


ONE
I	can	be	such	an	ass.	I	know	this,	and	yet	I	can’t	seem	to	stop	myself.

The	closer	we	get	to	the	graveyard,	the	tighter	Emily	squeezes	my	arm.	“So
this	 is	 it.”	 I	 lower	 my	 voice.	 “The	 site	 of	 the	 infamous	 Singer	 School
murders.”

The	 air,	 chilly	 from	 a	 rain	 shower	 earlier	 tonight,	 smells	 like	 moss	 and
damp	 dirt.	 With	 a	 full	 moon	 casting	 shadows	 across	 the	 crumbling
tombstones,	this	location	looks	straight	out	of	a	horror	movie.	Perfect.

“If	there	ever	was	such	a	thing	as	a	haunted	place”—I	say	it	softly	so	she
leans	closer—“this	would	be	a	sure	bet.”

Okay,	so	maybe	it’s	not	the	nicest	place	to	bring	a	newbie,	but	visiting	the
Singer	graveyard	is	practically	a	rite	of	passage	at	our	school.	Hell,	most	of
my	script	comes	from	Marcus’	annual	hazing	of	the	freshman	football	team.
And	 Jake	 used	 the	 same	 tour	 when	 he	 dragged	 half	 the	 JV	 baseball	 roster
through	here	last	Halloween.	I	can’t	help	it	if	I	prefer	the	company	of	women.

I	tow	Emily	through	the	gate.

“This	 cemetery’s	most	 famous	 residents	 are	William	 and	Mary	Singer.”	 I
keep	my	voice	 fluid	 and	monotone.	Marcus	 says	 it	 gives	 the	words	 a	more
ominous	feel.	“I’m	sure	you	learned	all	about	them	when	you	enrolled.	They
founded	our	school.	”

Emily	 stares	 up	 at	 me	 with	 Muppet	 eyes,	 but	 doesn’t	 answer.	 My	 arm
snakes	around	her	waist.	Her	heart	races	through	her	thin	T-shirt,	and	I	almost
feel	 sorry	 for	 her.	Almost.	When	 she’s	 pressed	 against	me,	 it’s	 hard	 to	 feel
anything	but	those	curves.

“William	 Singer	 owned	 Singer	 Enterprises.	He	was	 a	wealthy	 oil	 tycoon
who	 grew	 up	 in	 foster	 care.	When	 he	 and	 his	wife	 couldn’t	 have	 children,
they	decided	 to	 start	 a	philanthropic	boarding	school	 for	kids	 from	 troubled
homes.”	 I’m	 rolling	 through	 my	 speech,	 smoother	 than	 a	 tour	 guide	 on	 a
Disneyland	ride.

We’re	twenty	feet	into	the	tombstones	when	I	point	out	a	small	building	in
the	 distance.	 “The	 story	 goes	 that	Mary	died	 exactly	where	 her	mausoleum



stands	 today,	 when	 her	 skull	 was	 crushed	 after	 she	 was	 thrown	 from	 her
horse.”

My	 face	 dips	 toward	 Emily’s	 like	 I’m	 sharing	 a	 secret.	 “William	 was
heartbroken.	He	 spent	 the	 next	 five	 years	mourning	 her	 and	 expanding	 the
school	 that	was	so	important	 to	her.	They	say	he	lost	his	mind	when	he	lost
his	heart.”	I	love	that	line.	Came	up	with	it	myself.

When	 Emily	 cranes	 her	 neck	 to	 look	 at	 the	mausoleum,	 I	 brush	my	 lips
against	 her	 ear.	 “At	 exactly	 8:00	 p.m.	 every	 night,”	 I	whisper,	 “Mr.	 Singer
would	 leave	 his	 estate	 home	 and	 walk	 down	 Rucker	 Road,	 on	 that	 same
gravel	path	that	stretches	between	the	chapel	and	Mary’s	tomb.	For	five	years,
he	visited	her	vault	every	evening	to	say	good	night	to	his	sweetheart.”

Emily	slowly	twists	her	head	back	toward	me.	I	can	see	a	wad	of	chewing
gum	 in	 the	 side	 of	 her	 open	mouth.	 She	 grips	 the	 front	 of	my	T-shirt	with
trembling	hands.

And	the	award	for	outstanding	actor	in	a	dramatic	role	goes	to	…	me.

“Until	 that	 fateful	 night	 when	 William	 entered	 Mary’s	 tomb	 to	 kiss	 the
nameplate	outside	her	crypt,	never	realizing	it	would	be	his	 last	night	…	on
this	 side	 of	 the	 wall.”	 Now	 all	 that’s	 missing	 is	 organ	music	 and	 a	 far-off
howling.

Emily	swallows	hard.	“Talan?”	She	grabs	my	bicep	like	it’s	a	life	preserver.
“I	think	I	want	to	go	back	now.”

Oh	come	on,	I	haven’t	even	started	my	grand	finale	…

“Of	course.”	I	run	my	fingertips	down	her	arms	and	feel	goose	bumps.	“I
just	have	one	more	spot	to	show	you,	and	then	we’ll	leave.”

My	hand	presses	on	her	 lower	back	to	veer	her	 toward	the	remains	of	 the
burned-out	chapel,	but	the	girl	isn’t	budging.	Sometimes	I’m	too	talented	for
my	 own	 good.	 I	 push	 her	 a	 little,	 but	 her	 feet	 are	 set	 firmer	 than	 the
headstones	in	the	ground.	I	give	up.	I’m	manipulative,	but	I’m	no	bully.	I	can
improvise.

I	nod	to	the	ruins.	“See	there?”	She	blinks	sidelong	at	the	chapel	remnants.
“William	Singer	was	murdered	 in	 that	 chapel.	 It’s	been	almost	 two	decades
and	 it’s	 still	 a	 mystery.	 Legend	 says	 that	 Mr.	 Singer	 handpicked	 seven
students	to	form	a	mysterious	society.	They	wore	hooded	cloaks	and	no	one



knew	their	identities	or	purpose.	He	trusted	them	with	all	kinds	of	secrets	and
treasures,	but	they	ended	up	murdering	him	for	his	money.	On	a	warm	March
night,	they	ambushed	him	and	bashed	his	head	with	a	heavy	stone.	Maybe	the
very	headstone	you’re	standing	on.”

