway looking confused as I drove away. Apparently it wasn’t a good idea for me to indulge my little crush on Parker, and it was an even worse idea for me to go to his house and hang out with him alone.
 
   One thing was certain—Mom was definitely picking Cannon up from his play date.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   18. Quest Accepted
 
   The pep rally where we were due to enact my not-so-brilliant plan to haze the junior varsity girls happened a lot sooner than I had hoped.
 
   When I’d first made the decision to break away from The Squad and become the nerd I had always been, I was excited. I was practically counting down the days until the pep rally so I could get the whole thing over with. Now, as I sat on a bench with a bunch of cheering students, I was seriously starting to chicken out. I was infamous for being a coward, after all.
 
   The junior varsity girls sat next to me looking like they were waiting for the axe to fall . . . which I guess they kind of were.
 
   We’d filled them in on the plan beforehand and Tawny made sure they understood that if they didn’t participate, they wouldn’t be making the varsity squad next year. She wasn’t above blackmail.
 
   Really, the junior varsity girls had it easy. All they had to do was follow directions, which is what they had trained to do all their lives. They had to agree that—if they were selected to take the note to Parker luring him to the school that night—they would go through with it, knowing full well that he would probably get arrested for what we were framing him for.
 
   As terrible as I had acted since becoming friends with Tawny, I liked to think that I wouldn’t agree to those terms if I were still on the junior varsity team. But Tawny and I had worked our way up through the ranks together, and there had never been a cheer captain as horrible as her before. Our hazing wasn’t nearly as brutal as what we were putting these girls through.
 
   In order to get onto the varsity cheer team, I’d had to ask a geek to our Valentine’s Day dance and then give him the wrong address to pick me up at.
 
   Okay, fine.
 
   Looking back, I could admit that my actions were pretty heinous as well. But if I got Tawny in trouble for vandalizing the school, it was likely that the entire squad would be disbanded and her reign of tyranny would be over. So really, I was doing the entire school a favor—geeks and all.
 
   “Which guy do we have to give the note to?” Kendyll asked nervously.
 
   I actually felt bad for her and the rest of the junior varsity girls. Even if they didn’t end up giving Parker the note, they still had to meet us at the school that night to lock him in the pool and spray-paint the lockers.
 
   Potential vandalism and framing were enough to put any cheerleader on edge.
 
   Except maybe Tawny.
 
   She sat at the end of the wooden bench with a satisfied smile on her face; a queen looking happily out over her subjects. Her tan legs were crossed, her bleached teeth shone brighter than ever, and her dark hair was perfectly wavy, like a movie star ready to walk the red carpet (if people typically wore cheer uniforms on the red carpet).
 
   She glanced over at me and gave a conspiratorial wink as the music started, letting us know that the pep rally was about to begin.
 
   “Reagan?” Kendyll asked again, nudging me with her elbow.
 
   “Oh, right, it’s that boy up there in the Voyager’s Quest shirt,” I said, pointing to Parker, who was watching me intently.
 
   I guess I should have known he’d be wondering about my bizarre behavior the last time we’d been together. I kissed the boy and then away like a little girl. I’m sure it probably wasn’t the best kissing experience he’d ever had, but it was slightly less awkward than our closet kiss, at least.
 
   What was it with my having the weirdest kisses with him? It was becoming a habit.
 
   “A what shirt?” Kendyll asked, reminding me that I wasn’t out of the woods quite yet. I needed to keep being a snotty cheerleader until tonight. Then I’d never have to worry about a double life again . . . I'd have to worry about being shoved into lockers instead.
 
   “Never mind, just remember where he’s sitting in case you get the note,” I quickly amended.
 
   The soccer team ran onto the wooden floor of the gymnasium, jumping around like a bunch of idiots and trying to get the crowd pumped up. I waved my pom-poms from the sidelines and put on the brightest fake smile I could manage, all while stressing out about finally bringing Tawny down.
 
   Maybe it wasn’t my place to make sure she got caught for all of the awful things she did. Maybe I could just talk to her and convince her to stop being an awful human being.
 
   Zane ran past the cheerleaders with the rest of the soccer team and threw a quick wink at Tawny, who smiled and waved at him flirtatiously.
 
   I could honestly say that I was glad she had done it. Seeing that she was still lying to me about Zane made me feel quite a bit better about throwing her under the bus. And in my defense, I wasn’t even framing her for something she hadn’t done like we were doing to poor Parker (who I still hadn’t figured out how to save from this whole situation). I was just making sure she took credit for her own actions.
 
   That didn’t make me a bad person, did it? I was just taking my mom’s advice.
 
   The soccer team talked about their upcoming games and did some stupid stunt with soccer balls that I tried to ignore before they ran out of the gym and opened up the floor for our routine.
 
   “This is go-time, ladies,” I said to our varsity and junior varsity cheerleaders. “And remember junior varsity, if you get the letter, there’s a very specific boy you’ll need to bring up. Do you guys remember who?”
 
   They all nodded in understanding before tightening their ponytails, picking up their pom-poms, and running onto the wooden floor with more pep than I thought I could manage at that particular moment.
 
   I watched them all file past Tawny and waited to see which cheerleader’s fate she would seal, but as they all made their way to the floor, not a single one clutched a piece of paper in her hands.
 
   “Tawny, what are you doing?” I asked, bringing up the rear of the group and walking with Tawny to our positions.
 
   “I’ve been thinking, Reagan,” she said, just as the music started.
 
   I didn’t get to hear what she had been thinking because before I knew it, I was being hoisted up into the heel stretch pyramid that I had so effectively ruined during our last practice. My leg extended, Tawny grabbed my ankle and Kimber’s ankle, and we were perfectly positioned.
 
   I could feel Tawny’s grip tighten around my ankle as I kept my smile plastered in place. Looking over at her for a split second, I could see her wearing the same fake smile that I currently sported and a sickening thought entered my mind.
 
   We didn’t have any practice pads under us.
 
