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​Chapter 1 - Ice and Glitter
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Veron Salazar did not shout.

That was the first thing freshmen learned about her, usually five minutes after mistaking silence for mercy.

The volleyball hit the polished court with a sound like a door slamming shut. Across the net, Mae’s knees locked too late, arms still angled from a receive she had never gotten near. The ball bounced once, clean and brutal, then rolled beneath the lowest bleacher where someone’s abandoned water bottle sweated a ring onto the floor.

No one spoke.

Veron stood at the attack line, breathing through her nose, dark eyes fixed on the spot where the ball had died. Sweat had loosened two strands of hair from her low bun. They clung to the damp curve of her cheek, but she didn’t lift a hand to fix them. Her shoulders rose once, fell once. Measured. Economical.

Coach Fuentes blew the whistle.

“Again.”

The freshman on the opposite side swallowed hard enough that Veron saw her throat move.

Nadia Bautista, already bent with her palms on her knees, shot Veron a look over the net. Not a warning exactly. Nadia’s warnings came with eyebrows and unnecessary sound effects. This was quieter than that.

Veron turned away before it could become a conversation.

“Rotate,” she said.

One word. No bite. No comfort either.

The team moved.

There were captains who led by volume, by speeches, by slaps between shoulder blades and shouted promises about heart. Veron led the way gravity led: invisible, constant, impossible to argue with. When she shifted, the formation corrected. When she held up two fingers behind her back, Nadia adjusted without looking. When she stepped into position, the freshman across from her went pale beneath the gym lights.

The next serve came hard toward Nadia’s left hip. Nadia absorbed it with a sharp exhale, sending the ball up in a perfect arc. Set. Approach. Veron’s shoes squeaked against the floor.

For one suspended second, everything in her body became geometry.

Three steps. Shoulder open. Wrist snap.

The ball split the blockers.

This time Mae moved. Not fast enough, but she moved, throwing herself sideways until her forearms smacked the court and the ball ricocheted upward in a messy miracle.

“Yes,” Nadia barked. “That’s the one!”

Veron landed. Her knees flexed. Her face did not change.

But when Mae scrambled up, cheeks red and eyes too bright, Veron gave one small nod.

It was barely anything. A flicker.

Mae’s spine straightened as if Veron had handed her a medal.

The scrimmage resumed around them, but Veron felt the clock pressing at the back of her skull. Forty minutes left in their official slot. Ten minutes for cool down. Fifteen for serving drills if Coach didn’t decide to punish their reception. She had a statistics quiz to finish after dinner, laundry sitting damp in a machine somewhere in Gonzales Hall, and three unread texts from her mother that she hadn’t opened because unread meant unanswered, and unanswered meant she could pretend for one more hour that nothing was needed from her.

Across the court, someone laughed too loudly at something Nadia said. The sound bounced off the rafters, warm and alive.

Veron re-tied her left shoelace even though it wasn’t loose.

“Salazar.”

Coach Fuentes stood near the scorer’s table, whistle resting against her sternum. Her gray-streaked ponytail was pulled so tight it made her eyebrows look permanently unimpressed.

Veron rose. “Coach.”

“You’re murdering them.”

“They’re learning.”

“They can learn without needing a priest.”

Nadia, passing behind Veron with two volleyballs tucked under one arm, muttered, “I’m ordained online if anyone wants last rites.”

Veron ignored her. Coach did not.

“Bautista.”

“Hydrating,” Nadia said immediately, though she held no water.

Coach’s gaze slid back to Veron. “Five minutes. Then serving lanes.”

Veron checked the wall clock.

“Cheer has the gym at six,” Coach added.

Veron’s jaw tightened before she could stop it. “We’re booked until six-thirty.”

“Apparently the rally committee disagrees.”

The rally committee. Veron knew what that meant even before the distant bass thump of music leaked through the closed double doors.

Cheer squad.

The sound pulsed once, twice, faint beneath the slap of volleyballs and sneaker squeaks. Someone outside shrieked with laughter. A chorus answered. Not laughter exactly—performance laughter, pitched high enough to carry.

Nadia came to stand beside her. “You know, medically speaking, your face does this very tiny thing when you’re annoyed.”

“My face is my face.”

“Exactly. So when it moves, we gather evidence.”

Veron bent to pick up a ball. The textured leather was warm from use. “Serving lanes.”