Emily	jumps	off	the	grave	marker	for	Eliza	Becker	1850–1860.

Sensitive	guy	that	I	am,	I	gather	her	into	a	hug.	“The	students	got	trapped	in
a	 fire	 they	 lit	 to	 hide	 the	 evidence.	 They	 ended	 up	 dying	 right	 along	 with
William	Singer	…	right	where	those	ruins	stand	today.”

With	 a	 blank	 expression,	 Emily	 turns	 and	 stares	 at	 the	 skeleton	 of	 the
chapel.	 I	can’t	 see	her	 face,	but	 I’m	betting	 it’s	as	white	as	 the	moon	about
now.	 I	 coil	 my	 arms	 around	 her	 waist	 and	 rest	 my	 chin	 on	 her	 shoulder.
Despite	my	attempts	at	cuddling,	she’s	rigor-mortis	stiff.

I	whisper	in	her	ear,	“The	weird	thing	is—”

I	stop	and	wait	for	her	to	turn	around.	Slowly,	she	twists	inside	my	embrace
and	stares	up,	hungry	for	me	to	finish.	Her	bottom	lip	quivers	in	anticipation.

Here	we	go.	Grand	Finale:

“—there	were	only	five	bodies	discovered	with	Mr.	Singer’s.	Which	means
two	members	of	the	secret	society	were	never	found.”	I’m	about	to	bring	it	all
home	when	Emily	takes	off	running.

Damn.	Didn’t	 see	 that	 coming.	 Usually	 they	 beg	 to	 get	 out	 of	 there	 and
hang	on	me	the	whole	trek	back.

I	bolt	after	her.	It’s	almost	curfew	and	the	cemetery	is	off-limits	to	students.
Not	to	mention	that	the	headmaster’s	house	is	just	down	the	road	from	here.	If
Emily	gets	 lost	or	 caught,	 it’s	 an	 infraction	 for	both	of	us.	 I	 already	have	a
curfew	violation,	and	I	just	got	off	probation	for	my	grades.

The	two	of	us	reach	campus	at	the	same	time.	“Whoa,	Emily.	Slow	down.
It’s	just	a	story,	relax.”

She	steps	toward	me,	huffing	and	coughing.	“Sorry,”	she	says,	all	breathy,
“but	 you	 scared	 the	 crap	 out	 of	 me.”	 Emily	 giggles	 in	 a	 pitch	 that	 would
bother	 dogs,	 and	 my	 shoulders	 creep	 towards	 my	 ears.	 “I	 started	 thinking
maybe	you	were	one	of	the	missing	students,”	she	says.



My	 face	 crumples.	 She	 obviously	 wasn’t	 listening	 very	 carefully	 to	 my
lines.	 “It	 happened	 almost	 twenty	 years	 ago.	 That	 would	 make	 me,	 like,
thirty-eight	years	old.”

“Oh	 yeah.”	 She	 giggles	 again.	When	 she	 snorts	 as	 an	 encore,	 her	 curves
lose	some	of	their	appeal.

The	 clock	 tower	 bongs	 eleven	 times,	 warning	 me	 it’s	 now	 past	 curfew.
Damn.	Is	a	quick	hookup	worth	a	month’s	detention?	Probably.

But	another	detention	means	I’d	be	benched	for	 the	first	 football	game	of
the	season.	No	way	I	want	to	be	riding	the	pine	for	the	Oakland	game.	I	love
playing	linebacker.	But	I	also	love	women.	Talk	about	a	moral	dilemma.

Emily	 takes	 a	 step	 closer	 and	 bats	 her	 eyes	 at	 me,	 running	 a	 purple
fingernail	 up	my	 arm.	 I’m	 about	 to	 surrender	when	 her	 finger	 lands	 on	 the
scar	 on	 my	 bicep.	 She	 traces	 the	 bumpy	 T	 with	 her	 finger.	 “Is	 the	 T	 for
Talan?”	she	asks.	“The	gangs	in	my	old	neighborhood	did	that	too.”

I	backpedal	a	few	steps.	“Well,	it’s	already	a	couple	minutes	past	curfew.”

Her	head	tilts	and	her	eyebrows	scrunch	together	like	I’m	throwing	away	a
winning	lottery	ticket.	I	 take	another	step	backward	and	nod	my	head	in	the
direction	 of	 my	 student	 home.	 “I	 should	 probably	 get	 back	 before	 I’m
busted.”

When	she	snaps	her	gum,	it	hits	me	like	a	starting	gun.	I	spin	around	and
take	off	running.	Ignoring	her	calls,	I	race	past	the	library	and	over	the	soccer
fields.	 Weaving	 through	 the	 park,	 dodging	 playground	 equipment	 and
hurdling	bushes,	I’m	making	record	time	when	I	finally	reach	my	yard.

Light	forces	itself	through	the	back	door,	but	no	one’s	inside	the	kitchen.	I
jiggle	 the	 knob	 quietly.	 It’s	 already	 locked.	 Dang.	 Mom	 Shanahan	 must
already	be	starting	room	checks.	If	only	I	left	my	window	open.

I	race	around	the	side	yard	to	Marcus’	room	and	see	Mom	Shanahan	in	the
doorway	 talking	 to	him.	There’s	no	way	 I’m	going	 to	sneak	 into	any	of	 the
rooms	on	this	side	of	the	house.	She’ll	catch	me	for	sure.	I	creep	around	the
south	wall	instead,	ducking	under	the	window	where	Mr.	Shanahan	sits	filling
out	paperwork	in	his	office.	No	way	I’ll	get	in	here,	either.	I’m	left	with	only
one	option.



There’s	a	single	bedroom	on	the	opposite	side	of	the	house.	If	I	can	climb	in
that	window,	it’d	be	fairly	easy	to	slip	out	of	the	room	and	into	the	basement.
I	could	pretend	I	was	in	the	bathroom	down	there	the	whole	time.	It’s	perfect.
It’s	also	the	last	place	Mom	Shanahan	would	suspect	me	of	sneaking	in.	I	race
around	the	backyard	and	peek	through	the	glass.