   What if Tawny had figured out that I was going to turn her in? Would she be willing to put me in the hospital to stop that from happening? Her grip was certainly much tighter on my ankle than it normally was. She could easily twist my foot around and collapse my entire group onto the hard wooden floor. If my bases weren’t ready for that, I’d fall head first and probably split my skull.
 
   “Tawny?” I whispered over to her, my teeth clenched and my smile stuck in place.
 
   She wasn’t horrible enough to seriously injure me like that, was she?
 
   “Shut up, we’re in the middle of the routine,” she whispered back just as she released my ankle, allowing my bases to help me back to the ground.
 
   I was definitely paranoid today. Tawny wasn’t going to try to get me killed—that was just slightly overdramatic.
 
   The rest of the routine was a bit of a daze until our student emcee announced that the cheerleaders would be pulling students out to the floor to teach them a cheer. Tawny and I exchanged glances and I raised my eyebrows at her.
 
   “Who did you give the note to?” I asked as The Squad made its way out into the stands.
 
   “Like I said,” she began darkly. “I’ve been thinking that after your little episode, you really need to prove to the girls that you’re fully invested in this team.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, scared for where this was going.
 
   “I think the only way that nerd will actually come to the pool tonight is if you invite him,” she finished triumphantly, pushing the fake note into my hand with a sense of finality. “He obviously likes you. Now go ruin his life.”
 
   That statement about summed up Tawny’s life philosophy.
 
   “Why me?” I asked in a small voice, hoping I could buy enough time to keep Parker safe.
 
   “Are you a complete idiot? I just told you. Now stop whining and get out there,” she half growled, pushing me toward the bleachers.
 
   I looked back at her pleadingly, but she had already turned away. Honestly, though, I don’t know what I expected. Did I really think my puppy dog look would change her mind? And if I didn’t invite Parker to the pool, someone else would have to. I’d just need to figure out a way to save him once he got there.
 
   Making my way through the bleachers and ignoring the catcalls of a few jocks, I came to a stop in front of Parker. He looked up at me with an amused smile, as if he had half expected me to pick him.
 
   “Reagan,” he said with a nod in my direction, never losing the adorable smirk he wore.
 
   “I have to pick someone to come up and dance,” I said apologetically. “Will you come with me?”
 
   “I guess if I have to embarrass myself for someone, it might as well be you,” he answered as he stood and followed me back to the floor.
 
   We led our unfortunate group of outcasts in the cheer we were supposed to teach them, and to be honest, Parker wasn’t half bad. You know . . . besides the fact that he was completely uncoordinated.
 
   Most of the boys were totally embarrassed by the end of our little routine, but a few of them were loving the attention, trying to get the crowd to cheer for them and hamming it up. The Squad actually had trouble getting them back to their seats, which annoyed Tawny to no end.
 
   “I’ll deal with this,” she said to me with a roll of her eyes. “Get to it, Reagan,” she added darkly as she walked away.
 
   “Parker, follow me,” I said in a low voice, leading him off of the gym floor and past the other students who were returning to their seats. We walked behind the indoor bleacher and stood under the hundreds of students now stomping their feet along with some sort of activity out on the floor.
 
   I stared at Parker for a long time, wondering if I should just tell him everything that was happening so I could clear my conscious, but there was no way I could quickly explain all of the things I needed to explain while hidden under a pile of stomping teenagers.
 
   Besides, as selfish as it sounded, I needed to make sure Parker actually showed up for our little prank that night, or else Tawny might figure out my whole plan and I wouldn’t be able to turn her in. It really did depend on him being there, and I hated myself for that fact.
 
   “What did you want to tell me?” he asked above the din of stomps.
 
   I opened my mouth to tell him, hesitated, and then chickened out, as per usual.
 
   Instead, I leaned over and kissed him while pressing the note into his hand, hoping that I’d be able to make everything right in the end instead of epically failing at my entire life like I usually did.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   19. A Heart Frozen in Carbonite
 
   I couldn’t help myself. I had to log onto Voyager’s Quest that night to see if Parker was on. I knew I’d be meeting him at the school in less than an hour (if he actually showed up), but I wanted to talk to him one last time as Xandris before he learned who I really was.
 
   Who knew? Maybe he wouldn’t even like me as Xandris once he found out that I had been creepily cyberstalking him ever since he moved here. I would be mad if someone who knew me as well as I knew Parker acted like a completely different person and lied to my face, day in and day out.
 
   “I’m not saying the game is haunted,” Kaydinn said almost the instant I logged on. “I’m just saying it’s a little creepy that there are NPCs wandering around the city that we can’t see without a revealing spell.”
 
   “Yeah, but are they supposed to be ghosts?” Parker asked.
 
   I guess if he was on Voyager’s Quest, he wasn’t too nervous about tonight. Or maybe he was, and he was using the game to ease his mind. Although, I guess he didn’t really need to be nervous about anything—not like I did.
 
   “Hello! They’re called ‘Angered Apparitions.’”
 
   “Nice alliteration,” Eilarae chimed in.
 
   That’s probably a pretty good indication that they’re pissed off ghosts, Sovay typed.
 
   “Can you get a quest from them or anything?” Parker asked, now actually sounding concerned.
 
   Getting kissed under the bleachers by a cheerleader who hands you a mysterious note (that I still didn’t know the contents of) wasn’t enough to worry him, but give Parker a mystery in the game that he couldn’t quite figure out, and it was suddenly the end of the world.
 
   Nerds.
 
   “You can’t get anything from them. You can’t even click on them!” Kaydinn shouted in excitement.
 
   “You should tweet about it. See if anyone knows what they are,” Eilarae suggested.
 
   “Just do a shout in the city and have other people use a reveal spell to see if they know what they are,” Parker said, quite logically.
 
   “Done and done,” Kaydinn responded, “Oh, by the way, Eilarae and I posted pictures of our Comic Con costumes on the guild website. You should go check them out,” he added before our chat channel went silent.
 
   Curious to see what someone in our guild looked like (besides Parker, obviously), I switched over from my game screen to an Internet browser and pulled up our guild website. Posted in a forum thread was a picture of a smiling couple who couldn’t be older than 25.
 
