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CHAPTER 1

The First Memory
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Do you see the black ink I’m writing with? If you can see it, that means you can read it too.

Nice to meet you—my name’s Gema, Gema Arkana. “Echo from a small, scary voice.” That’s what it means.

I’m 17, and right now I go to Muda Karya High School. At school, I’ve got this best friend named Jiantara Komala. Usually, I just call him Jian, but honestly, the nickname depends on my mood. When I’m down, I call him “Jiksu”—short for Jian Susah (which basically means “Jian the Miserable”). When I’m happy, he becomes “Jianti”—short for Jian Totally Happy. Haha, that’s just me. The rest, you can imagine yourself.

My dad’s a furniture businessman. People usually call him Mr. Mandra. My mom’s a doctor, everyone knows her as Dr. Harum. I barely see them, especially Dad, since he lives in the States and often flies back and forth to cities across Indonesia. Still, I’m proud of him. No matter how busy he gets, he always makes time for family vacations. Dad always says, “Everything I do is for the family, not for me. That’s why I always make time to be with you guys. Money isn’t my treasure—the family is.”

I’ve also got a little sister, her name’s Ana Alina Putri. Just call her Ana. She’s a year younger than me and goes to Eka Jaya High. We’re really different in a lot of ways, but there’s one thing that never changes: no matter how bad we fight, it never lasts more than a day before we make up again.

Ana’s in the science program, Class 10 Science 2. Her dream is to become a doctor, just like Mom. Me? I’m in 11th grade, Social Studies 5. I still don’t know exactly what I want to be. I used to want to be a businessman like Dad, but instead of furniture, I was more into technology—IT.

I had a nickname at school: King of School. I was kind of the idol—had my own crew, some charisma, and, well, people even said I was good-looking. Believe it or not, that’s up to you.

Living in Jakarta made dinner a pretty big deal for my family. Around the table, everyone could talk about whatever happened that day. The only problem was, it wasn’t always complete, since Dad sometimes got caught up with clients.

Outside of school, I had pets. One was a cat named Son. Strangely enough, I also had a little dog out in the front yard. Normally, people would think they’d chase each other around, but nope. The dog just kind of zoned out whenever he saw Son. I thought there would be drama—turns out, I was way off.

My hobbies? A bunch of stuff. Basketball, music, even being in a band. Music, though—that’s a whole story by itself. I first learned guitar from my older brother, Fahrel. He was in college in the States. I really looked up to him—he was my role model in so many ways. I still remember one of the letters he wrote me:

“Life teaches us to choose between the things we like and the things we don’t. But what matters most isn’t what we missed—it’s what we gained from what’s already passed.”

I kept almost all of Fahrel’s letters. Whenever he came back to Jakarta, I’d reread them. There was only one letter I never opened—the one dated November 5, 2004. I don’t know why, but it felt... different from the rest.

Ana, my little sister, was always my motivator. She used to stick these little notes on my study desk. One of them read:

“That spirit will always be there, no matter what. It will fade and disappear only if you erase the memory from your heart of everything we’ve already gained from what’s passed.”

But since 2004, everything changed. Fahrel died from drugs. My whole life spun out of control. The family was shocked—me especially, because I was the one closest to him.

That’s the truth. Even now, I’m still trying to stand tall with whatever strength he left behind.

***
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“THAT SPIRIT WILL ALWAYS be there, no matter what. It will fade and disappear only if we erase the memory from our hearts—of everything we’ve already gained from what’s passed.”
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CHAPTER 2

Melody of Goodbye
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Fahrel. Fahrel Deson Perdana—that was my brother. Careful, detailed, independent. Back then, Ana was only fourteen. The last time he came home from the States, he always had his guitar, a pen, some paper, snacks, and a cup of coffee by his side.

Strum... strum... The guitar strings vibrated, flowing from his fingers.

“Gema, come here,” Fahrel called from the front porch.

“Hang on, I’m cleaning up,” I answered from the living room while finishing a sketch on paper. Once I was done, I went over to him.

“Okay, I’ll wait,” he said with a little smile.

“What’s up, bro?” I asked, handing him the drawing I’d just made.

“Sit down first,” he said gently.

I sat, then showed him the drawing.

“Wow, that’s really good. Keep working on your talent, kid,” he said, patting me on the shoulder.

His words warmed my heart. There was a special kind of pride whenever he praised me.

“Wanna hear a song I wrote?” he asked, offering me some snacks.