Delaney	is	already	sleeping.	Of	course.

Her	 bed	 is	 right	 beneath	 the	 window.	 She’s	 stretched	 out	 under	 a	 white
sheet	with	her	back	to	me,	all	smooth	and	curved	like	a	snowdrift.

I	tap	on	the	glass.	“Delaney.	Open	up	the	window.	It’s	Talan.”

Laney	 rolls	 over,	 half	 asleep.	 She	 glances	 at	 the	 window	 and	 jumps	 up,
clutching	the	sheet	to	her	chest.	When	she	recognizes	me,	angry	lines	gather
between	her	big	brown	eyes.	Lifting	one	arm,	she	yanks	the	drapes	closed	on
my	face.

“Very	funny.”	My	voice	rises	above	a	whisper.	“C’mon.	Please,	Laney.	Let
me	in	before	I	get	caught.”

I	 peek	 through	 a	 break	 in	 her	 curtains.	 She	 lies	 back	 down,	 pulling	 the
covers	over	her	head.

“I’m	not	leaving	until	you	let	me	in.	Please	…	you’re	my	last	chance.”

Delaney	 sits	 up	 slowly,	 unclenches	 her	 fists,	 and	 swings	 the	 drapes	 open
again.	Her	slitted	eyes	tell	me	my	last	chance	isn’t	looking	too	good.

“Please?”	I	plead	with	folded	hands.	“If	you	help	me	out,	I’ll	owe	you.	I’ll
do	whatever	you	want.	You	won’t	be	sorry.”

I	give	her	my	best	pouty	look	and	she	rolls	her	eyes.	Still,	she	reaches	over,
unlocks	the	window,	and	scoots	back	to	make	room	for	me.	I	climb	over	the
sill	and	slither	onto	her	bed.

“Hurry	 and	 shut	 the	 window,”	 she	 whispers.	 “It’s	 freezing	 in	 here	 now,
thanks	to	you.”

I	can’t	help	myself.	I	glide	my	hand	over	her	sheets.	“I	know	how	we	can
warm	it	up.”

“Please	 tell	me	 it’s	by	setting	you	on	 fire.”	Laney	pushes	my	 legs	off	 the
side	 of	 her	 bed.	 “Move.	 Now.	 You’re	 getting	 mud	 all	 over	 my	 clean
comforter.”



Her	voice	is	irritated.	If	she	tells	on	me	now,	I’ll	lose	my	starting	position
for	sure.	Time	to	work	the	charm.	I	bump	my	shoulder	into	hers	and	flash	my
trademark	 dimples.	 “Why	 are	 you	 in	 such	 a	 hurry	 to	 get	 rid	 of	 me?	 You
should	 enjoy	 me	 while	 you	 can.	 When	 you	 get	 chosen	 for	 the	 Pillars
tomorrow,	you’ll	hardly	get	to	see	me	anymore.”

“If	I	get	chosen.”	She	climbs	around	me	to	the	end	of	her	bed.	“Don’t	jinx
me.”

I	slide	over	and	sidle	up	to	her	again.	“You’ll	get	picked.	And	then	you’ll
move	 to	Winchester	House	with	 the	 other	 pampered	 pledges	 and	 forget	 all
about	your	beloved	house-brothers.”

She	chews	on	her	thumbnail,	the	way	she	always	does	when	she’s	nervous.
“There’s	no	guarantee	I’ll	be	chosen.”

“Gimme	a	break,”	I	say.	“All	that	volunteering	and	studying	and	leadership
crap?	 You’re	 a	 sure	 thing.	 They’ll	 probably	 retire	 your	 halo	 in	 the	 Singer
School	Trophy	Case.”

Her	lips	compress	to	a	faded	hyphen.	“Get	outta	my	room,	you	jackash.”

“Jackash,”	I	snicker.	“I	love	that.	I’m	going	to	miss	that	dorkiness.	The	way
you	won’t	 curse.	The	way	you	blush	whenever	Marcus	 talks	 about	 sex.	No
drinking,	no	weed,	God	forbid	you	miss	curfew.	You	couldn’t	break	a	rule	if
your	life	depended	on	it,	could	you?”	I	shake	my	head.	“Just	once,	before	you
leave,	I	want	to	hear	you	swear.	C’mon,	do	it	for	me—tell	me	to	fuck	off.”

“I	say	it	to	you	all	the	time	in	my	head,	trust	me.”

“Say	it	out	loud.”

“You’re	ridiculous.	I’m	not	going	to	swear	for	you.”

“You	can’t	do	it,	can	you?”

She	shoves	me	in	the	arm.	“I	definitely	won’t	miss	you	picking	on	me,	you
pain	in	the	asp.”

I	bust	out	laughing	and	have	to	muffle	myself.

Laney	goes	to	whack	me,	but	I	cuff	her	wrist.	Her	other	hand	rises	to	attack
and	 I	 grab	 that	 one	 too.	 “Settle,	 Laney.	 This	 is	 probably	my	 last	 chance	 to
tease	you.”	I	hold	her	arms	apart.	“Don’t	deprive	a	poor	orphan	of	one	of	the
few	pleasures	in	his	life.”



Laney’s	 eyes	 soften.	 That	 always	 gets	 her.	 Laney	 is	 the	 proverbial
tenderhearted-do-gooder.	 She	 must	 get	 it	 from	 her	 mom	 and	 dad.	 The
Shanahans	have	worked	as	houseparents	at	Singer	School	for	almost	twenty-
five	years,	fostering	teenage	boys	no	one	else	wants	for	a	salary	no	one	else
would	put	up	with.

“You	won’t	tell	your	parents,	will	you,	Lane?	Cut	me	a	break	one	last	time
before	you	go.	I	can’t	miss	the	season	opener.	It’s	my	last	chance	to	kick	some
Oakland	ass.”	I	let	her	wrists	go	and	they	drop	to	her	sides.

“You	should	have	thought	of	that	before	you	went	night-crawling.”

“So	will	you	help	me?”

Her	 shoulders	 rise	 and	 fall	 in	 a	 heaping	 sigh.	 “Oh,	 whatever.”	 She’s
frowning.	I’m	not	sure	if	it’s	at	me	or	herself.	“So,	who	was	the	lucky	flavor
of	the	day	this	time?”	She	stands	up.	“Vanessa?	Taylor?	Ashley?”