   Kaydinn was tall, with a dark brown faux-hawk and beard. He wore the epic armor his character usually sported, and he was grinning the cheesiest grin I’d ever seen while he held up a fake glass of ale.
 
   Eilarae looked a bit younger than him. She had light brown skin and long black hair that cascaded in a waterfall of curls down her back. She had somehow managed to sew wings that looked like they were made out of glitter onto her cloth armor costume. It looked as if the wings weren’t really there physically, but were just a cascade of sparkles that came in a continuous stream from an unknown source. She had definitely nailed the look of the spell perfectly.
 
   “Eilarae, those are awesome!” I said, clicking back over to the game to praise her amazing craftsmanship.
 
   “It was NBD, really,” she replied modestly.
 
   “Whatever, I’m pretty sure I’m going to commission you to make me a costume for Halloween,” Parker said enthusiastically.
 
   I had been thinking the exact same thing, but if I had Eilarae make me the Chell costume I wanted, I could never wear it to school—that would involve explaining what it really was. Of course, Tawny would probably think I was dressing up as a slutty pumpkin, so maybe it would work out in my favor.
 
   “You guys just say the word and I’ll make you costumes too,” she said happily. “Oh, and Kaydinn says we have to be quiet so he can solve the mystery of the angry ghosts in the cities or something,” she added in a chipper voice, before our chat channel fell silent once more.
 
   Hey you, I typed to Parker, wanting to seize my opportunity to see how he was doing before I got him arrested.
 
   Of course, I fully intended to go bail him out, but the initial shock of being handcuffed wouldn’t be too fun. Or if I finally succeeded in doing something meaningful in life, I’d actually be able to warn him before the cops showed up. But given my past track record, we wouldn’t count on my saving the day just in the nick of time.
 
   Hey Xandris! Out saving the world one orc at a time? he asked.
 
   Of course, I responded, wondering how I could ask him if he had any plans for tonight when, in fact, it was already almost one in the morning.
 
   That wouldn’t look suspicious at all, now would it?
 
   Anything new and exciting going on in your life? I asked.
 
   Hopefully it was nonchalantly.
 
   Guess who got a secret note from Elite Cheerleader today?
 
   That sounds intriguing. What did it say? I asked.
 
   I actually did want to know what the note—that I had supposedly written to him—said. I could only imagine what Tawny would have put in that letter to get him to come to the pool. She didn’t know him like I did, so she wouldn’t understand that saying “we should go skinny dipping” wouldn’t get a boy like Parker to sneak into the school at night. It required a soul to write something convincing enough to lure him there, and I highly doubted she was up for the challenge.
 
   Well, since you asked . . . he began, apparently revving up to type out the note word-for-word.
 
   It took a minute for his response to show up, but when it did, I actually started to wonder if Tawny was human. She hit the nail right on the head.
 
   Parker, I’m sorry things have been so weird lately. I know I’ve been sending you some mixed signals, but I want to clear everything up tonight. Please meet me at the school pool at 2:00 a.m. so I can explain. I really want to clear the air between us because I care about you. — Reagan.
 
   I was slightly dumbfounded that Tawny was perceptive enough to write a heartfelt and convincing letter, but she somehow managed to do it. She was  nothing if not good at what she did.
 
   Wow. That’s pretty crazy. So, are you going to go? I asked, waiting for his response with bated breath.
 
   What do you think I should do? he asked in return, catching me off guard.
 
   I should tell him to stay as far away from the school as possible. This was my perfect chance to get Parker out of the situation. Tawny would never know that I had said anything to him, and I could just say he hadn’t shown up.
 
   But then there would be no point in spray-painting the lockers, and I wouldn’t be able to get evidence showing the world what an awful person Tawny was. Of course, by “the world,” I meant the police. Every high school-aged kid already knew what a parasite she was.
 
   I just had to get Parker there, and then I could worry about getting him back out again.
 
   I think you should go. What could it hurt, right? I asked, feeling like a complete double-crosser.
 
   I was hoping you’d say that, because Elite Cheerleader definitely kissed me again . . . twice. And I was hoping that (as a girl), you’d know what in the world that meant. I sure don’t get it.
 
   Oh great. Even in the game I couldn’t avoid having awkward conversations with Parker about my impulsive actions.
 
   “Okay, from what I gather, the ghosts are part of a world event that’s happening before the next expansion. Right now they’re all just hanging around, but as soon as whatever is going to happen with the next expansion happens, the crap will hit the fan and all of the ghosts will appear once every hour to completely wipe out the major cities!” Kaydinn shouted, overjoyed by this information.
 
   “How could anyone even know that?” Parker asked, and I silently thanked Kaydinn for the distraction.
 
   “Someone who works at the company leaked some of the expansion notes, I guess,” he answered.
 
   Lucky for us, Sovay typed.
 
   “Sucks for the person who worked there IRL though. They’re probably going to get fired,” Eilarae said.
 
   “Yeah, but babe, it’s kind of their own fault for leaking the expansion notes in the first place,” Kaydinn pointed out.
 
   He has a point, Sovay typed.
 
   “I think it sounds awesome,” I told the guild, hoping we could keep the conversation going so that Parker wouldn’t notice I hadn’t ever answered his question.
 
   “Holy crap!” Eilarae suddenly shouted, sounding much more like Kaydinn than she ever had. “Dr. Who is filming an episode like six hours from here! They never film in the U.S.! We have to go. Bye guys!”
 
   Without further explanation, she and Kaydinn both logged off at the same time.
 
   Yeah, I’m out of here too, Sovay typed before instantly logging off.
 
   “Bye, I guess,” I said over chat to the almost empty chat channel.
 
   “So, now that I can just talk to you in here, what do you think all of that means?” Parker asked, his voice sounding slightly different with the added microphone static.
 
   I was definitely grateful for the change since I knew he’d recognize my voice without the static. Although, I guess it was possible he had already noticed the similarity after Kaydinn pointed it out.
 
   “I really wish I could help you analyze your girl problems tonight with Elite Cheerleader, but I need to get to bed. Plus, you need to hurry if you’re going to go meet her at the school in thirty minutes, right?” I asked.
 