“Sure. Should I call Ana?”

“No need, just you.”

“What’s the song about?”

“It’s called The Last Guitar.”

“Pretty unique. So, what’s the story?”

“Just listen first.” He chuckled, trying to hide a bit of awkwardness.

“Alright then.”

“But if it sucks, just tell me to stop,” he said with a faint smile.

“Heh, I haven’t even heard it yet, bro.”

Then the strumming of his guitar filled that afternoon, carrying the lyrics he slowly sang:

The sky follows the mood, in the light of the sun and then the moon.
The most beautiful memories linger in every moment.
The guitar stays, keeping the memories and every story... the last one.
“Wow, that’s amazing, bro. You really are the best!” I said, eyes sparkling.

“When I come back to Indonesia next time, I’ll sing you the full version.”

“I’ll be waiting! So, when exactly are you coming back?”

“Not really sure. But tomorrow I have to leave again. Take care of Ana, okay?”

My heart sank. “So sudden? I thought you still had two more days here?”

“Yeah, well, that’s how it is. I’m there for college, not vacation. Got assignments I need to finish.”

“Hmm... does Mom already know?”

“Yeah. I just told her yesterday.”

I suddenly stood by the door and shouted, “Anaaa!”

“Yes, what is it?” Ana answered from upstairs.

“It’s fine, I’ll tell Ana myself,” Fahrel cut in with a chuckle.

“Man... guess that kills our plan to buy a new guitar tomorrow,” I sighed.

“Sorry about that. But here—take this one. I’m giving you my guitar.”

“For real? You mean... a new one?”

He laughed. “No, keep this one. Think of it as a memory. I’ve still got another guitar back at my apartment.”

Before I could answer, the sound of a car horn echoed from outside.

Honk... honk... honk! Pet delivery!

We rushed out. When the gate opened, there was a Border Collie in a cage in the back of the car. Ana instantly jumped with excitement.

“Whose dog is this, Dek?” Bik Sari asked, looking puzzled.

“For Gema and Ana. So you both have a playmate,” Fahrel said with a smile.

Ana stared, curious. “Whose dog is it really? What’s its name?”

“It’s yours now. You guys get to name it,” Fahrel replied.

Ana thought for a long while, then said softly, “His name is... Kalas.”

From that day on, Kalas became part of our little family.

That night, after everything settled down, I helped Fahrel pack his suitcase. The room felt heavy, every fold of clothing like a reminder that time was running out.

“So, how’d it go?” he asked, glancing at me.

“It’s done. Ana named the dog Kalas.”

“Kalas?” He chuckled. “That’s funny. What matters is he’s got a name now. Oh, by the way, I left my guitar in your room.”

I smiled with relief. It felt like I’d just inherited something priceless.

The next morning at the airport, Fahrel looked tired, but he was still trying to be strong.

“Mom, I’m heading back to the States now,” he said.

Dr. Harum held back her tears. “Take care of yourself. Don’t forget to pray. Study hard, chase your dreams. We’ll always be here supporting you.”

She cupped his cheek, then hugged him tight.

“Little bro, I’m leaving now. Take care of Mom and Ana. And don’t forget your friendship with Dahri.”

I nodded, holding back my emotions. “Got it, bro. Thanks for the guitar, Kalas, and half a song. Don’t forget to send me the full version—we’ll make a concert out of it someday.”

Ana hugged him tight too. “Be safe, okay, bro?”

Dahri patted Fahrel’s shoulder with a small laugh. “Safe trip, man. Don’t forget the souvenirs.”

Fahrel smiled, then walked into the departure gate. I just stood there, watching his back until he disappeared behind the doors.

From that day on, the sound of a guitar on our front porch was never quite the same.
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“FRIENDSHIP MIGHT SEEM strange to some people, because they don’t know what it really means—and they don’t even want to. For them, friendship might be the hardest thing to find.”
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CHAPTER 3

A Greeting of Light
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Sunday morning at home felt quiet. From the kitchen, Mom’s voice called out.

“Gema...”

“Yes, Mom,” I answered from the upstairs balcony.

“Take me to the market, okay?”

“What about Bik Sari?” I asked while coming down the stairs.

“Come here first.”

I quickly packed up my drawing tools and walked toward the kitchen. “What’s up, Mom?”

“Come with me to the market. Bik Sari’s sick, so she can’t go.”

“Alright then. I’ll grab the motorbike.”

