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      Kiera was standing at the shore of a lake, surrounded by trees and a small cabin stationed nearby. She was looking up at the sky, appreciating her freedom from school during her last weeks of summer, when she suddenly felt a wave of water wash over her. It wasn’t natural. Someone else was the perpetrator.

      The freezing water came up to splash Kiera in the face again as she turned to see who had attacked her. The cold liquid sent her squealing backward and nearly falling back into the waist-deep lake water she’d been standing in. Before she could slip, the culprit, Ezra, stepped forward and grabbed her to prevent her fall, even though he was the one who had just splashed her. He was laughing, his deepening voice making his chest vibrate as she pushed against him to escape the water fight.

      For a split second, they were inches apart from each other. Their laughter died as Kiera became overly aware of just how close he was, how they could kiss if she inched forward just a little more—

      The pair was enveloped by an unnaturally giant wave that sent both of them tumbling back into the deeper part of the small lake. Kiera lost the sense of which way was up and became immensely grateful for the underwater breathing spell her best friend Ben had cast on everyone before this lake trip began. However, even though she wasn’t struggling for air, the sense of being trapped underwater still made her panic. She wasn’t good at keeping her eyes open underwater either, so all she could do was thrash around in the dark until a strong arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her back up.

      The cold air struck her face once more, and she sucked in a huge gasp, wiping her hands over her eyes to rid them of water as Ezra’s arm untangled from her waist.

      “I told you,” Ben taunted from the shoreline, his blond hair nearly looking brown from the water. “Don’t challenge a magician to a water fight unless you have the spells to back it up!” This was followed by a comical, high-pitched laugh that made Kiera roll her eyes. She turned to Ezra and was pleased to see him doing the same. His dark hair was flat against his head, and his tan chest was dripping. She quickly averted her eyes. She didn’t want Ben to catch her looking at that.

      “Luckily, he’s not the only one who studied water magic on our way here,” Ezra whispered in Kiera’s ear before uttering a few foreign words. As he hovered his hands over the water, what looked like a liquid horse rose from the lake’s surface and charged toward a shocked Ben. His tiny tidal wave was nothing compared to Ezra’s higher-level magic. Ezra was becoming a Jack of all trades when it came to spells.

      Meiying, who had been standing next to Ben a moment ago, leaped out of the way, abandoning Ben. Ben looked ready to protest this betrayal, but then the horse was suddenly behind him. It reared up on its hind legs before crashing down on him and sending him into the water, face-first.

      By the time he came sputtering up, Kiera was breathing normally again, which allowed her to laugh in his face as he had a moment done to her ago. Revenge tasted sweet.

      This wasn’t how most of their summer vacation had gone. For the first two out of three months, Kiera had lived in relative isolation. Ben was the only one who lived, and now that he’d decided to start pursuing a girl, their friend Meiying, he hadn’t spent as much time with Kiera as he used to. The waking hours that weren’t dedicated to comics and video games were spent texting Meiying, which Kiera had discovered while stealing his phone one time for laughs.

      Meanwhile, Ezra and Tucker went off to their respective homes and the girls who had recently joined their group, Meiying and Sally, did the same. That left Kiera with a lot of time alone. When she wasn’t texting Ezra or waiting for a reply from him, she chose to continue her studies as always.

      Studying always had to be a priority, regardless of how her magic handling had improved, but now she had three more reasons for studying like a madman.

      First and most obviously, Dreadmore Academy was difficult and could kick students out if their grades dropped. That was a given.

      Second, she was determined to have high enough grades to eventually enter a magical medical school once her time at Dreadmore was over. The prestige of Dreadmore would help her get into any school, but she’d still need good grades coupled with it.

      The third reason, sadly, was that she and Ezra still hadn’t made their relationship official and her gut reaction was that she wasn’t good enough for him, or rather for his family. She’d met his eldest brother, Kent, and he clearly didn’t think she was smart or prestigious enough to stand next to Ezra. Ezra’s parents hadn’t given her quite the same impression, but she wouldn’t be surprised if they wanted their son to marry someone on his level of wealth, notoriety, and skill. That meant she had to keep improving and raise her GPA.

      Perhaps the reason Ezra hadn’t spoken to her about dating or called her his girlfriend yet was because he too didn’t think she was good enough—not in the sense that he looked down on her, of course, but because he knew his family would and that would hurt both of them. He might be worried she’d break under the pressure of his family name and expectations.

      So, she needed to prove to both him and his family that she was strong and smart enough to stay by his side as a proper girlfriend (and maybe eventual wife, though she hadn’t thought that far ahead).

      During those first two summer months, she was content to study every day, with the occasional gaming hangout when Ben decided he was done texting Meiying. Most of those small events consisted of him agonizing over whether or not Meiying liked him. Not even Kiera could be sure about that part.

      However, once the final month swung around and Tucker, Ezra’s best friend, invited both her and Ben over for a weekend getaway at his dad’s lake cabin, her determination to become Ezra’s girlfriend faltered. What if she would never be good enough? Or what if she was wrong and Ezra wasn’t actually waiting for her to become better? What if he never had any intention to date her from the start and was just messing around?