   “You’re right. I’ll tell you what happens tomorrow,” he promised.
 
   “Can’t wait to hear it,” I said. “Good luck Rekrap.”
 
   “Good night Xandris.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   20. Reroll
 
   “I have to admit, I really didn’t think you had it in you,” Tawny said to me as she passed out duffle bags to the black-clad cheerleaders in the darkened school hallways. “But the nerd is in the pool area waiting for you. I’ve never been prouder.”
 
   “I’m glad,” I said stiffly, also distributing duffle bags and wondering how I could be subtle while collecting evidence.
 
   “Doesn’t the school have security cameras or something?” Kendyll asked in a worried, squeaky voice. She turned her head from side to side quickly like a nervous little bird, checking the walls for any sign of cameras.
 
   “Our school doesn’t have them yet,” Tawny replied drolly. “Something about violating students’ rights.”
 
   “Oh good,” Kendyll breathed as she took her duffle bag and went to work with the spray-paint.
 
   I was careful to only snap pictures on my phone when Tawny wasn’t eyeing me suspiciously. It was dark and most of us were wearing black, so I could only hope the pictures were enough evidence. The more I took, though, the more I realized there wasn’t a whole lot showing up on my screen.
 
   Maybe I should have confided in Parker so that he could help me rig some sort of hidden camera. I’m sure he still would have showed up once I’d explained why he was there in the first place. Of course—leave it to me to figure out a solution to my problem once it was already too late.
 
   Good work, Reagan.
 
   Hoping for evidence that was a bit more solid than some blurry dark photos, I switched my phone to video mode and stuck it in my pocket, thinking that if I could at least get a confession out of Tawny, that might be enough.
 
   “Reagan, why are you just standing around?” Tawny asked. “Grab some spray-paint.”
 
   “Tawny, I don’t know if this is such a good idea,” I told her honestly.
 
   Yes,  I was trying to get a confession out of her, but if I was able to talk her out of this whole thing, maybe I wouldn’t need to turn her in at all.
 
   “The prank was your idea,” she pointed out.
 
   Now when I turned my evidence over to the police, they’d know I was definitely involved in the whole thing. But maybe that could be my own payment to all the people I’d hurt in the past by listening to Tawny. I’d do whatever the police wanted as a penance for my bad behavior over the years.
 
   I was fine with that.
 
   “I know it was my idea, but it’s not looking like such a great one anymore.”
 
   “So help me, Reagan, if you ruin this for me when I’m so close to finally crushing that little nerd, I’ll kill you,” she threatened.
 
   I wondered if there was a way I could edit that part out when I gave the video to the authorities. They didn’t know Tawny like I did. I knew her death threats were a common occurrence, but they might take them a little too much to heart.
 
   “You know what? I want you to go lock the nerd in the pool area,” she finally said, pressing the cold metal key into my hand.
 
   I had no idea how she’d gotten a key to the school, but I didn’t want to know, so I kept my mouth shut.
 
   “We’re almost done here, so you go lock him in and meet me at my car when you’re done. Kendyll is about to pull the fire alarm to get the police over here, so you’d better hurry up.”
 
   “Sounds good,” I said with a roll of my eyes that luckily Tawny couldn’t see in the dark.
 
   I would have been mad about having to lock Parker in, but, as it turned out, Tawny had given me the perfect way to get him out unharmed.
 
   “Let’s go,” she said to the rest of the girls, leading the pack back toward the school’s entrance. “Kendyll, once we get to the last fire alarm near the exit, you have to pull it.”
 
   “Got it,” she said enthusiastically.
 
   She was enjoying having Tawny rely on her so much. I could tell she was only one more favor away from being the new Reagan. I didn't really care, since I was getting out, but I felt bad for her.
 
   “See you guys out there,” I said with a wave, making my way through the darkened hallways toward the pool room.
 
   In a way, it was kind of beautifully symmetrical that I’d officially met Parker for the first time when The Squad had locked him in a closet, and now I was here, setting him free from yet another prank they’d decided to pull.
 
   Opening the door to the pool room, I was slightly astonished by how bright it was. Someone—maybe Parker—had turned on the light in the pool, which gave the entire room a neon blue glow. It kind of reminded me of an episode of Sherlock, and I hoped Moriarty wouldn’t be waiting for me near the water.
 
   Luckily, my nerdy imagination was quieted when I saw Parker. He sat on the edge of the low diving board with his feet dangling just above the water, his Converse reflecting on the surface. I could see a faint smile on his face as he sat staring at the illuminated water and it made me smile too.
 
   “Hey,” I called out to him, startling him a bit.
 
   “I was starting to worry this whole thing was a setup,” he told me, as I gingerly walked out onto the edge of the diving board and took a seat next to him. “I’m liking the whole art thief get-up,” he said, looking over my black outfit.
 
   “I’m sneaky,” I joked with a laugh.
 
   I probably shouldn’t have been so cavalier about everything when I knew Kendyll would pull the fire alarm any second and we’d need to make a break for it, but sitting here with Parker, I didn’t want to rush through all the things I had to tell him. I wanted to take my time and explain everything thoroughly so that he’d understand and hopefully not hate me.
 
   “I’m ready to talk to you,” I began slowly. “About everything. And I’m sorry I’ve been such a crazy person ever since you met me . . . officially.”
 
   “Officially?” he asked, not realizing that I had known him for years. “Is that closet incident how you ‘officially’ meet people?”
 
   “Something like that,” I answered. “I just wanted to tell you that I’m not the awful person I seem to be.”
 
   “I already know you aren’t,” he said.
 
   With that, I could have been totally and completely off the hook, but I didn’t want to be. I wanted him to know everything.
 
   “I was before," I said. "I know you don’t want to believe that, but being a coward and letting someone you know do horrible things while you stand by and watch makes you a horrible person too. So I was definitely mean . . . even if it was just by passive omission.”
 
   “What made you change?”
 