“Okay.”

We headed out. At the market, Mom got caught up chatting with vendors—about prices, spices, bargaining that never seemed to end. Meanwhile, I was busy hauling more and more groceries until my arms felt like they might snap.

“Mom, I’m carrying way too much already. You still wanna shop more?” I groaned, struggling to balance the bags.

“Just a little longer, okay? If Bik Sari were here, I’d bring her instead,” she replied.

I smirked. “Can’t imagine her carrying this much stuff. She’d be wiped out.”

“What did you just say?” Mom gave me a mock glare.

“Hehe, just kidding, Mom. Anyway, it’s no big deal taking you to the market once in a while.”

“Hmm... I bet you’re up to something.”

“Hehehe... guilty.”

Before she could say more, her phone rang.

Ring... ring... ring...

“Hello, Mrs. Sarah? How’s everything?” Mom’s tone turned serious.

Turns out, she had to rush to a patient’s house. Once again, I was her loyal driver, taking her home first to grab her medical kit. The patient’s house was on Star Street, No. 12. Mom said the kid there was about my age—smart, but seriously ill.

When we got there, I waited in the living room. Through the crack of a door, I caught a glimpse of the kid—pale, weak, lying in bed. His face looked like it carried stories he hadn’t had the chance to tell. My chest tightened just seeing him.

When Mom finished, we headed home. The Sunday sky was bright, perfect for sketching. I sat back at my desk, trying to push away the image of that sick kid, though for some reason it lingered in my mind.

Monday morning—school time. First, I dropped Ana off at her school before heading to mine. The streets were still pretty empty, which just made me feel even sleepier.

“Ana, if you see a meatball vendor, tell me,” I said, stretching on the motorbike.

“Huh? Who sells meatballs this early, bro?”

“You never know.”

“Ugh, Gema. It’s not even bakso hours.”

“Bakso has hours now?” I teased.

She huffed. “What we do have are traditional snack shops.”

“Fine, then. If you see a guy named Handsome, tell me.”

“What? Isn’t he some field worker?”

“Find another guy named Handsome then, hahaha.”

Ana pouted. “You’re so lame, bro.”

I burst out laughing.

After dropping Ana off, I sped to my school. I was in 11th grade, Social Studies 5. People said I was smart, could speak English and Dutch, leader of a crew, even called King of School. On top of that, I was in a band. Sounded like the whole package, though for me, it was all just labels.

As soon as I got off my bike, Intan ran up to me.

“Hellooo, good morning my sweet babe-babe...” she said dramatically.

“Damn, since when was I your babe?” I muttered, annoyed.

“Hey, don’t be like that! It’s the first day of school. Can’t you be a little nice to me?”

“Move,” I snapped, walking off before things got messy.

“Jian!” I called out when I spotted my best friend on the field.

“Yo, what’s up? Hahaha, still being chased by Intan?”

“Man, I’m cursed. My life’s haunted by that over-the-top creature.”

“Hahaha, relax. Anyway, there’s an assembly later for the new 10th graders.”

“Alright, got it. Let’s hit the cafeteria after.”

After the orientation assembly, my crew gathered at the cafeteria, plotting our next “attack” on Star Excellence High. The guys were hyped, as usual. And like always, I knew when my crew moved, it usually ended in success.

When school ended, I found Intan waiting by my bike.

“Intan, enough. Stop bothering me. I’m done with your behavior lately. Stay away from me!” My voice rose, fists already clenched.

“What?! Oh my God, are you serious, babe?” Intan screamed, loud enough for everyone to turn.

“Answer me, Intan. Yes or no.”

“Ughhh, babe, don’t be like that...”

I just walked away, sick of the drama.

Later that afternoon, I stopped by a restaurant. Just as I walked in, a girl bumped into me.

“Oh, sorry!”

I turned, and realized—it was the same girl who had accidentally run into me at school.

“Yeah, sorry, I was in a rush,” she said quickly.

“You’re new, right? I’m Gema. 11th grade, Social Studies 5.”

“I’m Santi,” she said with a faint smile. “I gotta go.”

I noticed her shirt was torn in the back. “Hey, Santi, your shirt—”

But she was already jogging out of the restaurant, leaving me standing there, confused.
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“EVERYTHING STARTED from an accidental meeting. A light, a greeting... and maybe, a story waiting to begin.”
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CHAPTER 4

The Locked Storage Room


[image: ]


The next day, I went to school like usual. Today I wanted to talk about our gang’s success yesterday. I parked my bike in a different spot—no way was I risking running into Intan again.