“See? Terrifying.”

On the far side of campus, beneath strings of gold pennants snapping between acacia trees, Atisha Velasco lifted one glitter-painted megaphone into the air and made two hundred students scream her name.

It happened the way it always happened: first the ripple, then the roar.

“Atisha! Atisha! Atisha!”

She stood on the temporary platform in the quad, sunlight caught in her loose blonde curls, white-and-gold cheer skirt flashing every time she turned. Her smile hit the crowd like thrown confetti—bright, effortless, aimed at everyone and no one. She knew exactly where the student paper photographer stood. Knew which angle made her legs look longest. Knew that if she laughed while tucking hair behind her ear, the front row would laugh with her even if nothing funny had happened yet.

So she laughed.

The crowd gave it back to her.

“Okay, okay,” she called into the mic, breathless on purpose. “If that’s all you’ve got, I’m telling the basketball team you were louder for free pizza last week.”

Boos rose, delighted and obedient.

Beside the platform, Bea Marasigan folded her arms over her cheer jacket. “Manipulative.”

Atisha covered the mic and smiled down at her. “Effective.”

“Same family.”

Atisha turned back before the pause could stretch. Pauses were dangerous. In pauses, people remembered they had their own thoughts.

“Let me hear North Wing!”

A section near the fountain erupted.

“South Wing!”

Louder.

“Varsity row!”

The athletes clustered beneath the shade of the gym walkway answered with whistles, stomps, and Dominic Reyes lifting both arms as if the applause belonged to him. His basketball jersey was sleeveless despite the event not requiring a uniform. His grin found Atisha with the lazy confidence of someone who had never wondered whether he would be noticed.

Atisha noticed. She noticed everything.

She blew him a theatrical kiss because the crowd expected it, because Dominic would make a show of catching it, because the gossip accounts loved a golden almost-couple more than they loved actual couples.

Dominic staggered backward, hand over heart.

The crowd howled.

Atisha’s smile held.

The platform lights weren’t even on yet, but sweat gathered at the base of her neck beneath the ribbon tied around her ponytail. Her cheeks ached from smiling. Her ribs felt too tight under the crisp white shell of her uniform. Still, she kept moving, kept shining, kept feeding the crowd pieces of herself small enough that they never noticed how much they took.

“Last run!” Bea shouted.

Atisha nodded, then raised one arm.

The cheer squad snapped into formation behind her. Sneakers planted. Chins lifted. Pom-poms glittering like tiny captured suns.

Music blasted.

Her body knew the routine before thought could interfere. Clap, pivot, kick. Smile. Drop. Rise. Hit the count. Trust Mariel’s catch. Land light. Laugh when the freshmen screamed. She moved through the choreography with the ease of a girl who had learned early that applause could smooth over almost anything: bad mornings, quiet dinners, parents who smiled for photos with hands that never touched when the camera lowered.

By the final count, the quad was on its feet.

Atisha hit the ending pose, chest lifting, one arm raised high, gold pom trembling in her fist.

For one perfect second, they adored her.

It landed the way it always did—warm first, then hollow.

She stepped off the platform into a swarm.

“Atisha, picture!”

“Tish, wait, can you sign this?”

“Are you and Dominic going to Formal?”

“You killed that!”

“You’re literally campus royalty.”

Hands touched her arm, her shoulder, the ends of her curls. She touched back because that was part of it, because contact made people feel chosen. A squeeze here, a laugh there, names dropped like gifts.

“Janelle, your eyeliner is insane.”

“Rico, you better post the video where I don’t look possessed.”

“Lia, I saw your story. Your dog is recovering well?”

Their faces lit one by one. Atisha kept the inventory updated without meaning to.

Bea appeared at her elbow with a towel and a bottle of water. “Hydrate before you become a cautionary tale.”

Atisha took the bottle. “I’m sparkling.”

“You’re sweating through your sparkle.”

“Rude.”

“Accurate.”

Atisha drank, careful not to smudge her lip tint. Across the quad, Dominic started toward her, parting students with the easy entitlement of a handsome athlete who assumed crowds were temporary obstacles.

Bea saw him too. “Incoming.”

“Be nice.”

“I’m always nice.”

“You once told him his personality was a sponsored post.”

“That was me being restrained.”

Dominic reached them, grinning. He smelled like citrus deodorant and the expensive gum he always chewed. “Tish.”