Laney	moves	in	front	of	me	with	her	hands	on	her	hips,	leaving	me	face-to-
face	with	 her	 chest.	 Delaney	 Shanahan	 is	 a	 brainiac,	 goody-goody	 pain-in-
the-ass,	but	she	has	a	hell	of	a	body	housing	all	that	nerdiness.	It	takes	me	a
second	 to	 remember	 the	 answer	 to	 her	 question.	 “Emily	Dombrose,”	 I	 spit
out.

“The	new	girl?”	She	crosses	her	arms,	blocking	my	view.	“So	you	ran	out
of	desperate	women	and	you’re	preying	on	the	newbies	now?”

“You	know,	Laney,	you	sound	like	you	might	be	jealous.”

Her	mouth	opens	but	it	takes	a	second	for	the	words	to	come	out.	“I	have	a
boyfriend.	Remember?”

“Oh	yeah,	Colon	Le	Douche.”

She	leans	forward,	jutting	her	jaw	centimeters	from	mine.	“Kollin	LeBeau.
And	he’s	awesome.”	I	fight	the	urge	to	look	down	her	shirt.	“You’re	the	one
who	sounds	jealous,	if	you	ask	me.”

The	skin	between	her	eyes	crinkles,	but	she	doesn’t	move	away.	We’re	so
close,	I	can	feel	her	breath	on	my	lips.	We’re	caught	in	a	staring	contest	and	a
game	of	chicken	to	see	who	backs	away	first.	I	try	not	to	get	distracted	by	her
wide	eyes	and	heart-shaped	lips.	I’ve	seen	the	destruction	girls	like	Laney	can
do	to	guys	who	don’t	know	any	better.



I	 go	 on	 offense,	 moving	 a	 centimeter	 closer.	 “Is	 that	 zit	 cream	 on	 your
face?”

Her	hand	flies	to	her	nose,	and	she	draws	back	a	couple	inches.

I	love	to	mess	with	this	girl.

“You	probably	floss	before	bed	too,	don’t	you?	Right	after	you	memorize	a
page	 in	 the	 dictionary	 and	 recite	 your	 prayers.	 Such	 a	waste	 of	 a	 perfectly
good	vagina.”

She	clenches	her	jaw	so	tight	that	her	collar	bones	bulge.	I	win.

“That’s	it.”	Laney	jerks	around	and	points	to	the	door.	“Get	outta	my	room,
you	perv.	I’m	telling.”

So	much	for	winning.	“No.	Don’t!”

She	storms	for	the	door	and	I	leap	up	to	block	her	way.	“Why	shouldn’t	I?”

“Because	you’d	never	hurt	anyone,	not	even	me.	Not	 to	mention	 that	you
love	Singer	School.	You	wouldn’t	want	to	hurt	our	chances	to	beat	Oakland,
would	you?”

“Dang	you!”	She	throws	her	hands	in	the	air.	“Fine.	But	you	owe	me.	And
it	has	to	be	something	big.	Did	you	ever	once	consider	what	would	happen	to
me	if	someone	caught	you	sneaking	out	of	my	room?”

“Your	reputation	would	improve?”

She	pinches	my	arm.

“Ow!”	I	lower	my	voice	and	grab	her	wrist	again.	“You	wouldn’t	get	in	any
trouble.	You’re	 the	 poster	 child	 for	 Singer	 School.	You	 could	 tell	 them	we
were	studying	when	our	clothes	accidentally	fell	off	and	they’d	believe	you.
Plus,	our	houseparents	are	your	parents.	What	do	you	 think	 they’d	do,	kick
you	out?	I’m	the	one	that’d	get	tossed	like	Tuesday’s	trash.”

She	shoves	me	toward	the	door.	“That’s	not	what	I	mean,	and	you	know	it.”
Her	eyes	lock	on	mine.	“I	could	lose	the	Pillars.”

We	reach	for	the	doorknob	at	the	same	time	and	my	hand	lands	over	hers.
I’m	running	out	of	time	here.	I’ve	got	to	get	downstairs	ASAP,	and	I	need	to
know	 for	 sure	 that	 she’ll	 cover	 for	me.	 “Okay,	 okay.	Whatever	you	want.	 I
swear.	You	decide.	Just	let	me	go	now	before	I	get	caught.”



She	hesitates,	then	opens	the	door	a	sliver	and	peeks	out.	She	tiptoes	to	the
end	of	the	hall	and	peers	around	the	corner,	waving	to	me	when	it’s	okay	for
me	to	leave.	I	creep	along	the	wall	to	the	basement	door.

As	I	brush	past	her,	she	whispers	a	reminder.	“You	owe	me	now.”



TWO
The	next	morning	I	sprint	the	whole	way,	but	I’m	still	late.	As	usual.	I	yank
the	auditorium	door	open	and	hesitate.	Everyone	is	shoulder	to	shoulder,	not	a
single	empty	seat	in	sight.

I	hear	a	rowdy	laugh	and	spot	Marcus	in	the	center	of	his	minions.	He	nods
to	me.	Yeah,	thanks	for	saving	a	seat,	bro.

Jake	calls	my	name	from	four	rows	down.	Before	I	take	two	steps,	Alyssa
Hernandez	 waltzes	 up,	 tossing	 her	 long	 hair	 over	 her	 shoulder.	 She	 says
something	to	Jake	and	his	head	nods	like	a	bobblehead.	She	slips	into	the	seat
and	Jake	gives	me	an	apologetic	look	before	he	goes	back	to	grinning	like	an
idiot.

To	my	right,	Jessica	Kingston	waves	frantically	and	points	to	the	seat	next
to	 her.	 I	 pretend	 not	 to	 see	 her;	 I’m	 not	 setting	myself	 up	 to	 let	 that	 crazy
chick	think	I’m	into	her.

Professor	Haney	comes	up	behind	me	and	scoots	me	down	the	aisle	toward
the	front	seats.