“Whoa, you parked here? That’s new,” Evan said, glancing at me.

“Hahaha, better than bumping into Intan’s face,” I replied, hanging my helmet on the handlebar.

“She’s still chasing you?”

“She’s got plenty of other crushes, but somehow she’s still the worst with me.”

Evan cracked up. “Hahaha... kinda jealous, actually.”

“Fine, you take my place. Trade lives with me,” I teased.

“In your dreams.”

We walked to class together. From a distance, I could already hear Intan’s voice, surrounded by her noisy girl squad.

“Ugh, where’s my baby?” Intan flipped her hair dramatically, scanning around.

“Yeah, queen, maybe he fell down, broke his arm, and now he’s sniffling,” Mika added, extra dramatic, making all the girls laugh.

“Get to class!” Mr. Anton barked, scaring the life out of them.

“Gosh, you’re making my heart race, Sir,” Intan whined playfully.

Mr. Anton argued with them a little, but eventually they scattered. I made a quick stop at the canteen to chat about yesterday’s raid, then headed toward the music room. Unfortunately, Intan’s Anksos gang showed up in the hallway.

Tama waved. “Where you headed?”

“Music room. Catch up with me there, I’ll wait inside.”

He nodded, and I walked off alone. Only a few steps later, I heard Intan’s gang getting louder.

“Hey, there’s Gema!” one of them shouted.

“My baaabyyyy!” Intan’s voice was getting closer.

Panic hit me—I glanced around, searching for a place to hide. Then I spotted a slightly open storage room door. Without thinking, I slipped inside and shut it.

“Ahhh!” a scream behind me made me jump.

It was Santi. She was already inside.

“The door! It’s locked!” she panicked. I quickly covered her mouth, afraid Intan would hear us.

Outside, Intan’s shrill voice carried. “Babe, where are you?”

One of her friends squealed when a bucket fell with a loud clang. They all screamed and ran, leaving the hallway empty. I felt a bit relieved—but then realized the door really was locked from the outside.

“Dang it, it won’t budge,” I said, pushing the handle.

“Yeah, I think it locks from the outside,” Santi’s voice trembled. Her face was pale, her breathing short.

“How’d you end up here?” I asked, trying to calm her down.

“I just finished cleaning supplies... then suddenly got trapped.”

She started shaking more. “I’m scared, it’s so dark and stuffy in here.” Her body went weak, almost collapsing.

“Relax, it’s okay. I’m here,” I said, holding her by the shoulders, steadying her.

I told her to close her eyes, then played some music on my phone to lighten the mood. Slowly, her hand reached for mine, gripping it tight. My heart raced like crazy. We ended up talking about random things, just to pass the time and keep calm. I even dared to ask if she had a boyfriend—but before she could answer, Mr. Anton’s voice called from outside.

“What on earth are you two doing in here?” he asked suspiciously.

Flustered, red-faced, we scrambled out of the room. The school bell had already rung, making the moment even more embarrassing.

Mr. Anton just shook his head, closing the storage door again. Santi and I bolted off toward class, wishing that absurd scene would be forgotten fast.

***
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“RELAX, IT’S OKAY. I’M here.”
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CHAPTER 5

The Gang’s Plan
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Today in sociology, class felt a little different—like everyone was bracing for something new.

“Good morning, everyone,” Mrs. Tia greeted as she walked in.

“Good morning, Ma’am,” we all answered in unison.

“Today we’re going to talk about the social nature of humans. But before we begin, let me take attendance... Andy, Arman, Anisa, Alia, Bunga, Nisa, Jiantara, Banu, Gema...”

Before she could continue, a student appeared at the door.

“Excuse me, Ma’am,” he said politely.

“Oh, come in,” Mrs. Tia replied with a warm smile.

Everyone’s eyes turned to him. “This is your new classmate,” she announced.

“Looks like a transfer student,” Jiantara whispered to me.

“Obviously. If he were an old student, I’d know him already,” I muttered back.

“You mean you know him?”

I sighed. “No, genius. I mean if he were from here, I’d know. If he’s new, then clearly I don’t.”

Jiantara grinned sheepishly.

“Go ahead, introduce yourself,” Mrs. Tia told him.

“Thank you, Ma’am. My name is Rama Hashi—just call me Rama. I transferred from Seraya National High School in Tangerang. Now I live in Jakarta.” His voice was confident, his smile even more so.