“Dom.” She made her voice warm enough to be photographed.

“You were amazing.”

“I know.”

He laughed, delighted, as though her confidence were something he’d helped finance. “Gym after this? Men’s team cleared out early. We could run some shots. Or not run shots.”

Bea made a tiny gagging sound into her water bottle.

Atisha flicked her a warning glance. “Can’t. Cheer’s got gym block at six.”

Dominic’s mouth tilted. “Volleyball’s in there.”

“Not for long.”

He leaned closer. Not enough to be inappropriate. Enough for anyone watching to make assumptions. “Want me to kick them out?”

Atisha’s smile sharpened. “I can handle volleyball.”

“Yeah,” Bea said under her breath. “Famous last words.”

The gym smelled different by evening.

Less sun-warmed dust, more rubber soles and old varnish and the metallic tang of bodies pushed past comfort. Atisha entered with her squad behind her in a river of perfume, hairspray, and chiming laughter. The music speaker bumped against Cristelle Aquino’s hip. Someone’s pom-pom shed gold strips across the threshold.

The volleyball team was still on court.

Not packing up. Not stretching. Still running drills.

Atisha stopped just inside the double doors.

A ball came over the net fast enough that one of the cheer freshmen squeaked and ducked. Veron Salazar moved beneath it, set her feet, and passed cleanly to Nadia without sparing the newcomers a glance.

Atisha had seen Veron before, of course. Everyone had. The volleyball captain existed on campus like bad weather in the distance—discussed, respected, avoided when possible. Tall, controlled, dark hair always scraped back as if softness were a distraction. She looked less like a girl in the middle of practice than a verdict with kneepads.

Atisha lifted her megaphone strap higher on her shoulder and walked forward.

Bea murmured, “There are easier ways to ruin your evening.”

“Watch and learn.”

The cheer squad lingered at the sideline, whispers already starting. Atisha felt them watching her back. Good. An audience clarified the shape of things.

She waited until Veron caught a ball against her hip.

“Hi,” Atisha said brightly. “You must have missed the updated schedule.”

Veron looked at her.

That was all.

No blink of recognition. No quick up-down glance. No softening, no surprise, no adjustment for the fact that Atisha had approached with her camera-ready smile and the full force of her attention.

Just looked.

Atisha’s smile stayed where it was, but something behind it slipped half an inch.

“We have the gym at six,” she continued. “Pep rally rehearsal.”

Veron tucked the ball beneath one arm. “We’re booked until six-thirty.”

Her voice was lower than Atisha expected. Even. Flat in a way that made the words feel heavier.

Atisha gave a small laugh. “That’s awkward, because the rally committee confirmed with us.”

“Then the rally committee should learn to read.”

A few volleyball players went very still.

Behind Atisha, someone whispered, “Oh.”

Heat touched the back of Atisha’s neck. Not embarrassment. Not exactly. Embarrassment required permission, and she had never given a room permission to turn on her.

She tilted her head, letting her curls slide over one shoulder. “Okay. Maybe we started wrong.”

Veron’s gaze did not move to the curls.

Atisha’s fingers tightened around the strap of her megaphone.

“I’m Atisha,” she said, adding warmth to every syllable. “Velasco.”

“I know.”

The words should have pleased her. Instead they landed without flavor.

“And you are?”

Veron blinked once, slow. “Busy.”

Nadia made a strangled sound and turned it into a cough.

Bea’s eyes widened in a way that promised she would be unbearable about this later.

Atisha kept smiling because stopping would be a confession. “Cute. But we have forty people who need floor space, and you have...” She glanced over the court. “What, twelve?”

“Fourteen.”

“Great. Fourteen very intense people.”

“Thirteen,” Nadia called. “I’m delightful.”

Veron did not look away from Atisha. “We’re finishing drills.”

Atisha stepped closer, stopping just shy of the sideline. She was used to proximity working. Used to people recalibrating when she came near, voices going easier, bodies angling open. It wasn’t vanity if it had been proven a thousand times.

Veron remained exactly as she was.

It irritated Atisha so sharply she nearly laughed for real.

“You know,” Atisha said, “most captains try to cooperate with other teams. School spirit. Shared resources. Community.”

“Most captains leave when their slot ends.”

“Our slot started five minutes ago.”

“Ours ends in twenty-five.”