   “I’ve always wanted to. I guess I never felt secure enough with just being myself. But you kind of made that an okay thing to be,” I explained, feeling like my eloquence had completely gone out the window.
 
   “I still don’t really understand how—” he began, before his thought was cut off by the high-pitched wailing of the fire alarm.
 
   “Crap, I thought we’d have more time,” I said urgently, pulling Parker to his feet and hoping we didn’t fall into the pool as we climbed off of the diving board.
 
   “What?” he asked in confusion.
 
   This was it.
 
   “Parker, this whole thing was a setup. I was supposed to invite you here and then lock you in the pool room while the rest of The Squad spray-painted the lockers. Then we’d pull the fire alarm and you’d get blamed for the whole thing,” I said, all in one breath, pulling him along behind me toward the exit.
 
   “But you’re still here,” he said loudly over the fire alarm’s din.
 
   “I couldn’t let you get in trouble,” I said incredulously. “I wanted to turn Tawny in for everything, but I had to get you here tonight so that she’d still go through with the prank.”
 
   Reaching the exit, I tried to open the door I was supposed to lock, only to find that it had already been locked.
 
   “What?” I said, more to myself than to Parker.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “The door is locked. But I didn’t do it.”
 
   “Well, they gave you a key, right? Just unlock it from the inside,” he pointed out.
 
   Good thing we had one sane person here, since I never would've thought to do that in my current state of panic.
 
   “I don’t understand why they’d lock me in here too . . . or why they’d come back to lock the door at all if they knew I was doing it,” I said.
 
   “You really can’t understand that?” he asked.
 
   I let out a frustrated sigh, partially because I knew he was right and partially because I felt a little betrayed by The Squad right at that moment. To be fair, I guess I couldn’t really feel betrayed by the people I was about to turn in for vandalism. It was karma.
 
   Placing the key in the lock, I was met with a terror-inducing realization. The Squad had never meant for me to get Parker arrested—they wanted both of us to get arrested. They’d given me the wrong key on purpose, knowing that I’d go in to talk to him and that Tawny would lock the door behind me.
 
   I wasn’t really sure what she was trying to pull. She had to know that if she got me in trouble, I’d just tell the police that she was involved too—unless, of course, she thought I still held some sort of loyalty to her. Or maybe she didn’t think the police would ever believe me over her, just like Zane could never possibly want to be with me when he could have her.
 
   It was actually pretty fortunate that Tawny underestimated me so much, because it meant she wouldn’t have expected me to gather evidence against her.
 
   “I’m guessing getting locked in the pool wasn’t part of your plan?” Parker asked, sounding much more amused than he should have been when we were both about to get arrested.
 
   “This is the only exit, Parker! We’re pretty much screwed.”
 
   “Elite Cheerleader can’t figure out how to pick a lock?” he asked, using my nickname from our online conversations.
 
   Apparently he realized that he was talking to Reagan and not Xandris, because he instantly started his nervous neck rub move and looked at the floor in embarrassment.
 
   “Do you know how to pick a lock?” I asked skeptically.
 
   “No,” he admitted in shame.
 
   “So our only option is to wait here for the police to arrive?” I asked, already knowing the answer as I made my way back to the diving board. It was a nice little seat.
 
   Parker followed close behind me and soon we were both dangling our legs over the open water again, unsure of what to do.
 
   “How long do you think it’ll take them to get here?” he asked.
 
   “Parker, I haven’t been completely honest with you,” I said suddenly, ignoring the question and feeling like being trapped in our school’s pool room was as good a time as any to come clean.
 
   “About what?” he asked over the din of the alarm, looking slightly nervous.
 
   “I don’t know how to say this without sounding like a complete creeper,” I began, before stopping.
 
   There really wasn't a good way to say, “I’ve been pretending I don’t know you but really I do.”
 
   “I’m kind of worried for where this conversation is going,” he admitted, still smiling but looking unsure.
 
   “It’s just . . . I’m not a snotty cheerleader . . . I mean I am . . . or I was . . . but that’s not all I am.”
 
   “I already told you I know there’s more to you than that,” he said reassuringly.
 
   He really had no idea what was coming, did he?
 
   “Parker, I’m Xandris,” I finally blurted out.
 
   Maybe that was a little blunt, but if I didn’t come right out and say it, I’d never get it out of my system.
 
   He was silent for a long time, looking puzzled, as if trying to figure out how I could possibly know the name Xandris.
 
   “From Voyager’s Quest?” he asked after a long pause.
 
   “Unless you know another Xandris from somewhere,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   “But how . . . I mean, did you know I was me when you were talking to me in game?”
 
   “After I ran into you at the café I did,” I admitted guiltily.
 
   “And you still let your friends do all of that crap to me?” he asked, sounding a bit mad.
 
   At that point, I knew this wouldn’t go as well as I had hoped. In my mind, he’d say “Oh yay, I’m so glad the girl I’m friends with online and the girl I like in real life are the same person! Problem solved.”
 
   Of course, things never go quite that perfectly, do they? And sitting on the diving board with the fire alarm ringing in the background while we waited to be arrested, I wondered if we would really be able to get everything resolved in the short time we had together.
 
   “I was awful. I can admit that. And I shouldn’t have let Tawny do all of those horrible things to you. Instead of running around trying to make it better after she locked you in a closet or dumped her food on you, I should've stopped her from doing it in the first place. I realize that,” I said, trying to make him understand how much I meant everything I was saying.
 
   I may have been the world’s biggest coward outside of the game, but I was working on it, and I thought I deserved some brownie points for that at least.
 
   “So all of those times I was asking Xandris for advice about you, I was just talking to . . . you?”
 
   “Elite Cheerleader,” I said timidly, raising my hand.
 
   “Huh,” was his response, his hand rubbing the back of his neck again.
 
   We were both silent for another moment, listening to the fire alarm and trying to figure out what to say next.
 
   “I hope you’re not too mad at me,” I said meekly. “I really would have told you, I just had some stuff to figure out first. And I promise I did try to keep Tawny away from you, but for some reason she went after you with more fervor than I’ve ever seen her possess. It was kind of weird.”
 