I	 spot	 Delaney	 in	 the	 first	 row,	 next	 to	 Kollin.	 Of	 course.	 He	 probably
wanted	to	sit	close	so	he	wouldn’t	have	to	walk	very	far	when	they	called	his
name.	Other	than	Delaney,	Kollin	is	most	likely	to	be	one	of	the	six	students
chosen	as	a	Pillar,	the	biggest	honor	given	to	Singer	students.	He’s	going	to	be
insufferable	when	he	gets	it.

There’s	an	open	spot	in	the	row	behind	them,	a	seat	over	from	Laney.	I	slide
down	the	row	and	poke	her	shoulder.	I	might	as	well	be	nice	since	she	saved
my	butt	last	night.	“Good	luck,	Shanahan.”

“Late	 again,	 huh?”	 She	 gives	 me	 a	 nervous	 smile	 and	 shakes	 her	 head.
“That’ll	teach	you.	Now	you’re	stuck	sitting	up	front	with	us	nerds.”

Kollin	snaps	at	her,	“Speak	for	yourself.”	He	twists	around	to	glare	at	me.
“In	one	hour,	every	student	at	Singer	will	wish	they	were	us.”

I’d	 tell	him	 to	 fuck	off,	but	he’s	 right.	Singer’s	not	your	 typical	boarding
school,	after	all;	 it’s	a	private	school	 for	underprivileged	kids	 from	troubled
homes.	To	most	students	here,	being	selected	as	a	Pillar	is	par	to	winning	the
lottery.	 Pillars	 get	 privileges	 and	 perks	 that	 no	 one	 else	 gets.	 Things	 like



extended	 curfews,	 cell	 phones,	 Skybox	 tickets,	 and	 even	 passes	 to	 leave
campus	 whenever	 they	 want.	 They	 get	 full-ride	 scholarships,	 generous
allowances,	and	private	suites	 in	Winchester	House,	 the	nicest	student	home
on	campus.

Behind	me,	a	group	of	Laney’s	 friends	yell	 to	wish	her	 luck.	She	blushes
and	mouths	thank	you,	then	clasps	her	trembling	hands	in	her	lap.

Headmaster	Boyle	stands	sentinel	on	the	far	right	side	on	the	stage,	his	eyes
trained	 on	 me.	 He	 glowers	 and	 nods	 to	 let	 me	 know	 he	 sees	 me.	 School
doesn’t	 officially	 start	 for	 three	 more	 days,	 and	 he’s	 already	 on	 my	 case.
Boyle	must	suspect	something’s	up	for	me	to	be	sitting	apart	from	my	usual
crowd.	The	guy’s	had	a	permanent	radar	on	me	ever	since	I	blew	up	his	pencil
sharpener	in	fourth	grade.

When	Boyle	 retreats	 to	 the	 podium	and	 recites	 the	 same	 speech	he	 gives
every	 year	 at	 orientation,	 I	 get	 distracted	 by	 the	 soft	 brown	 waves	 in
Delaney’s	 hair.	 My	 eyes	 trace	 a	 sun-streaked	 path	 to	 the	 curled	 ends.	 She
usually	wears	a	ponytail,	but	she	went	all	out	today	with	makeup	and	a	new
dress.

A	crackle	from	the	microphone	diverts	my	attention	back	to	Boyle’s	speech.
“Our	honorable	founders	William	and	Mary	Singer	believed	that	a	child’s	life
should	be	molded	by	his	character	and	aspirations	rather	than	his	limitations.
They	dedicated	 their	 lives	and	fortune	 to	Singer	School,	so	 that	everyone	 in
this	room	could	have	the	resources	and	opportunities	to	achieve	great	things
in	the	world.”

Yep.	Same	speech.

My	eyes	return	to	Laney’s	tanned	shoulders	and	the	yellow	straps	that	hold
her	sundress	up.	It	takes	me	back	to	the	first	time	I	ever	saw	her.

My	 grandma	 motions	 to	 the	 end	 seats	 in	 the	 back	 row	 of	 the	 auditorium.
“Let’s	 sit	 here,	 Tally.”	 She	 hobbles	 into	 the	 aisle,	 struggling	 to	 keep	 her
balance	on	the	sloped	floor.

I	shimmy	into	the	row	and	plead	with	her	again.	“Mom	said	she’s	going	to
get	better	and	come	get	me.	She	says	you’ll	both	get	better	and	I	can	come
home	then.	She	promised.”



Gram	points	to	the	second	chair	over,	and	I	sit.	“You’re	going	to	be	happy
here,	Talan.	This	is	a	wonderful	place	or	I	wouldn’t	put	you	here.”

“But	mom	said—”

She	lowers	herself	into	her	seat	and	pats	my	hand.	“Your	mom	is	sick.	She
needs	help.”

“I	know	what	it	is.	It’s	drugs.”

Gram	brushes	my	shaggy	bangs	out	of	my	eyes.	“You	know	too	much	for	a
seven-year-old.”	 She	 lifts	 my	 chin	 with	 her	 finger.	 “You’re	 better	 off	 here.
They’ll	take	care	of	you	and	give	you	everything	we	can’t.	Nice	clothes,	your
own	room,	toys—”

“I	don’t	care.”	As	 the	principal	begins	his	speech,	 I	 lean	closer	 to	Gram.
“Please	don’t	leave	me	here.”

“I	 have	 to,	 honey.	 I	 can’t	 take	 care	 of	 you	 anymore,	 and	 your	mom	 is	 in
trouble.	This	 is	a	 safe	place	 for	you.	Remember	how	scared	you	were	when
the	police	came?”

I	nod.

“You’ll	be	happy	here.	Give	it	a	chance.”

The	principal	is	saying	big	words	I	don’t	understand.	Gram	is	breathy	and
gray	next	to	me,	and	I	don’t	want	to	argue	and	upset	her.	It’s	hard	enough	for
her	to	be	away	from	her	oxygen	tank.

I	sigh	and	turn	my	head	toward	the	stage.	A	girl	in	the	row	in	front	of	us	is
staring	at	me.	She	must	have	been	listening.

She’s	wearing	a	bright	yellow	sundress,	and	her	hair	is	pulled	tight	into	a
ponytail.	She	looks	cleaner	than	the	girls	I	go	to	Emerson	Elementary	with.	I
can	smell	the	soap	on	her	skin	from	where	I’m	sitting.