“According to you.”

“According to the reservation sheet.”

Atisha held out a hand. “Show me.”

Veron’s eyes dropped to her hand.

For one absurd second, Atisha thought she might take it.

Instead Veron turned, walked to the scorer’s table, and picked up a clipboard. She brought it back and held it out.

Atisha took it too quickly. Their fingers did not touch.

The sheet was there. Volleyball. Court A. 4:30–6:30 p.m. Signed by Coach Isabel Fuentes.

Cheer Squad. Full Gym. 6:00–8:00 p.m. Written beneath it in a different pen.

Double-booked.

Atisha stared at the paper, jaw aching from the smile she could not drop.

“Well,” she said, “that’s obviously a facilities mistake.”

“Yes.”

The agreement was so unexpected that Atisha looked up.

Veron took the clipboard back. “You should talk to facilities.”

The cheer girls shifted behind her. Restless. Waiting for Atisha to fix the room. She always fixed the room.

She softened her voice. “Veron, right?”

Something flickered in Veron’s eyes at the use of her name. Tiny. There and gone.

Atisha pressed. “We have a rally tomorrow. The routine needs spacing. If we don’t run it here, people could get hurt.”

“If my team skips serving lanes, we lose reps before qualifiers. People could also get hurt.”

“This is one rehearsal.”

“This is one practice.”

Atisha’s laugh came a half-second early, polished and useless. “You’re really not going to budge?”

“No.”

No apology. No performance of regret. Just the closed door.

The gym seemed to hold its breath.

Atisha felt, with startling clarity, the grain of the megaphone strap beneath her thumb. The dried sugar at the corner of her mouth from the sports drink Bea had given her. The way sweat cooled beneath her uniform shell.

Everyone was watching her be unable to move someone.

That never happened.

She leaned in slightly, lowering her voice so only Veron could hear. “Do you enjoy being difficult, or is it a leadership strategy?”

Veron’s gaze dropped to Atisha’s mouth, not in interest. In assessment, as though measuring which words had been sharpened and which were only decoration.

Then she looked back into Atisha’s eyes.

“I don’t enjoy wasting time.”

It should not have stung.

It did anyway.

Atisha stepped back. The smile widened until it felt like a paper cut.

“Fine,” she said brightly, turning toward her squad. “We’ll use the side court until the volleyball team finishes their very important empire-building.”

A few cheerleaders laughed.

Veron’s team did not.

Atisha walked away before anyone could see how carefully she was placing her feet.

Behind her, Veron’s voice cut cleanly across the gym.

“Serving lanes. Now.”

Balls hit the floor again. Sneakers squeaked. The volleyball team moved as if Atisha had never entered at all.

That was the worst part.

Not the insult. Not the inconvenience. Not even the audience.

The worst part was that Veron Salazar had looked at Atisha Velasco—really looked—and found no reason to change course.

Atisha set her megaphone down at the side court with more force than necessary.

Bea came beside her, too quiet for comfort. “You okay?”

Atisha bent to tighten the ribbon on her shoe, though it was already perfect. “Obviously.”

“Because your face is doing this tiny thing.”

Atisha glanced up.

Across the gym, Veron stood at the service line, ball balanced in one hand. She bounced it once. Twice. Her face had returned to that unreadable calm, all ice and discipline, as if Atisha had been nothing but a brief scheduling error.

Then Veron served.

The ball flew hard and low over the net, mercilessly precise.

Atisha watched it strike the far corner, watched the freshman dive and miss, watched Veron turn away without a smile.

Something small and dangerous tightened beneath Atisha’s ribs.

Bea followed her gaze and sighed. “Oh no.”

Atisha straightened. “What?”

“You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where someone doesn’t worship you and you decide it’s a personal project.”

Atisha picked up her pom-poms. Gold strands flashed between her fingers.

Across the court, Veron did not look over.

Atisha’s smile returned, slower this time. Less bright. More blade.

“She’s not a project,” she said.

But even as the music started and the cheer squad snapped into formation around her, Atisha could still feel Veron’s indifference like a handprint pressed cold to the center of her chest.

And for the first time all day, maybe all semester, when Atisha smiled, it was not for the crowd.
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​Chapter 2 - The Girl Who Didn't Clap
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By morning, the gym incident had become three different stories.