I folded my arms on the desk, squinting at him. “Feels like I’ve seen him before,” I muttered.

“Huh? Where?” Jiantara asked.

“No idea. Can’t remember.”

From across the room, Ryan whispered, “Yo, Gema. You got a plan for the new kid?”

“Hold up, I’m still thinking,” I said, eyeing Rama.

“Usually you’re faster with stuff like this,” Ryan teased, chuckling.

After his intro, Rama took the empty desk right behind mine. “Nice to meet you,” he said briefly.

Class began. Mrs. Tia started explaining about introverts and extroverts, then called on students to answer. Alia gave a quick, simple explanation. Rama, on the other hand, gave this long, deep response that had the whole class silent. Clear, confident, smart.

I just side-eyed him, thinking, Yeah, this transfer kid isn’t ordinary.

When the lesson wrapped, Mrs. Tia assigned us homework: write a profile of one of our classmates, due next week. Ryan groaned loud enough to make the whole class laugh.

The bell rang. At the parking lot, Ryan caught up with me. “Yo, you got a plan for him yet?”

“Tomorrow, plaster his desk with notes. As many as you can,” I said coolly.

“That’s it?” Jiantara protested.

Banu chimed in, “Why not just test him in the storage room?”

“Not yet. We’re just testing the new kid’s background first. As King of School, I haven’t given the green light,” I said, hopping on my bike.

Ryan squinted at me. “Since when are you this cautious?”

“Think about it,” I tossed back before revving away.

The next day, Ryan, Banu, and Jiantara carried out the plan—covering Rama’s desk in paper notes. That morning, I purposely entered through the security gate to dodge Intan and her Anksos gang.

“Morning, Mr. Anton. Mind if I slip through here? There’s a crazy girl out front who waits for me every single day,” I joked.

“You mean Intan?” He raised a brow.

“Yeah.”

“Hahaha, go ahead then. But hey—leave a little of your good looks for me,” he teased.

I chuckled. “Sure thing, Sir.”

Meanwhile, Rama had already reached class. Seeing his desk covered in notes, he stood up.

“Hmm. Who did this?” His voice carried through the room.

The class went quiet. Jiantara pretended not to notice. Ryan smirked.

“Hello? You all deaf or something?” Rama’s eyes narrowed.

Ryan snapped. “Watch it, newbie. Don’t act all tough.”

Rama stayed calm. “Relax. I was just asking.”

The tension rose, but Rama simply peeled all the papers off his desk by himself.

Later that afternoon, I spotted Rama by the school gate, panting like he’d been running.

“Hey!” I called.

He turned. “Why’re you calling me?”

“You’re Aunt Sarah’s kid, aren’t you?” I asked casually.

His face shifted—surprised. Right then, Aunt Sarah’s car pulled up. She rolled down the window, inviting me to ride with them. Rama avoided my gaze, but his expression said everything.

On the drive, Aunt Sarah chatted nonstop about business and her closeness with my parents. Rama stayed quiet, but every so often he shot me a look full of questions. I just smirked, hiding the fact that my suspicion about him was growing.
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“NOT YET. AS KING OF School, I haven’t given the green light.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 6

Fahrel’s Guitar
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That afternoon, the house felt busier than usual with Aunt Sarah visiting—this time with Rama, my new classmate. While Mom and Aunt Sarah chatted in the living room, I pulled Rama into my room.

“Man, your room’s a total mess. Do you even sleep here?” Rama said, picking up a framed photo of me with my older brother, Fahrel.

“This? Messy? You gotta be blind,” I shot back.

He scanned the room, pointing at the walls covered with posters and the guitars leaning against the wall. “Dude, you’ve got posters everywhere, and your guitars aren’t even organized. So... can you actually play? Show me.”

“Why are you still holding my photo?” I snapped, grabbing one of the guitars.

“Oh—sorry. How many siblings do you have?” Rama asked, still staring at the picture a little too long.

“Three, technically. But my oldest brother... he passed away. That’s him in the photo, next to me when I was a kid.”

Rama froze, his face shifting serious. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” He quickly set the frame back on the desk.

“So, you wanna hear me play or not? If not, I’ll just change my shirt.”

“No, no, I do,” he said quickly.

I smirked, strummed a few chords, and leaned back like a pro. “Watch and learn.”