   “Seriously, Reagan? That’s your excuse for letting your friend torture me? You had some ‘stuff to figure out’?”
 
   His words weren’t biting like I had expected them to be. Honestly, he just sounded kind of resigned. But hearing how he actually felt about the situation after imagining him forgiving me a million times in my head was the killing shot.
 
   “It sounds bad when I say it like that, but I swear, I never meant to hurt you! I hated myself every time I let Tawny pick on you.”
 
   “I’m not helpless, Reagan. I could have handled Tawny on my own,” he explained, not looking at me anymore. Now his eyes were trained on the teal water that cast patterns across the face I had grown so fond of. “It bothers me that my best friend would let that happen.”
 
   “Best friend?” I asked, not following. Surely he meant best online friend . . . Though, I guess if I were being honest, he was my best friend too. I just never wanted to admit that my best friend was someone I didn’t even know for the first few years of our friendship.
 
   “I’m sure this solidifies in your book that I’m a sad nerd, but Xandris was my best friend. Hands down.”
 
   Was. He’d said was his best friend.
 
   “Parker, I don’t think you’re a nerd . . . I mean . . . not in a bad way,” I pleaded, trying to make him understand and feeling terrified that I had suddenly lost the only true friend I had.
 
   Way to nerf your own relationship, Reagan.
 
   “Great, that makes me feel better,” he said sarcastically, standing up from the diving board and walking away from me.
 
   I followed quickly behind him, not letting him off the hook that easily. He was my best friend and I’d wear him down with apologies until he had to forgive me.
 
   I’m aware that sounded a little creepy and desperate, but living a double life and being secretly in love with a nerd had kind of turned me into a creepy, desperate person.
 
   “Parker you have to believe me! I really like you. Like, a lot. I never wanted to hurt you and it would kill me if our friendship was over because I messed up.”
 
   “I don’t think it would kill you,” he mumbled, almost sounding like he was giving in even though I knew I had a long way to go to make up for everything.
 
   “You’re my best friend too,” I told him quietly. “You always have been. Every day, even before you got here, I couldn’t wait to get home to talk to you. Whenever Tawny was rude to me or I felt like a despicable human being, I’d think to myself, ‘At least I can talk to Parker tonight and he’ll make me feel better.’ I’ve never had someone like that in my life, Parker. You didn’t care that I was a mean, horrible person, you just told me I could change.”
 
   “In my defense, I didn’t know we were talking about you, since you left that little detail out of our conversations about Elite Cheerleader,” he said.
 
   “And I’m sorry about that. But please be that boy again—the one who sees that even though I did horrible things, I’m not a horrible person. I can change. And I have . . . because of you.”
 
   I had to make him see. There was no way I was losing a friend who actually cared about me over something as stupid as this. Okay, fine, he was totally justified in hating me, but that didn’t matter—I had to get him to forgive me.
 
   “I’m a ‘bind on pickup’ friend,” I told him with a smile, reaching out and taking his arm. “You can’t get rid of me even if you want to.”
 
   “Don’t try to get out of this by talking nerdy to me,” he threatened, though I almost saw a hint of a smile on his face.
 
   Almost.
 
   “Parker, please forgive me,” I pleaded one last time, thinking that maybe this night wouldn’t end so badly after all . . . Until the flashlights cut through the darkened room and I heard the shouts of policemen telling us to put our hands in the air.
 
   I guess my foray into the popular world hadn’t exactly ended perfectly, given the handcuffs that were soon secured around my wrists, but I still had time to set things right, even if it meant getting in trouble along with Tawny.
 
   I’d just have to hope that Parker could rez me after I sacrificed myself for the team.
 
   Or that he’d even want to.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   21. A Night Full of Win
 
   I’m not sure how a night in jail is supposed to go, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t supposed to be quite so awkward.
 
   I should rephrase: I was sure it wasn’t supposed to be so socially awkward, as I profusely apologized to the boy who couldn't get away from me (you know . . . since he was locked in a cell and everything).
 
   Parker and I weren’t exactly dangerous criminals, so we’d been placed in overnight holding cells right next to each other and separated by metal bars. Boys on one side, girls on the other.
 
   I’d given my photos and videos to the police officers for review and told them that although the evidence pointed to Parker, he didn’t have anything to do with the school vandalism. The empty spray-paint cans in his locker definitely seemed to suggest otherwise, but there was one thing Tawny and her herd of bimbos hadn’t counted on—fingerprinting. That word completely made my day.
 
   I readily admitted to the police officers that the whole prank had been my idea, even though I hadn’t been too thrilled with actually executing it. They seemed to at least appreciate that I would turn myself in. I was sure they still wouldn’t go easy on me, but at least I could feel good about admitting my guilt.
 
   They seemed to believe me about Parker as well, but they kept him overnight anyway, to make sure his story checked out with mine, I guessed. So we sat, side by side on the floor of our cells, Parker trying to ignore my pleas and me trying desperately to get him to forgive me.
 
   Poor boy.
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, Tawny’s been torturing me my whole life . . . so we’re sort of in the same boat,” I offered.
 
   “Then I’m jumping ship,” he said, looking over at me seriously.
 
   “Parker, please—” I began again.
 
   “Oh my gosh. How about I’ll forgive you if you stop saying, ‘Parker please forgive me’,” he said in exasperation.
 
   “I’ll take that,” I said quickly. “I’ll take the ‘forgiving out of annoyance’ card. That’s what I was going for anyway.”
 
   I smiled over at him tentatively, hoping he’d return the smile.
 
   He did.
 
   Sort of.
 
   “I do hope you actually forgive me though. Because I really am sorry.”
 
   “I’m okay with it all . . . sort of . . . I just have to figure out if I told you anything too embarrassing about yourself when I didn’t know you were you . . . if that made any sense at all.”
 
   “All you did was make me realize I didn’t have to hide behind fake popularity to be happy in high school.”
 
   “Were you ever really happy when you were popular, though? I mean, really?”
 