In the first version, Atisha Velasco had single-handedly defended the cheer squad from a hostile volleyball takeover, smiling sweetly while Veron Salazar tried to freeze the floor beneath everyone’s sneakers.

In the second, Veron had “bodied” Atisha without raising her voice, which people found hilarious because campus loved nothing more than watching someone beautiful fail to receive special treatment.

In the third version, which appeared on the anonymous gossip account at exactly 8:14 a.m., the whole thing was romantic tension.

The caption read: GOLDEN GIRL VS ICE QUEEN. Place your bets.

Atisha stared at the post while her iced coffee bled condensation over her fingers.

The photo was blurry and cruelly well-timed. Veron stood with the clipboard in one hand, shoulders squared, face unreadable. Atisha faced her in profile, chin lifted, one curl falling over her shoulder like she had arranged it for a magazine cover. The space between them looked charged only because the camera had no mercy for context.

Six hundred likes in twenty minutes.

A comment from someone named @varsityvulture had already climbed to the top.

Atisha finally met someone immune to pretty privilege. Devastating.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

She could comment something clever. Something light enough to show she wasn’t bothered, sharp enough to remind everyone she was still steering the joke. Maybe: Pretty privilege still works, some people are just visually impaired.

No. Too defensive.

Maybe: I support women in sports, even when they’re rude.

No. Too direct.

She locked her phone and set it face-down on the cafeteria table.

Across from her, Bea Marasigan dipped a fry into ketchup with the focus of a surgeon. “You’ve rewritten your comeback sixteen times in your head.”

“I have not.”

“You get this little crease.” Bea tapped the space between her own brows. “It’s your caption-writing face.”

Atisha took a sip of coffee. The straw cracked between her teeth.

Bea looked at it. “That straw had a family.”

“I’m letting it breathe.”

“You’re murdering plastic because a tall woman didn’t clap when you entered a room.”

Atisha lowered her cup. “She was rude.”

“She was scheduled.”

“She called me a waste of time.”

“She said she doesn’t enjoy wasting time. Different sentence.”

“It was implied.”

“You implied she was building an empire out of serving drills.”

Atisha picked at the corner of her napkin until a white flake stuck to her nail. Around them, the cafeteria moved in its usual midday current: trays clattering, chairs dragging, someone yelling across three tables about a quiz they definitely forgot. Three girls at the smoothie counter glanced over, then turned away too quickly.

Atisha smiled at them on reflex.

They lit up, waved.

She waved back.

The smile stayed until their attention moved on. Then it slipped.

Bea watched the whole thing with the kind of expression that made Atisha want to throw the fry basket at her. Gently. As a friend.

“What?” Atisha said.

“Nothing.”

“You only say nothing when it’s very much something.”

Bea leaned back. Her cheer jacket was zipped to her chin even though the cafeteria air-conditioning had lost its will to live sometime in August. “I’m just wondering why this matters.”

“Because she disrespected the squad.”

“Mmm.”

“And me.”

“There it is.”

Atisha’s fingers went still on the napkin.

Bea’s voice softened, which was worse than teasing. “Tish.”

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You said my name like I’m about to learn a moral lesson.”

“You hate moral lessons. You prefer consequences.”

Atisha laughed because the rhythm of the conversation asked her to, but it came too early and landed wrong. Bea heard it. Of course Bea heard it.

Atisha reached for her phone again, then stopped herself.

The gossip post sat there inside the dark glass whether she opened it or not. Veron’s blank face. The comments. The clip someone had probably taken of Atisha stepping back with that sharpened smile, thinking she had hidden the flinch.

She had not flinched.

Probably.

“I’m going to talk to her,” Atisha said.

Bea closed her eyes. “Naturally.”

“To smooth things over.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?”

“It’s called leadership.”

“It’s called poking the bear because the bear didn’t ask for your Instagram.”

Atisha stood, smoothing her skirt before she realized she was doing it. “The volleyball team and cheer squad have to share space all season. We can’t have tension.”

Bea looked up at her. “Tish, you are tension wearing lip gloss.”

Atisha smiled down at her. “And yet everyone loves me.”

Bea didn’t smile back.

The sentence hung there between them, too shiny to be true.

Atisha picked up her coffee and walked away before Bea could say the thing her face had already started saying.

Outside, campus wore late morning like a filter.