I	glare	at	her,	but	she	waves	and	gives	me	a	nervous	smile.	When	I	give	her
the	finger,	she	rolls	her	eyes	and	giggles	at	me.	She’s	pretty	and	perfect	and
happy.

I	never	hated	anyone	so	much	in	my	life.

The	sound	of	clapping	snaps	me	out	of	it.



“Before	we	announce	this	year’s	Pillar	nominees,”	Headmaster	Boyle	says,
“allow	me	to	introduce	the	new	Chairman	of	the	Board	of	Singer	Enterprises
—Stephen	Kane.”

A	slick,	polished	guy	wearing	a	sharp	black	suit	and	perfectly	coiffed	hair
strides	onstage,	waving	 like	a	game	show	host.	Everything	about	 the	guy	 is
shiny:	his	shoes,	his	hair,	his	thick	gold	watch,	even	the	pocket	square	poking
out	of	his	breast	pocket.	He’s	smoother	than	hundred-year-old	Scotch.

A	redheaded	woman	follows	him	onstage,	fingering	her	diamond	necklace
and	scanning	the	audience	before	sitting	in	a	folding	chair	near	the	backdrop.
She	 claps	 twice	 and	 checks	 the	 time	 on	 her	watch	 like	 she’s	 late	 for	 a	 spa
appointment.

For	 a	man	who	 insists	 that	 students	 greet	 adults	with	 strong	 handshakes,
Headmaster	Boyle	 shakes	Mr.	Kane’s	hand	 like	 there’s	poison	 ivy	on	 it.	He
trudges	back	to	his	seat	next	to	the	redhead,	taking	his	stiff	scowl	with	him.

Kane	rests	one	arm	on	the	lectern	and	flashes	a	smile	so	white	I	can	see	it
when	I	close	my	eyes.	“Thank	you,	Matthew.	It’s	an	honor	to	be	here	today.”
His	 chest	 puffs	 out	 as	 if	 he’s	 accepting	 an	Academy	Award.	 “When	 I	 took
over	 as	Chairman	 of	 the	Board	 at	 Singer	Enterprises	 last	 spring,	 I	 took	 the
task	of	selecting	this	year’s	Pillar	pledges	very	seriously.	You	see,	I’m	not	just
an	alumnus	of	Singer	School.	I	was	also	the	first	Pillar	ever	selected,	after	the
heartbreaking	scandal	that	rocked	this	fine	institution.”

Did	 he	 just	 say	 that?	 Although	 everyone	 at	 our	 school	 knows	 about	 the
murder	of	William	Singer,	adults	avoid	the	subject	like	a	scar	you	pretend	you
don’t	notice	on	someone’s	face.	It	seems	strange	to	bring	it	up	on	a	day	when
we’re	supposed	to	be	welcoming	new	students.	No	matter	how	you	word	it,
it’s	pretty	creepy	that	our	school’s	founder	was	murdered	by	some	students	in
a	secret	society.

Kane	 rambles	on.	 “It	was	difficult	 to	 choose	 from	 so	many	 exceptionally
qualified	candidates,	but	I’m	satisfied	I’ve	selected	six	students	that	will	serve
us	very	well	indeed.	In	honor	of	the	new	Pillars	and	recent	changes	at	Singer
Enterprises,	I’ve	taken	it	upon	myself	to	update	the	school’s	motto	to	reflect
more	modern	ideals.”

He	strolls	to	the	side	of	the	stage	and	tugs	on	a	long	rope	hanging	from	the
ceiling.	An	enormous	banner	flops	down,	echoing	through	the	auditorium	as	it



bangs	 the	 floor.	 “Success	 through	 excellence!”	 he	 announces	 with	 a	 self-
satisfied	 smile.	 Several	 people	 clap	 weakly	 and	 I	 wonder	 if	 he	 pulled	 this
lame	motto	off	a	coffee	mug.

Kane	gazes	 around	 the	 crowd	and	 strides	back	 to	 the	podium.	 “This	new
motto	 reminds	 us	 all	 to	 strive	 for	 those	 qualities	 which	 define	 Pillar
excellence.”	 Kane	 reads	 the	 words	 listed	 on	 the	 banner:	 “Pride,	 Passion,
Achievement,	Strength,	Glory,	and	Leadership.”

He	snatches	 the	microphone	out	of	 its	 stand	and	struts	across	 the	 front	of
the	stage	like	a	rock	star.	“I’m	here	to	promise	you,	you	can	expect	a	new	era
of	success	for	Singer	Enterprises	and	for	Singer	School.	We’ve	got	the	energy
and	the	talent	to	lead	the	next	wave	of	movers	and	shakers.	And	you—every
one	of	you—now	has	the	potential	and	backing	to	create	the	kind	of	life	you
deserve.	Excellence	will	be	richly	rewarded	here.”

His	dark,	intense	eyes	sweep	over	the	auditorium,	while	the	reflection	of	his
smile	 bounces	 off	 Professor	 Solomon’s	 bald	 head	 and	 burns	 a	 hole	 in	 my
retinas.

The	guy’s	got	charisma,	I’ll	give	him	that.

“For	 instance,”	he	 says,	 “this	 year	we’re	 expanding	 the	Pillar	 program	 to
include	 additional	 opportunities	 such	 as	 trips	 to	Aspen	 over	 Christmas	 and
Dubai	 over	 the	 summer,	 college	 internships	 at	 the	 Singer	 Enterprises
headquarters,	and	networking	with	famous	celebrities	and	successful	business
leaders.

A	buzz	rises	in	the	audience,	and	Kane	holds	up	one	hand.

“So	without	further	ado”—Kane	pulls	an	index	card	from	his	pocket—“it’s
now	my	great	pleasure	to	announce	the	names	of	the	newest	Pillars.”

Laney’s	back	straightens	and	the	muscles	 in	her	 jaw	lock	in	a	 tight	smile.
She	takes	slow	breaths	as	Kane	reads	the	first	three	names:	“Congratulations
to	…	Kayla	Kaminski,	 Iman	Kabal,	 and	Zack	Hunter.	Would	 the	 first	 three
nominees	please	rise	and	accept	your	certificates?”