   “I felt like I was safe from being taunted, that’s for sure, but I was never happy ruining people’s lives with Tawny,” I admitted. “But I never felt like I was brave enough to . . . I don’t know . . . I don’t know if I have an excuse for how I acted.”
 
   “Well, it’s a little weird that you never told me who you were, and one day down the road when you try to win an argument, I’ll pull that fact out as a ‘win 1 fight for free’ card, but for now, I think I can get over it,” Parker said.
 
   He was so forgiving, but really, it had taken him long enough! I’d been sweating bullets since the police brought us in. And oddly enough, that fact had more to do with the possibility that I might have lost my best friend and absolutely nothing to do with the being arrested thing.
 
   Okay, it had a little to do with being arrested.
 
   “I can’t believe you were Xandris this whole time,” he finally said with a smile. “I should have known. You sounded the same, you went to the Lights concert, and you knew who Felicia Day was. What cheerleader is that tapped in to nerd culture?”
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t do the best job of hiding my inner nerd, did I?” I asked.
 
   “You should have been meaner. Then I never would have believed you.”
 
   I laughed at his statement, thinking it probably wasn’t true. He tried to see the good in everyone.
 
   “Your avatar kind of looks like you, actually,” Parker said with a laugh, garnering an odd look from some of the other people in his cell.
 
   “Minus the pointy ears, right?” I joked.
 
   “Yeah. Minus that.”
 
   “Do you see now why I was such a spaz when Kaydinn recognized my voice at your house?”
 
   “I just thought you were so blown away by my kissing that you had to leave my presence,” he said in a mock cocky voice.
 
   “Yeah, that was the real reason,” I agreed, pressing my face against the cold metal bars and giving him a quick kiss on the cheek.
 
   He turned his head quickly so that our lips met, and for the first time, I kissed Parker without feeling bad about hurting him or guilty about my double life. I reached my arms through the bars to place my hands on his shoulders as I kissed him, ignoring the hard metal between us that was definitely hurting my cheeks.
 
   He kept one hand on the cheek Tawny had bruised and the other on my waist, being deceptively suave for a nerd, and I allowed myself to revel in the feeling of his lips against mine.
 
   “No touching!” one of the guards yelled, hitting the cell bars loudly and scaring us apart.
 
   I smiled over at Parker, whose face was flushed from our intense jail cell kiss.
 
   We were such rebels.
 
   “Too bad I’m stuck in this cell—I’m just so blown away by your kissing right now,” I joked.
 
   “Not cool,” he answered, fixing his glasses that had slid down his face and grinning irrepressibly.
 
   “When do you think they’ll bring The Squad in for questioning?” I asked, suddenly curious and hoping I wouldn’t be sharing a cell with Tawny.
 
   “Honestly, I think they might be sending people out to their houses right now.”
 
   “I definitely gave them enough evidence. I have pictures and video of Tawny and the other girls vandalizing the school.”
 
   “I’m all for you breaking away from the plastic brigade and everything, but I’m surprised you’re doing it in such an extreme way,” he told me, reaching through the bars and lacing his fingers through mine. Apparently the “no touching” rule hadn’t phased him that much.
 
   My heart gave a little flutter at this gesture but I didn’t say anything, not wanting to shake his new resolve to forgive me for my sins.
 
   “I wanted to make sure no one else was going to get hurt by Tawny and her psychosis . . . unless, of course, all I’ve done is make her even more angry so now she’ll be worse.”
 
   “I don’t know—community service should teach her a thing or two, I’d hope.”
 
   “You can always hope, right?”
 
   We both fell silent again, and I had to wonder what school would be like now that I’d be on the other end of the popularity spectrum. Would Parker’s friends really accept the girl who had tortured them for so long? I hadn’t exactly been the nicest person in the world.
 
   Maybe once they saw Tawny being awful to me, they’d know I was officially on their side. They might even like me more, since as long as I was around, Tawny would always focus her efforts on making me miserable rather than them. I could only hope they’d accept me. I’d hate to be an outcast to every single clique in high school.
 
   If that did end up being the case, I guess I could form my own little guild with Parker. We would be happy with just the two of us in our nerd heaven.
 
   It was what we were good at.
 
   “Parker?” I asked.
 
   His head was leaning back against the concrete wall and his eyes were closed, though his fingers were still wound around mine.
 
   “Yeah?” he asked, sounding far away as he drifted in and out of sleep.
 
   I wanted to thank him for making me brave enough to stand up to Tawny. I wanted to thank him for making it okay for me to be myself. I wanted to thank him for finding something good in me when I was convinced that I was all bad.
 
   But there were never enough words right when you needed them, and all I could think of to say was a simple, “Thank you for seeing me.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   22. /G Quit
 
   I knew it was impossible for everything to work out perfectly when there were so many loose ends to tie up, but besides being forced to do community service with the rest of The Squad, everything actually ended up much better than I could have hoped for.
 
   Because I had turned myself in and had given the police the evidence linking the rest of The Squad to the crime, I’d gotten fewer community service hours than the rest of the girls. I would've felt guilty about that fact, but helping them get away from Tawny’s controlling clutches more than made up for it, I thought.
 
   Tawny had managed to get c[bookmark: _GoBack]ommunity service inside of a nice office building rather than picking up trash on the side of the road like the rest of us. I was sure her parents had something to do with that arrangement, but I was completely fine with it. It meant that, thanks to a rather fortuitous development, I’d never have to see Tawny again.
 
   For all of the time I’d spent stressing over how Tawny would treat me when I got back to school, I hadn’t expected her parents to pull her from our school and transfer her to a private boarding school, claiming that the influence of The Squad wasn’t good for her delicate young mind.
 
   That was a huge lie, but I didn’t protest it in the slightest. Anything that got Tawny away from me and the rest of the student body was definitely fine in my book.
 
   Another huge perk that I hadn’t quite expected was the disbanding of The Squad. Our principal was shocked by the many years of hazing details I’d saved up to tell him, and he immediately suspended the cheerleading program indefinitely.
 