Sunlight flashed on bike racks. Posters for the Founder’s Week pep rally flapped against announcement boards, their corners curling from humidity. Students crossed the quad in clusters, laughter spilling out of them easily, carelessly. Atisha moved through it all with the practiced tilt of someone who never hurried where she could be seen. People called out to her. She answered every name.

“Love your top, Mica.”

“Yes, I saw the video. Send it to me.”

“Tell your kuya I said congrats.”

A hand on an arm. A laugh. A little warmth parceled out like candy.

By the time she reached the athletics building, her jaw hurt.

Veron was not in the main gym.

Of course she wasn’t. The main court sat empty except for a janitor dragging a wide dust mop in patient lines across the wood. Atisha paused in the doorway, suddenly unsure what she had expected: Veron waiting beneath a spotlight, perhaps, prepared for round two.

The thought annoyed her enough to make her move.

She found the volleyball team in the smaller training room behind the gym, where old championship banners hung lower than dignity allowed and the walls smelled faintly of rubber mats. The door was propped open with a crate of medicine balls.

Inside, Veron stood beside a whiteboard with a marker in one hand.

Not practicing. Teaching.

A half circle of players sat on the floor in various states of exhaustion. Nadia lay flat on her back with one arm over her eyes. Mae, the freshman from last night, had both knees pulled to her chest and watched Veron like missing a word might cost her rent.

Veron had drawn a rotation diagram on the board. Arrows, numbers, clean lines. Her handwriting was small and blunt.

“If the setter takes first contact here,” Veron said, tapping the board, “Nadia releases. Mae covers short. Don’t admire the pass. Move.”

Mae nodded quickly.

Veron’s gaze flicked toward the door.

Atisha had not made a sound, but the room shifted anyway. Someone sat up straighter. Nadia lifted her arm off her face and turned her head.

“Oh,” Nadia said. “The weather changed.”

Atisha smiled. “Good morning to you too.”

“It was, yeah.”

Veron capped the marker. “Can I help you?”

There it was again. Not irritation. Not admiration. Not even the satisfaction of knowing Atisha had come to her.

Just an obstacle placed calmly in the doorway.

Atisha stepped inside, letting her smile warm by degrees. “I was hoping to talk.”

“We’re in film review.”

“There’s no film.”

“There was.”

Nadia whispered to Mae, “Technically devastating.”

Atisha kept her eyes on Veron. “Two minutes.”

Veron looked at the players on the floor. Atisha expected annoyance from them, maybe curiosity, the little thrill people got when drama walked into a room wearing perfume. But several of them looked at Veron first, waiting for permission to react.

That did something strange in Atisha’s chest.

She was used to rooms orienting toward her. She had never loved watching one orient away.

Veron set the marker on the ledge. “Two.”

She walked past Atisha into the hallway.

Atisha followed, triumph arriving out of habit before the situation had earned it.

The hallway outside the training room was narrow, lined with dented lockers and framed team photos from years Atisha had only heard about during alumni events. A vending machine hummed near the far end. Somewhere behind the wall, a ball hit hardwood in steady intervals.

Veron stopped beside a water fountain.

Atisha stopped too close on purpose.

Veron did not step back.

Fine.

Atisha shifted her weight, softening her shoulders, letting her voice drop into the tone she used with donors, deans, angry parents, crying freshmen — anyone who needed to feel that she had chosen them from the crowd.

“About last night,” she began, “I think we both got put in a bad position.”

Veron waited.

Atisha’s smile flickered. She hated when people waited like that. Most people rushed to fill quiet if you gave them enough of it. Veron seemed carved from the stuff.

“And I may have come in a little hot,” Atisha continued.

“Did you?”

A laugh rose to Atisha’s mouth, quick and bright. She pressed it into shape. “A little.”

Veron’s eyes stayed on hers.

The silence stretched.

Atisha’s hand moved toward Veron’s forearm before she caught herself. Touch worked; it always worked. A brief press, warm and disarming. But Veron’s arms were crossed, and Atisha had the sharp sense that if she touched her without permission, Veron would not be rude.

She would simply look at the hand until Atisha removed it.

Atisha folded her own arms instead. “I’m trying to apologize.”

“No, you’re trying to make this feel mutual.”

The words landed so cleanly that Atisha’s breath forgot its next instruction.

Inside the training room, Nadia said something that made the others laugh. The sound was muffled by the half-closed door.