A	 surprised	 chatter	 rolls	 through	 the	 crowd.	With	 the	 exception	 of	 Zack,
these	 are	 not	 exceptional	 students.	And	 even	Zack	doesn’t	make	 sense	 as	 a
Pillar.	He’s	full	of	something,	all	right,	but	it	isn’t	excellence.



Laney	 takes	a	sharp	breath	and	holds	 it.	Her	 face	grows	pale.	To	her	 left,
Kollin	mumbles,	“What	the	…	”

“Next,”	 Kane	 reads,	 “I	 have	 chosen	 …	 Samantha	 Mann	 and	 Nick
Robinson.”

If	 I	 had	 a	 drink	 in	 my	 mouth,	 this	 is	 where	 I’d	 spit	 it	 out.	 Mann	 and
Robinson	 are	 notorious	 scumbags.	When	 Samantha’s	 houseparents	 found	 a
stolen	purse	 in	her	 room	last	year,	 she	 lied	and	blamed	 it	on	her	 roommate.
They	 couldn’t	 prove	 which	 girl	 took	 it,	 so	 they	 both	 lost	 privileges	 for	 a
month.

Nick	Robinson	is	even	slimier	than	Samantha.	He	got	caught	selling	weed
on	campus,	then	offered	a	deal	to	the	administration	to	narc	out	everyone	who
bought	 from	 him	 to	 save	 himself	 from	 being	 expelled.	 Any	 community
service	he	listed	on	his	Pillar	application	would	have	been	required	by	court
order.

As	 the	 first	 of	 the	 Pillars	 step	 onstage	 to	 shake	Kane’s	 hand	 and	 receive
their	 awards,	 there’s	 chaos	 in	 the	 crowd.	 I	 look	 around	 the	 room,	 half-
expecting	 it	 to	 be	 some	 kind	 of	 joke.	 Everyone	 reflects	 the	 same	 shocked
expression.	Everyone	but	 the	new	Pillars,	who	gather	onstage	passing	smug
smiles	and	high-fiving	one	another.

Laney	and	Kollin	 stare	at	each	other,	bug-eyed	and	open	mouthed.	 In	 the
surreal	 blur	 of	 announcements,	 I	 realize	 there’s	 only	 one	 Pillar	 left	 to	 be
named.	Which	means	at	least	one	of	them	won’t	make	it.

Kane	returns	to	the	microphone.	“Your	final	Pillar	for	this	school	year	is—”

Laney	pleads	with	her	eyes.

“—Cameron	Moore!”

A	 collective	 gasp	 rises	 at	 the	 same	 time	 Delaney’s	 shoulders	 sink	 like	 a
drop	on	 a	 roller	 coaster.	Cameron	Moore	 is	 so	 shady,	 even	 the	 teachers	 are
shaking	their	heads.

Laney’s	eyes	fill	fast,	and	she	tries	to	blink	away	the	tears.	Her	bottom	lip
quivers	as	 it	 forms	a	plastic	smile.	She	swallows	hard,	holds	her	head	high,
and	claps	for	the	newest	
Pillars.

“That’s	bullshit!”



The	voice	comes	out	of	nowhere.	It’s	angry.	And	defiant.	And	mine.

I’m	on	my	feet	now,	shaking	with	an	anger	I	can’t	explain.	Laney’s	wide,
glassy	eyes	bounce	between	me	and	the	front	stage.	Kane	ignores	my	outburst
and	greets	Cameron	Moore	when	he	walks	to	the	podium.

“Bullshit!”	I	yell	louder.

Headmaster	Boyle	zeroes	his	eyes	on	mine	until	we’re	locked	in	some	kind
of	face-off.	The	corners	of	his	mouth	curl	into	a	strange	smile	and	a	chill	skips
along	my	spine.	I	sneer	at	him,	waiting	for	some	sort	of	explanation	from	the
man	who	constantly	drills	us	about	being	fair	and	honorable.

I’m	 about	 to	 shout	 again	 when	 a	 wrinkled	 hand	 squeezes	 the	 top	 of	 my
shoulder.	“That’s	enough,	Mr.	Michaels!”	Professor	Solomon	grabs	my	collar
and	yanks	me	backward.	“You’re	coming	to	the	office	with	me.”



THREE
I	 don’t	 get	 home	 from	 detention	 until	 after	 six.	Most	 of	my	 housebrothers
have	finished	eating	and	are	doing	 their	chores	 in	 the	kitchen.	Only	Marcus
and	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Shanahan	are	 left	at	 the	dining	room	table,	 finishing	 their
lasagna.

“Well	hello,	Talan,”	Marcus	snickers.	“Where	you	been	all	day?”

I	look	at	my	houseparents	and	say	nothing.	Mom	Shanahan	hates	when	her
boys	 get	 in	 trouble.	 Both	 she	 and	 Dad	 Shanahan	 keep	 eating	 without
acknowledging	me.

Marcus	grins	and	pulls	out	my	chair.	 “Have	a	 seat	 and	 tell	us	about	your
day,	dear.”

I	glance	at	the	table.	Mom	Shanahan	knows	her	lasagna	is	my	favorite	food.
I	move	 closer	 to	 the	Shanahans.	 “I’m	…	 I’m	 sure	 you’ve	 already	heard.”	 I
pull	a	blue	slip	from	my	pocket	and	unfold	it.	“I	spent	the	day	in	detention.”	I
read	from	the	slip:	“	‘For	a	profane	outburst	during	an	assembly.’	”

I	walk	around	 the	chair	 and	 try	 to	hand	 the	 slip	 to	Mom,	but	 she	doesn’t
take	it.	I	fidget	with	the	paper.	Now	what	do	I	do?

“Marcus,	 could	 you	 please	 finish	 your	 dinner	 in	 the	 kitchen?”	 Dad
Shanahan	growls.	“And	close	the	door	behind	you.”

Marcus	 carries	 his	 plate	 into	 the	 next	 room.	The	door	 clicks	 shut	 but	 the
Shanahans	still	don’t	say	anything.	I	can’t	remember	it	ever	being	this	quiet	in
here.	My	eyes	dart	around	 the	room.	Mom	slowly	sips	her	 tea	as	Dad	 takes
another	bite	of	garlic	bread.