   This was my final gift to the students I had tortured for so many years. I could say I was sorry all day long, but until I did something to make up for my horrible behavior, they were just words. Luckily, getting rid of the league of extraordinary plastics was high on everyone’s priority list, and I became something of a hero for being the person responsible for the end of an era.
 
   I was fine with that.
 
   It was much better to be loved for being a good person than to be sort of respected because people were scared of you, right?
 
   Parker and I had gotten past all of the weirdness that accompanied my big reveal (after several long talks and me repeatedly promising him that there were no more skeletons in my closet) and now we were happily gaming together, not caring that we were probably the world’s biggest nerd couple.
 
   Since we’ve been being more honest with each other . . . I began, letting my text box fade away.
 
   If by “being more honest” you mean revealing your inner stalker and completely giving up your pride to date a nerd? Parker asked.
 
   Yeah . . . that, I responded with a laugh. I want you to know that I like you. A lot, I finished, sounding like a five-year-old.
 
   It wasn’t like it was a huge secret that we liked each other, especially now that we were dating, but I wanted to tell him outright. I wanted to put it into words after making his life miserable for so long.
 
   Well, I like you too. But I don’t love you, because love is for girls and girls are dis-gus-ting!
 
   Did you really just quote “Drop Dead Fred” to me? I asked.
 
   You bet I did!
 
   You really know how to woo a girl, don’t you Parker? I asked sarcastically . . . not that he could really sense sarcasm through text, but I was sure he’d get my point.
 
   Hey, if I can snag Elite Cheerleader, then anything is possible, right? he asked, still using the nickname even though I had told him it was officially retired.
 
   That didn’t stop him.
 
   He’d call me Elite Cheerleader all day at school, earning me odd looks from his group of nerd friends I was quickly growing to like. They had been a bit wary around me at first, not sure that a member of The Squad could change camps so quickly, but Parker explained that I had always been on their side, and that I had been on a super-secret quest to infiltrate the ranks of the plastics. They seemed to accept this explanation without question, for which I was grateful.
 
   So, you’ll never guess what happened, Parker typed.
 
   Would you just get on the voice chat channel? No one else is logged in, I typed, tired of not actually talking to him.
 
   We could just call each other, but it somehow felt like that was violating some gaming rule.
 
   “Is this better, Your Highness?” he asked.
 
   “Much,” I answered. “So, what is this shocking news?”
 
   “Sovay left the guild,” he said.
 
   “What? Why would she leave? That’s bizarre.”
 
   “I thought so too, so I hacked her account.”
 
   “Parker! You can’t do that! I’m pretty sure you’re going to get permabanned for that.”
 
   “Not if they don’t find out . . . I’m talking about you, snitch,” he joked.
 
   “Hey, I’m only a snitch when it helps other people! Anyway, what did you find out? Is she actually a celebrity or something?”
 
   “Well . . . sort of . . . if Tawny is a celebrity.”
 
   “Wait, what?” I asked, too shocked to actually believe what I had just heard.
 
   “Sovay’s login is Tawny’s e-mail address,” he said, completely dropping a bomb on me.
 
   “There’s no way Tawny plays Voyager’s Quest. I mean, absolutely no way,” I said, trying to emphasize every word so that he knew how crazy the idea was.
 
   “Trust me, I didn’t believe it either, but it kind of makes sense.”
 
   “How does that make sense?” I asked, trying to remember if there were any clues that would suggest Tawny was just as much of a nerd as me.
 
   I guess Sovay was never on when I knew Tawny was out and about, so their timelines matched up, but I couldn’t believe that she played the game.
 
   Not just played the game, in fact, but played it like a pro.
 
   She had a character at level cap and understood every intricacy of raiding. That kind of game knowledge only came from someone who spent a great deal of time online.
 
   “Didn’t you say she had some sort of personal vendetta against me?” Parker asked.
 
   “She definitely went after you more than she’s ever gone after a nerd before,” I admitted.
 
   “I think she knew who I was when I moved to the school and she was afraid I’d out her,” he said gleefully.
 
   “Just like I was?” I asked.
 
   “Exactly! But you weren't as evil as her so you didn’t do anything about it, whereas she tried to get me out of the school by torturing me.”
 
   As weird as it was to admit, Parker had a very good point, and suddenly I could see the scenario becoming more than just a far-fetched idea.
 
   Tawny was a total nerd gamer!
 
   If only she didn’t care about her reputation so much, we could all actually get along!
 
   “That kind of explains why she was so freaked out about me not hating you. Maybe she thought you had told me her secret and we were both going to bring her down together,” I suggested.
 
   “She was pretty mad at you for no apparent reason. I bet that was it.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll try to contact us in game?” I asked, wondering if I had seen the last of the evil Tawny after all.
 
   “Probably not,” he admitted. “But if I ever see her in a city, I’ll /wave at her. I’m not a completely heartless monster.”
 
   “How noble of you,” I joked.
 
   “I’m nothing if not noble. It’s in my character’s backstory.”
 
   “You’re such a nerd,” I told him. “And I don’t know if I’ll ever believe that Tawny is a gamer who just happened to be in our guild. I mean, really? What are the odds?”
 
   “Pretty slim, but the evidence speaks for itself,” he said with assurance in his voice.
 
   “I hope she is, because that would be poetic.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I don’t know—it would make her seem more human,” I said, as my character jumped from mountain ledge to mountain ledge, trying to follow Parker’s avatar to the cabin on the mountaintop that was supposed to be impossible to get to until they enabled the use of flying mounts in this zone in the next expansion.
 
   “We have to get a screenshot of us up here so Kaydinn will finally believe me when I tell him I can get to the top of the mountain,” Parker said triumphantly when we finally reached the top.
 
   “We definitely will,” I assured him as I glanced at the picture of the two of us at the Lights concert that I now had framed on my desk. We were both grinning like idiots and trying to keep our cool around the amazing singer, and seeing the photo made me smile.
 
   It was a nice reminder that I was happiest when I was being myself rather than caring what everyone else around me thought.
 
   “Parker?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m glad my boyfriend is such a nerd.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad I ended up with Elite Cheerleader. Best. Loot. Ever.”
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