Atisha tilted her head. “Wow.”

Veron’s expression did not change.

“That’s your move?” Atisha asked. “Just say something blunt and hope everyone mistakes it for honesty?”

“It is honesty.”

“No, it’s rude with good posture.”

For the first time, something almost moved at the corner of Veron’s mouth.

Almost.

Atisha saw it and felt a ridiculous flare of victory.

Then Veron said, “Did you need something else?”

The flare went out.

Atisha’s nails pressed crescents into her own elbow. She released her arms before the dents could show. “Look. Our teams have to coordinate for rallies, games, campus events. It would make everyone’s life easier if we didn’t start the season acting like enemies.”

“We’re not enemies.”

Atisha blinked.

Veron looked down the hall toward the gym, where a whistle screamed once. “We’re people with conflicting schedules.”

“That’s very poetic.”

“It’s accurate.”

“Do you ever just say things to be nice?”

“When necessary.”

“And I don’t qualify?”

“No.”

Atisha stared at her.

A girl walked by carrying a stack of cones, slowed when she recognized them, then immediately sped up when Veron glanced over.

Atisha waited until the girl disappeared around the corner. Her voice came out lower than she’d planned. “You really don’t care, do you?”

Veron’s brows drew together slightly. “About what?”

“About being liked.”

For a second, Veron said nothing.

Atisha had expected the usual answers. Everyone cared. Everyone pretended not to, which was only another way of caring. Even the loners curated their loneliness. Even the athletes who acted too focused for campus gossip still checked to see who had watched their games.

But Veron looked at her as if the question belonged to a language she understood but did not speak at home.

“I care about winning,” Veron said. “I care about my team staying healthy. I care about not losing practice time because someone in facilities can’t use a calendar.”

Atisha waited.

Veron added, almost as an afterthought, “Being liked doesn’t serve any of that.”

The hallway seemed too bright.

Atisha laughed again, but there was no crowd to catch it and turn it into something useful. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s efficient.”

“It’s lonely.”

She hadn’t meant to say that.

The words slipped out before she could dress them properly. For the first time since Atisha had met her, Veron’s face changed enough to reveal an edge beneath it. Not hurt exactly. Something older, immediately buried.

Atisha saw it because reading people was what she did. She saw the tiny tightening around Veron’s eyes, the stillness that became too deliberate. A door closing from the inside.

Veron’s voice went quieter. “You don’t know me.”

No sharpness. No volume.

Somehow that made it worse.

Atisha should have backed off. She knew that. There were rooms you pushed and rooms you preserved. But Veron had finally reacted, and Atisha’s instincts lunged toward the crack.

“I know the type.”

“No,” Veron said. “You know audiences.”

The fluorescent light above them buzzed.

Atisha’s smile disappeared before she could stop it.

Veron noticed. Of course she noticed. Her gaze flicked once over Atisha’s face, not triumphantly. Carefully. As if the absence of the smile mattered more than the smile ever had.

Atisha hated that too.

She lifted her chin. “You make a lot of assumptions for someone who hates wasting time.”

“I make observations.”

“Then observe this.” Atisha stepped closer, close enough to smell laundry soap and the faint salt of practice sweat. Nothing sweet. Nothing arranged for anyone’s benefit. “People don’t follow ice forever. Eventually they get tired of freezing.”

Veron looked down at her. Atisha was not short, but Veron made height feel like a decision.

“My team follows because I don’t ask them to pretend,” Veron said.

Atisha’s throat tightened around whatever answer should have come next.

From inside the training room, Mae’s voice rose, tentative. “Captain? Should we set up cones?”

Veron didn’t look away from Atisha. “Thirty seconds.”

The answer was for Mae. The warning was for Atisha.

Atisha stepped back first.

She made herself smile. Smaller this time. Cleaner. “I’ll email about scheduling.”

“Good.”

“Maybe copy me directly so we can avoid future misunderstandings.”

“I’ll copy Coach.”

“Of course you will.”

Veron turned toward the training room.

Atisha heard herself say, “Do you ever get tired of being like that?”

Veron stopped with her hand on the doorframe.

For one breath, Atisha thought she would walk away. That would have fit: the ice queen leaving the golden girl to rot in the hallway with her own bad question.

Instead Veron looked back.

Atisha wished she hadn’t.