      This line of thinking made Kiera decide to eventually start drilling Ben on how boys thought. She wanted to understand Ezra’s thought process by the end of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      After they had their swim in the lake and dried off, Tucker prepared a bonfire, and they ended up eating roasted hotdogs and marshmallows together. During that time, Kiera tried to figure out if the quiet, pretty Meiying was interested in Ben. However, she was insanely difficult to read. She was nice to everyone, so treating Ben kindly wasn’t out of the ordinary for her.

      Once their food was cleared away and they were all seated on logs around the fire, occasionally readjusting to avoid the smoke, Ezra leaned over and whispered in her ear.

      “You’re really focused on Meiying today,” he said quietly. “Did she do something to anger you?”

      Kiera had to bite back a laugh. “Not at all. I’m watching her as a favor to Ben.” She pointed across the fire at her best friend, trying to keep it subtle. “He has a crush on her but can’t tell if she likes him.” Just like Kiera could no longer tell if Ezra really liked her.

      Ezra studied the pretty, dark-haired girl for a moment, then tilted his head inquisitively. “I could try to ask her,” he suggested. “Why don’t you get Ben away from the fire, and I’ll bring it up? Subtly, of course.”

      Kiera raised an eyebrow, feeling doubt. “How does one subtly bring up a topic like that?”

      Ezra’s shrug didn’t make her very confident in his abilities. But it was better than sitting around, feeling puzzled and not doing anything about it.

      “Fine.” She stood up and waved at Ben. “Ben, I just got a text from my mom. She wants to ask you something.” She nodded at the darkening woods behind them where the cabin was hiding. “Can you come with me for a sec?” She hoped no one noticed the obvious lie. Had her voice wobbled?

      Ben frowned at her. The lie would sound obvious to him since he knew her too well and also knew her mom would never care to talk to him. However, he didn’t question it, and with an awkward wave to the others, they headed back to the cabin so Ezra could do his job.

      “So, what’s this about?” Ben asked once they were out of earshot from the others. “Did your mom figure out that I broke her favorite vase five years ago?”

      “No. I—” Kiera was about to spill the beans, but right before she did, she realized Ben might not appreciate having Ezra meddle in his love life. The two didn’t completely get along at times. She’d need to distract him. “I wanted to ask you about Ezra.”

      “Oh?” Her best friend’s face lit up at the potential gossip he would exclusively get to hear. “Do tell.”

      They stopped next to the cabin’s back door. The sound of Tucker’s laughter echoed from the campfire, but it was muddled together with the other voices, making Kiera unable to hear what was being said. Good. That meant they’d be unable to hear what she said to Ben too.

      “You like Meiying, right?” Kiera began.

      The blush that immediately crept into Tucker’s face, so bright it was visible from the far firelight, made that obvious. He sputtered a bit, so different from his confident, joking self. Then he finally conceded and nodded. “Yeah. I want to ask her out by the end of this trip, though I’m not sure if she likes me.”

      Kiera nodded, unsure too. “And you’re not worried about rejection?”

      “Of course I am!” He gave a forced laugh. “But if I don’t do it now, I might never have another chance. If a guy really wants to date a girl, he’ll do it regardless of what might or might not happen. I’m…” He blushed even harder. “I’m being serious about this. I really do like her.”

      It felt odd seeing him act so serious about a girl. It wasn’t like him at all.

      But what Kiera focused on the most was what he just said about how a guy will ask out a girl he likes regardless of what happens. “Wait, so, if a guy doesn’t ask a girl out, it means he doesn’t really like her?” she whispered meekly, hoping he’d say, “No, that’s just my opinion. Every guy is different.”

      Sadly, he instead said with complete confidence: “Of course. Otherwise, he’s just messing around. I wouldn’t want some other guy to beat me to the punch, right?” He clearly had no idea she was really referring to her relationship with Ezra here. “Plus, with the new school extensions and stuff, the chances of Meiying moving away to another school once the next semester ends is high. Then I might never be able to see her again. I need to act now.” Dreadmore had implemented a new transfer option. Since it mainly offered magician and necromancy focuses, those who wanted to branch off into more specific niches could do so with little to no cost. Kiera was considering doing just that since she’d found a love for healing during her time at Dreadmore. That meant by the end of this year, she might have to leave Dreadmore too.

      “Right…” Kiera sighed, letting all her previous justifications for Ezra’s slow actions fade away. “So this means Ezra doesn’t really like me since he hasn’t made me his girlfriend after over a year.”

      Ben’s face dropped as realization finally dawned on him. “Oh.” He turned away slightly, scratching the back of his head in embarrassment. “I’m sure… not all guys are like me… there’s probably some other reason he hasn’t asked you out yet. Probably…” He paused to come up with a reason. Then his eyes lit up as he found one. “His brother! Yeah. He’s probably worried his scummy brother will hurt your feelings or split you two up or something. I’m sure he’s just waiting for his brother to leave before asking you out.”