The	 skin	 on	 the	 back	 of	my	 neck	 grows	 clammy.	 I	 rock	 back	 and	 forth,
shifting	my	weight	from	foot	to	foot,	waiting	for	the	Shanahans	to	make	the
next	 move.	 It’s	 like	 being	 locked	 in	 solitary	 confinement	 with	 your
executioners.

I	 clear	 my	 throat	 and	mumble,	 “Headmaster	 Boyle	 couldn’t	 suspend	me
since	 classes	 haven’t	 technically	 started,	 but	 I	 lost	 privileges	 until	 school
begins	next	Monday.”

Nothing.	Not	even	a	nod.



My	heart	 speeds	up.	“I’m	sorry,”	 I	blurt	out.	“But	 it	 sucked	 the	way	 they
screwed	your	daughter.	Laney	deserved	 to	be	 a	Pillar	more	 than	 anyone.”	 I
slide	 the	 detention	 slip	 onto	 the	 table	 next	 to	Mom	 Shanahan’s	 plate.	 “I’ll
make	myself	a	sandwich	and	take	it	to	my	room.”

I	 try	to	circle	past	her,	but	she	pulls	out	Laney’s	empty	chair	 to	block	my
path.	When	she	stands	up,	I	cower	at	what’s	coming.	Mom	Shanahan	can	give
a	real	earful.	But	she	doesn’t.	She	puts	her	hand	on	my	shoulder,	presses	me
into	Laney’s	seat,	and	cuts	me	a	massive	piece	of	lasagna.

“What	Principal	Boyle	doesn’t	know	won’t	hurt	him,”	she	whispers.

I	blink	a	few	times.	When	I	finally	look	over	at	Dad,	he	breaks	out	into	this
huge	grin	and	winks	at	me.	My	shoulders	relax	and	I	let	out	a	breath.

It’s	 then	 I	 realize	 I’m	 eating	 off	 of	 Delaney’s	 clean	 plate.	 “So	 where	 is
Laney?	Didn’t	she	eat?”

Mom	 nods	 toward	 the	 doorway.	 “She	 hasn’t	 left	 her	 room	 since	 she	 got
home	 this	 afternoon.	Maybe	 you	 could	 talk	 to	 her	 when	 you’re	 done	 with
chores.”

I	 practically	 choke	 on	my	mouthful.	 “Man,	 she	must	 be	 pretty	 bad	 off	 if
you’re	 sending	 me	 to	 her	 room.	 You’re	 such	 a	 Nazi	 about	 boys	 in	 there.
You’re	going	to	disengage	all	the	booby-traps,	aren’t	you?”

Dad	Shanahan	smiles.	“We	can	turn	off	the	electric	fence	for	one	night.”

After	dinner	and	chores,	I	wash	up	and	knock	on	Laney’s	door.

No	answer.

I	knock	again.

A	shaky	voice	says,	“I	told	you,	I’m	not	hungry.”

“It’s	Talan.	Open	up.”

The	 door	 creaks	 open	 and	 two	 bloodshot	 eyes	 appear.	 “I	 don’t	 feel	 like
seeing	anybody	right	now.”

I	put	my	hand	on	the	doorframe	and	lean	in.	“Your	mom	and	dad	sent	me	to
check	on	you.”

Shock	 waves	 appear	 above	 her	 eyebrows.	 “Without	 a	 chaperone?”	 She
peeks	into	the	hall	and	looks	around.	“No	guard	dog?	Not	even	pepper	spray?



They	must	really	be	worried	about	me.	Tell	them	to	call	off	the	suicide	watch.
I’m	fine.”

“I	know.	But	let	me	in	anyway.”	I	squeeze	past	her	and	wander	around.	“I
want	to	see	what	your	room	looks	like	with	the	lights	on.”

I	lift	an	empty	pint	of	cookie-dough	ice	cream	off	her	desk.	“I	thought	you
weren’t	hungry.”

She	forces	a	half-smile.	“That	was	medicinal.”

“Well	anyhow,	 I’m	sorry	about	 the	Pillars.”	 I	 sit	on	her	bed.	“That	whole
thing	was	bullshit.”

“So	I	heard.”	Her	half-smile	blooms	to	a	full	one.	“The	whole	school	heard,
actually.”	 She	 slides	 next	 to	 me	 on	 the	 mattress.	 “What	 was	 that	 about
anyway?	Were	you	defending	me	or	something?”

“No!	I	…	I	just	hate	Cameron	Moore.”	I	rub	my	neck.	“That	whole	Pillar
thing	is	stupid	to	begin	with.	Why	does	someone	deserve	all	those	perks	just
because	they	get	better	grades	and	suck-up	to	the	teachers?	Why	should	a	kid
like	me	be	penalized	because	I	have	a	learning	disability?”

“How	can	you	 say	 that,	Talan?	 It’s	not	 just	 about	grades.	You	know	how
hard	I	work	organizing	activities	and	volunteering	all	the	time.”

“So?	Anyone	can	volunteer.”

Her	 face	 pinches.	 “Oh?	 Then	 why	 don’t	 you?	 At	 least	 my	 time	 is	 spent
helping	other	kids.	You	get	more	attention	for	running	around	in	a	red	football
jersey	 a	 few	hours	 every	weekend.	The	 jocks	 get	 plenty	 of	 perks	 here,	 and
you	know	it.”

“Geez,	okay	already.”	I	sigh.	“I’m	sorry	I	said	anything.	I’m	just	crabby	I
had	 to	waste	 one	 of	 the	 last	 days	 of	 summer	 stuck	 inside	with	Headmaster
Boyle.”

“Yeah,	well,	you’re	lucky	he	didn’t	suspend	you.”

“He	almost	did.	Mr.	Kane	wanted	him	to,	but	all	Boyle	could	do	was	take
privileges	and	give	me	detention.	Oh,	and	Professor	Solomon	convinced	him
to	put	me	in	his	Ethics	and	Virtues	class,	too.”

“Oh	Shitsu,”	she	says,	gnawing	the	corner	of	her	bottom	lip.
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