There was nothing blank in her face now. No campus mythology. No dramatic coldness. Just a girl with tired eyes and a mouth held still by practice.

“Yes,” Veron said.

The word was so quiet Atisha almost missed it.

Then Veron stepped back into the room and closed the door behind her.

Atisha stood in the hallway with the vending machine humming beside her and her hands hanging useless at her sides.

Yes.

Not a comeback. Not a victory. Not an opening she knew how to use.

Just yes.

Her phone buzzed in her skirt pocket.

Bea: Did you make peace or declare war?

Atisha stared at the closed door.

Through the small rectangular window, she could see Veron crouch beside Mae, adjusting the angle of the freshman’s hands around an imaginary receive. Veron’s expression had returned to calm, but her touch was careful. Patient. Nothing like the girl from the gossip post. Nothing like the girl Atisha had decided to dislike because disliking was easier than not mattering.

Mae nodded. Veron nodded once back.

That same tiny approval from last night.

The kind Atisha had never had to work for.

Her phone buzzed again.

Bea: I’m assuming war because you’re taking too long.

Atisha typed, deleted, typed again.

Neither.

She stared at the word, then erased it.

Instead she wrote: Facilities issue. Handling it.

The lie looked tidy enough to send.

She slid the phone away and started down the hall.

Behind her, the volleyball players laughed at something Nadia said. Veron did not laugh. Atisha knew that without looking.

Still, halfway to the exit, she slowed.

The word followed her through the athletics building, out into the sunlight, past the posters with her own smiling face advertising tomorrow’s rally.

Yes.

A single syllable, plain as a bruise.

And somehow Veron Salazar, who had given Atisha almost nothing, had left her carrying more than anyone who adored her ever had.
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​Chapter 3 - Public Record
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By four o’clock, the Founder’s Week pep rally had already begun to smell like rain, popcorn, and student council panic.

The sky over the quad hung low and silver, clouds swollen over the university chapel like a threat nobody had scheduled for. Folding chairs scraped across the concrete. Someone from events kept shouting into a walkie-talkie that made everything worse by answering in static. A sophomore in a mascot head stood near the stage, fanning herself with one paw while the other paw held a half-melted iced coffee.

Atisha Velasco stood at the center of it all in white sneakers and gold ribbon, smiling like the weather had personally asked her permission.

“Move the speaker two feet left,” she called. “No, your other left. Perfect. Cris, tell the freshmen not to stand under the banner unless they want to be decapitated by school spirit.”

Cristelle Aquino saluted with two fingers. “Tragic, but on theme.”

“Too soon. We need them alive through the pyramid.”

A few cheerleaders laughed. The sound softened the edges of the chaos, and Atisha felt the familiar click inside her chest — there, good, room managed. Panic turned to play. Disorder turned to something people could clap for.

Bea, kneeling by the stage with a roll of tape between her teeth, looked up. “Your smile is starting to scare the volunteers.”

Atisha’s cheeks ached. “My smile has raised more school spirit than this entire committee.”

“Your smile has also started three dating rumors and one argument with volleyball.”

“At least I’m versatile.”

She said it lightly, but her gaze moved before she could stop it.

Across the quad, the volleyball team had arrived in matching warm-up jackets, tall girls cutting through the crowd with duffel bags and bored expressions. They drew attention without asking for it. People stepped aside. Conversation thinned. Respect followed them like a shadow.

Veron Salazar walked at the front.

Of course she did.

Her hair was in its usual low bun, damp at the temples like she had come straight from practice. She wore no glitter, no ribbon, no makeup Atisha could detect beyond the natural flush high on her cheeks from exertion. Her jacket was zipped to her throat. Even among athletes, she looked too composed to belong to a body that sweated.

Nadia Bautista walked backward in front of her, talking with both hands.

Veron listened without looking as if Nadia were a podcast she had not chosen but tolerated for educational value.

Atisha hated that she noticed.

She turned sharply toward the stage. “Bea, we need to run the transition again.”

Bea followed her gaze, then made a sound around the tape. “Mm.”

“Don’t.”

“I said nothing.”

“You said an entire paragraph.”

Bea removed the tape from her mouth. “I’m only admiring how not interested you are.”

“I’m extremely not interested.”

“Historic levels.”

Atisha lifted her megaphone and turned her back on the volleyball team.

The pep rally was supposed to be simple. Cheer
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