      That was flimsy reasoning, and they both knew it.

      “Sorry,” Ben whispered, being genuine for once. “I know you’re not happy about Ezra’s hesitation.”

      “I’m more worried that he doesn’t actually like me,” Kiera admitted.

      “He does!”

      Kiera was surprised that Ben was defending Ezra or even talking about romance at all. His little crush had changed him.

      “We all know you two have liked each other from the beginning,” Ben said. “Maybe, in this case, you need to be the one to make a move.”

      “Maybe.”

      She didn’t have time to say anything more as Tucker called for them to come back since the woods were still dangerous despite all of them being magic users. After dealing with a serial killer and murderous fairies during their first year, none of them were above believing they were safe here.

      “Don’t worry,” Ben assured Kiera as they headed back. “I’m sure everything will be fine. He’s been loyal to you all year.” He then scrunched up his face. “I can’t believe I’m defending Ezra like this. It feels wrong.”

      “I was about to say the same thing,” Kiera said, chuckling. Her worries still lingered in the back of her mind, though, and they didn’t go away as she rejoined Ezra and listened as he whispered in her ear about what had just happened.

      “Meiying wouldn’t admit anything,” Ezra said, blissfully unaware of Kiera’s own inner turmoil. “She’s tight-lipped and very hard to read. As expected of someone planning to become an investigator.” Meiying’s job aspirations had apparently changed several times. Her current one was to become a crime investigator, similar to Kiera’s mother.

      “However,” Ezra continued, “I do suspect she’s at least interested in him. She didn’t deny it, at the very least. What did Ben say? You asked him about it, right?”

      He then turned his eyes toward her, making Kiera self-conscious about what she’d just been discussing with Ben. She'd have to fib her way through this a little bit. “He plans to ask her out,” she said, emphasizing the words, ask out in the hopes maybe it would hint to Ezra that he should do the same. “He wants to do it soon so he doesn’t lose her.”

      Ezra nodded, oblivious for once. “Probably a good idea. Meiying doesn’t seem like the type to make the first move.”

      Did that mean he thought Kiera was the type to make the first move?

      Maybe she was reading too much into this.

      “Should we split up into pairs so Ben can ask her out?” Kiera asked, ignoring her own insecurities for Ben’s sake.

      “I’m not sure Tucker would appreciate being forced into a coupling. He and Sally aren’t particularly interested in each other or anything so it might make things awkward.” Ezra thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “Oh, why not? Tucker will understand.” Plus, this would be their last time together until school started later this month.

      Would he perhaps decide to ask her out now? Or at least ask her to be his girlfriend?
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      Ben looked horrified as Ezra helped Kiera to her feet again and said they’d be leaving. Ezra gave Tucker a knowing look right after, which prompted Tucker to help Sally to her feet too. Tucker at least gave an excuse that he needed to check the heating in the cabin before they went to bed and needed someone, aka Sally, to hold up a flashlight for him.

      Then, all four of them abandoned a nervous Ben, who was now completely out of his element, with Meiying. Kiera silently wished them luck as she followed Ezra toward the water’s edge. She was tempted to use a spying spell to listen in on Ben’s confession but decided against it. She had to focus on Ezra anyway.

      The water felt a little more frightening now. The once clear, blueish liquid had turned black and could be hiding any number of ancient creatures or magics. The shore beckoned Kiera forward, closer to whatever might be lurking, waiting to strike. If Ezra weren’t next to her, she would have avoided the lake altogether, despite knowing there was nothing in it besides a few fish. They weren’t in a place known for ancient magic, after all, and they were nowhere near Dreadmore. There was no danger here besides the natural elements.

      The fright made her heart pound all the same, though, and Ezra’s proximity as they took a seat on a rock in front of the shore made her chest ache. Even a year into their friendship, he still made her nervous at times.

      She only calmed when his slow, quiet voice broke the silence.

      “I’m glad we’re getting this time together,” he confided slowly. “Away from the school and my family, that is.”

      Her heart broke for him. Everyone had undoubtedly noticed that Ezra was finally back to his more cheerful, stern self; Whereas at school, he’d become pale and jumpy—constantly looking over his shoulder for his cruel and prying brother, who was most likely waiting for Ezra to slip up and ruin his reputation or grades. Without Kent around, Ezra was finally thriving again. The question was, would it last once they got back to school? Or would the life be drained from him again, as it was last semester?

      “I’m glad you can be yourself again,” she said, resting a hand on top of his to convey how happy she was he was here. “I haven’t seen you this relaxed in a while.”

      She felt selfish now for getting so hung up over dating labels. While she was acting like a thirteen-year-old, he was sitting here worrying about a psychotic brother.

      “I can’t promise this will last,” he admitted. “Once we’re back in school, I’ll probably become more… I don’t know—”

      “Dead inside?” Kiera ventured, making him chuckle.

      “A little. Sometimes I really do feel like Kent is draining the life out of me.”

      “Are you sure
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