“Not bad,” Rama clapped softly. “So you’re into music?”

I tilted my head. “Not really. I only got into it after Fahrel died. He was obsessed with music. Guess I picked it up from him.”

“Why?” Rama asked again, quieter this time.

“’Cause playing makes me feel close to him. This guitar? It’s the one he used on stage, everywhere.” I set the guitar down and pulled a clean shirt from the drawer.

By the time I changed, the chatter in the living room was over. Rama said goodbye, leaving with Aunt Sarah. I caught a glimpse of him through the window—he looked pale, like he’d just run a marathon.

Mom was still busy in the kitchen, pouring iced orange juice, when I flopped onto the couch with my guitar.

“So, how’d you end up leaving school with Aunt Sarah?” she asked.

“Oh, I ran into her at the gate. I was about to mess with Rama, then found out he’s her kid,” I laughed.

Mom gave me a sharp look. “Gema, don’t do that. I don’t care if someone’s rich or poor, new or old—don’t ever mess with them. That’s not right.”

“I already knew he was Aunt Sarah’s kid from the introduction. I just wanted to make sure when I saw them leave together. Besides, when I mess with people, it’s funny. People laugh.”

“Who enjoys being messed with?” Her tone grew firm.

“Come on, if it’s me, it’s different. Gema, son of Dr. Harum, bold, cool—girls love it when I make them laugh.” I grinned.

Mom sighed. “Point is, watch your behavior. Especially with Aunt Sarah. She’s your father’s business partner. I’ve told you this over and over.”

“Fine, fine. My gorgeous mom, who smells like flowers,” I teased, snatching a snack from the table.

Then I added, “By the way, Mom, Rama always looks tired, like he’s got no energy. Not like me—strong and handsome.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, he just seems kinda weak.”

“Maybe it’s just you. He looks fine to me,” Mom said, settling beside me.

I narrowed my eyes. “But why do you keep going to their house every time Aunt Sarah calls?”

“Because of business, that’s all. Now, eat. Later I’m going to the market with your sister. Your father’s business partner is coming this evening.”

“Yes, ma’am, Doctor Mom,” I replied with a wide grin.

Once Mom and Ana left, the house went quiet again. Just me and Son—our so-called guard cat—curled up on the sofa. I strummed the guitar, then put it aside to sketch out another comic.

Mom always nagged, ‘Why don’t you study instead of doodling comics all the time?’

But I had my own answer: ‘My comics aren’t just comics. They’re what I feel every day—life lessons. When I look back at them, I learn from myself.’

Black ink filled the pages. Maybe not good enough for a professional, but good enough for me. Guitar and comics—those were my worlds. They made my free time feel alive.

I picked the guitar back up. Strings hummed under my fingers.
Strum... Strum...
“The sky follows my mood. In the sun’s glow, in the moon’s light. Memories stay the sweetest, in every season. And the guitar... keeps the story alive, till the end.”

I sang softly, staring at the evening sky through my window.

***
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“AND THE GUITAR... KEEPS the story alive, till the end.”
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CHAPTER 7 

Punishment


[image: ]


The school cafeteria buzzed with the usual lunchtime chaos. I spotted Rama, the new kid, eating quietly in the corner. Whatever calm he had didn’t last long—Evan, my buddy, just had to stir things up.

“Hey! Over here! Look, we’ve got a new kid at our school!” he shouted.

Jian grinned, adding, “Yeah, looks like he’s buying us lunch. Right, guys?”

Heads turned toward Rama. Evan slapped the table with a smirk.
“Here’s how it works. New students pay a tax. One week of free lunches. Then you’re officially one of us. Got it?”
Rama stood, voice sharp. “What?!”

Jian moved in, clapping his hands in mock applause, face twisted with annoyance. His hand was already swinging toward Rama from behind when I jumped in.

“One iced tea, please!” I called out, breaking the tension.

Jian sneered. “Well, well, here comes our gang leader.”

I set the glass on Rama’s table. “Cool off, both of you. This is no way to treat a new kid. Show some respect.” I gave a thin smile.

“What do you want?” Rama snapped.

“Relax,” I said, sitting casually on his table. “I come in peace. Just here to collect the new student tax.” I threw a look at Evan.

Rama’s fist tightened. “Tax? You deserve this instead!”

WHAM! BAM! POW!

Rama’s punches landed on Evan and Jian before I could blink. The cafeteria erupted. My plan to stay out of trouble backfired—I was furious
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